REDUCE THE RISK OF HAY FIRES

Source: Mike Collins

Fire, always a concern with hay, takes on even greater significance when you can lose an expensive barn in addition to the stored hay.

A spontaneous combustion fire is caused by extreme heating in stored hay, resulting from microorganism activity in bales stored at too high a moisture level. Even if the excessive heating doesn(t cause a fire, it will reduce forage quality.

Baling hay at proper moisture levels is the primary way to avoid fires from extreme internal heating.  Round bales should contain no more than 18 percent moisture when put inside a barn; and small rectangular bales, no more than 20 percent moisture.

If you think hay is too wet, store it outside for about three weeks until the danger of combustion from heating has passed. Be sure to stack rectangular bales loosely to achieve good air movement and ventilation. After several weeks of outside storage, the hay should be near 15 percent moisture and can be stacked inside without risk of heating.

Don(t put new crop hay against dry hay. 

You can try to reduce excessive heating in higher-moisture hay by spraying preservatives on hay during the baling process to reduce fungal and bacterial growth.  To successfully avoid heating, a preservative (usually containing ammonium propionate as the active ingredient) must be applied at adequate rates and well distributed throughout the hay package.

Slight temperature elevations are common in stored hay, especially during the first week or two after baling. Thus, it(s  

a good idea to periodically monitor hay temperature until you(re sure there(s no danger of fire.

The following temperature ranges will help you gauge the potential for an internally caused fire in stored hay. Hay commonly reaches temperatures of 120 to 130 degrees F. This heating level poses no serious threat of fire or of quality loss. Temperatures ranging from 130 to 160 degrees F decrease forage quality by reducing protein and dry matter digestibility and increasing fiber levels. At temperatures of 160 degrees F or higher, it(s possible the hay will heat further, reach combustible temperatures and catch on fire.

For more information on preventing hay fires and other management practices to maximize forage quality, contact your (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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