This presentation is meant to provide local, Upper Peninsula insight into the economic
opportunities for field crops and hay for beginning farmers. It was developed for the MSU
Extension U.P. Beginning Farmer Webinar Series and presented on February 6, 2013 via
webinar.
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The growing season in the U.P. is limiting. A typical growing season in much of the region is
100 days from frost to frost. In the southern tier of counties, the growing season is a little
longer and often a little warmer (not much). Crops requiring a longer growing season will
not give good, consistent results from year to year. Some people think the current trend of
climate warming may allow new farming opportunities in the future.
The U.P. and northern lower Michigan includes large areas of low fertility soils. The farming
regions in the eastern U.P. (Chippewa County) and the western U.P. (Ontonagon and
Houghton counties) contain large tracts of clay soils with relatively poor drainage. The
central U.P. and much of the northern lower peninsula include sandy, well‐drained soils.
Soil acidity can be a problem. Soil testing is essential for determining lime and nutrient
needs, at least occasionally.
Sources of ag equipment, seed, crop protection materials, lime fertilizer and custom field
work are few and far between across the U.P. In many areas, there are few farms, so
sharing equipment and labor with neighbors is less convenient. Farming ‘pockets’ exist in
areas like Pelkie, Engadine and Chatham, where groups of farmers can band together to
improve access to these types of inputs.
Distance to markets is a challenge for many U.P. farm products and potential ‘new’
products. Improved commodity prices make crops like wheat more attractive to U.P.
producers, but along with learning a ‘new’ crop, they have to become acquainted with
trucking arrangements to distant receiving points…..a new thing for many U.P. farmers.
Others have been trucking products like potatoes, hay, spring wheat and dry beans several
hundred miles each year for decades.
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This is a listing of crops I have seen growing on U.P. farms over the years. Forage and small
grains dominate. Corn is becoming more common as improved short‐day hybrids are
released by seed companies, and as we move to warmer, longer summers. Barley is not as
popular a crop as in earlier years, however, there is a growing interest in malting barley,
which has much higher quality standards than feed grade barley.
The potato and dry bean producers are generally experienced producers and marketers.
These crops require specialized equipment and a high degree of skill. The markets are fairly
specialized. Storage facilities and processing equipment is also needed.
Miscellaneous crops like canola and field peas grow well in the U.P., but have limited
markets and uses. Both have potential as markets develop. Soybeans have not been a
good crop in the U.P., although a limited acreage is produced in Menominee County.
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It is critical to be fairly confident that you know how you will sell your product once it is
harvested. If on‐farm storage is not available, then a farmer is vulnerable to the lower price
offered at harvest time that that offered later in cycle.
Your local U.P. elevator may buy corn or oats, but probably not many, if any, other crops.
However, they may be interested in working with you on trucking arrangements. For
example, if they’re sending a truck into Wisconsin for soybean meal, they may want to haul
your winter wheat to a Wisconsin market.
There may be opportunities in cover crop seed, certified seed, straw, organic crops, or a
variety of other enterprises. An entreprenurial spirit is good in an agricultural business.
You may also find it profitable to raise specific crops needed by neighbors, such as field
peas as a high protein grain supplement for cattle, swine or poultry.
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The hay market is in an unusual state right now. Drought in 2012 combined with reduced
acreages of forage due to high corn, soybean and wheat prices (causing farmers to replace
forage acreage with grain), have resulted in a forage shortage nationwide, including
Michigan.
It is a pretty good time to have hay to sell.
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Hay quality is important. It can be determined visually and with a sniff, but better with a
lab analysis. Many U.P. farmers use the AgSource lab in Wisconsin. Quality is a factor of
good production practices including species and variety selection, good stand
establishment, timing of field operations (especially harvest), adequate soil fertility, and
good storage to protect hay from moisture. If haying equipment breaks down and prohibits
timely raking, baling, etc, then quality will suffer.
Its important to know how your potential customers want their hay baled….small square?
Large round? Large square? Wrapped?
Hay markets vary from region to region. Most areas have horse owners interested in
buying hay from a local farmer. You may develop relationships with local livestock
producers. You may even decide to get into livestock to utilize your own hay!
Use all the tools you can to explore and understand a variety of markets. Enter those that
match your operation.
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For most small hay producers, the market is relationship‐based. That is, you deal directly
with your end customer and get to know them. People who treat each other fairly and
have reasonable loyalty can do business together year after year, negotiating the hay
market’s ups and downs. If you always seek the highest price possible in years when hay
supply is short and price is high, then your customers may very well seek the lowest price
possible during years of overabundant supply and low prices, which may very well be
someone other than you.
If you can store hay instead of selling all you produce directly from the field, then you are
set up to take advantage of more marketing opportunities. Having a good reputation for
quality hay and fair, honest dealings is the best sales tool in a local, personal hay market.
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In addition to selling grain, forage and other field crops, some crops are useful as soil
builders. Cover crops generally fit in better where the window of opportunity for a late
season crop is longer than in the U.P. Nevertheless, cover crops can be useful in building up
low fertility, low organic matter soils, suppressing weeds, and improving soil tilth and
fertility.
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Contact:
Jim Isleib, MSU Extension
Upper Peninsula Crop Production Educator
isleibj@anr.msu.edu
906‐387‐2530
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