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Poultry Litter For Pasture and Hay

here are about I billion broilers, 12
mil l ion laying hens, l3 mi l l ion
broi ler breeder hens, 12 mi l l ion

replacement pullets, and over 2 million
turkeys in Georgia. Most of the poultry
industry is located in north Georgia but in
recent years there has been a sizeable
increase in broi ler  product ion in the
southern part of the State. Although some
people v iew the poul t ry industry as a
threat to beef product ion,  i t  has been
beneficial in furnishing poultry litter for
fertilizer on grassland and feed for many
cattle in Georgia. In the drought of 1993
when hay was unavai lable or very
expensive, poultry litter mixed with com
provided inexpensive feed for cat t le.
Most of the poultry l i tter in Georgia is
used on pasture and hayland. There are
some problems in using i t  and many
unanswered ouestions. but in this article
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we will try to provide a few guidelines
for use.

What is poultry litter?
Poultry l i tter consists of the manure

generated by the birds, wood shavings or
sawdust.  feathers.  and waste feed.
Moisture content is usually 2O to 257o.
As might be expected, nutrient content is
quite variable, depending on amount of
bedding used, time in the poultry house,
and t ime of  year.  On average, broi ler
house l i t ter  wi l l  contain the fb l lowing
amount of nutrients per ton of litter: 66 lb
N. 50 lb P:Os. and 40 lb K.O. When
poultry litter is stockpiled, there can be a
sizeable loss of  n i t rogen which may
decl ine to 35 lb N/ton. Ammonia
volatilization or loss to the air is greatest
when it is wet. Thus, storing it under dry

condi t ions wi l l  substant ia l ly  reduce
losses of  n i t rogen, the most valuable
nutrient in the litter. When poultry litter
is spread on a pasture or hayfield, there
will be a further loss of generally less
than 207o of the nitrogen.

How much poultry litter
can lapply?

Obviously, the best way to determine
the desired application rate is to obtain a
soil test and base application on nutrienls
needed by the crop. However,  in many
cases the broi ler  producer is anxious to
dispose of  the l i t ter  on grassland as
cheaply as possible in close proxirnity to
the poultry houses. This often results in
very heavy applications with very high
levels of  potassium and especial ly
phosphorus in the forage. There is also

the potent ia l  danger of  contaminat ing
ground water with nitrogen which can be
harmful to human and cattle health.

Maximum recommended application
rates on bahia and bermudagrass pasture
would be 4 tons of litterlacrelapplication
with a yearly total of 6 tons. Tall fescue
and orchardgrass pasture would have a
maximum of 4 tons/acrelapplication with
a yearly total of 5 tons/acre. Bermuda-
grass hay would have a maximum of 4
tons/cutting. There is much that we do not
know about maximum application rates
on pasture and potential nutrient runoff.
We are doing research on this problem at
the Central Georgia Station where runoff
of water. nutrients. and coliform bacteria
from mixed bermudagrass-tall fescue
pasture watersheds where continuous and
rotational stocking methods of grazing are
being used with cattle.

Practical, economical applications are
much less than the maximum rates given
above. For example,  product ive ta l l
fescue pastures would need about 60 lb
N/acre in autumn and again in late
winter. Even allowing for some ammonia
loss, about 1 to 2 tons of poultry litter
would provide adequate nitrogen and not
build up excess levels of phosphorus and
potasium. An advantage of poultry litter

over synthetic nitrogen ferti l izer is the
slower release of nitrogen over time.

How much can I afford to pay for
poultry litter as tertilizer?

The largest factor contributing to cost
of poultry litter is the distance it has to be
transported. It is bulky and it contains
water so transportation and spreading
costs will determine the value of poultry
litter on your farm. The N, PzOs and K:O
in average poultry litter is worth about
$30 per ton. However, if your soil test
resul ts say that you do not need the
phosphate and potash, then the poultry
litter will be worth only $15/ton for the
ni t rogen in i t .  As synthet ic ni t rogen
ferti l izer prices rise. the price you can
afford to pay for poul t ry l i t ter  wi l l
increase. Obviously,  i f  the pr ice of
poultry litter is higher than you can apply
the same nutr ients f rom commercial
fertilizer, then poultry litter will not be an
attractive alterative.

Do weed seed in poultry litter
make my pasture weedy?

Often, livestock producers report that
they have more weeds where they apply
poultry litter, suggesting that they spread

weed seed with the litter. A recent study
in Alabama collected samples of fresh
l i t ter  f rom l8 broi ler  houses in var ious
parts of  the state.  In the greenhouse,
when kept moist for six weeks, no weeds
were found growing in the litter but when
weed seed were planted in the litter, they
grew luxur iant ly.  This is conclusive
evidence that the broiler l i tter did not
introduce weed seed into the pastures but
rather that the weed seed were already in
the pasture and broiler l i tter stimulated
germination and growth. Obviously, an
effect ive herbic ide program may be
needed when broiler litter or anv fertilizer
is applied to a pasture.

Conclusion
With over 2 mi l l ion tons/year of

poultry litter being generated in Georgia,
there is tremendous opportunity to use
this valuable resource, mainly as a
fertilizer but also for cattle feed. The
challenge is to use it efficiently and not
waste the nutr ients or cause
environmental  problems with excess
application rates. As poultry production
expands in south Georgia, an excellent
source of forage plant nutrients will be
available to cattle producers in that area.


