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AN ancient Ethiopian grain crop, 
teff, is gaining some popularity as 
a heat-loving annual forage crop. 

Volunteer growth the following year isn’t 
an issue in a continental climate because 
teff dies with the fi rst fall freeze.  

“It’s beautiful stuff,” says Beth Fisher 
of Beaver City, Neb., who is in the hay 
business with her husband, Treg. 
“Horses will walk right past alfalfa to get 
to it.” It’s a good hay for starting calves 
and dry cows, too, she says.

“One lady fed her mature horse teff 
hay and nothing else all winter, and the 
horse was as fat in the spring as if she’d 
grained him all winter,” adds Joe Unruh, 
who has found a place for teff in his 
Hesston, Kan., haying operation. 

Teff, the world’s smallest-seeded 
cereal grain, has been a food staple in its 
native Ethiopia since at least 1000 B.C. 
Ethiopians pound the gluten-free seed 
into fl our, ferment it for a few days and 
make their famous platter-size injera 
fl atbread.

Tiffany is one of several strains of teff 
that have been selected in recent years 
and developed as a potential hay crop. 
When harvested in the boot stage, the 
hay is fi ne, soft, sweet-smelling and very 
palatable. 

Tiny teff seeds are diffi cult to estab-
lish, so they need to be planted shal-
lowly into a fi rm seedbed.

“It’s hard to get the drill set right,” 
says Scott Rice of Wilsonville, Neb. “But 
once it comes up, it comes up thick.”

Once teff takes hold, it really grows 
— up to 3 or 4 feet — in conditions 
that can vary from water-logged to 
droughty. The plants have large crowns 
and lots of tillers on a shallow, massive 
fi brous root system, say agronomists at 

New uses found
for historic grain

Key Points
■ Teff is a small-seeded annual grain from 

Ethiopia.
■ Certain strains have found popularity as 

an annual hay crop.
■ Teff can be challenging to establish and 

diffi cult to dry.

TEFF is much fi ner-stemmed and 
leafi er than some of the more tra-

ditional forage choices, says Bruce 
Anderson, University of Nebraska 
Extension forage specialist. Teff may 
have more crude protein and total di-
gestible nutrients than millet, forage 
sorghum and sudangrass, but its ton-

Producer’s Choice Seed.
Dennis Fitzke, alfalfa product man-

ager at Hoegemeyer Hybrids, says 
teff yields can vary from 4 to 5.5 tons 
per acre in multiple cuttings on better 
eastern Nebraska dryland fi elds with 30 
to 50 pounds of nitrogen, or 7 to 8 tons 
with 75 to 100 pounds of nitrogen under 
irrigation.

“My advice is cut early and often,” 
says Rice. “It seems to have more mois-
ture in it than prairie grass. I dry it the 
full width of the swath. I have a 10-foot 
crimper. But a sickle bar would be even 
better — it’s too much stuff!”

The Fishers say it’s taken as long as a 
week to get their teff to dry. They use it 
as a transition crop between row crops 
and alfalfa. The fi rst year they planted it, 
on a dryland ridge, they got 3 tons per 
acre in one cutting. In 2008, with more 
rain and more nitrogen, they got 5 tons 
per acre in three cuttings.

Andy Stock of Murdock, in southeast 
Nebraska, also grows teff. Customers 
have fed it to dry cows, calves and 
horses.

Stock doesn’t recommend second-
year teff, based on his experience with 
it. His best stand has come from seeding 
on lightly disked cornstalks. 

“You want to cut it when you fi rst see 
the head in the boot,” he says. “It’s fi ne-
stemmed and fl uffy. When you cut it, it’s 
soft, like green velvet.”

DEMAND 
GROWING: 
Andy Stock 
says teff hay 
has gained 
popularity 
with his horse 
customers.

Tips for teff nage is less. The decision may hinge 
on whether you need palatability or 
tonnage.

Teff seed is much smaller than al-
falfa seed, and needs to be planted 
only ¹⁄₈ inch deep. It needs an extra-fi rm 
seedbed when drilled, says Anderson. 
Some growers have had better luck 
broadcasting the seed and rolling or 
irrigating it afterward. Teff needs about a 
week of moist soil to establish itself.

*Offer subject to purchase of a MacDon-built 
or competitor’s new mower conditioner 
within 30 days of dealer demo. The 
competitive machine that you purchase 
must be equivalent to the MacDon machine 
that you demo. Note: the A30 auger is 
sold under the MacDon and Premier 
brands. Proof of purchase and demo 
form is required to qualify. Offer expires 
June 30, 2009. MF11919-0409

when we say we'll 
give you $250 to 

buy our competitor's
pull-type mower 

conditioner.

We believe you'll

just
sayno

The catch? You must first demo one of MacDon’s new pull-type 
mower conditioners – either the R80 Pull-Type Rotary Disc or 
A30 Pull-Type Auger. Now that’s an easy $250! Better still, if you 
choose to buy a MacDon-built machine (and we know you 
will) we’ll give you $1,000.

THAT’S $1,000 TO BUY MACDON!
See your dealer today.

www.macdon.com

That’s right. Take the MacDon Challenge 
and we’ll give you $250 towards your next 
mower conditioner, even if you buy the 
competition’s machine.*

Register today for a 
field demonstration,
call 1-877-622-3668.
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