
Sustainable Farming : Gleaning Pumpkins

Pumpkins, a Food Source for Livestock (April 2013)

Last Halloween (October 2012), I bought a bunch of the last minute sale pumpkins for decorations and 
to give to the hens over the winter. One of them was particularly large and fleshy and the hens went 
nuts for it. I saved the seeds and planted them late (at the same time as the sweet potatoes). The 
plants are big and blossoming so I’m hoping we will have a bunch of nice sized pumpkins by the time 
we get the first frost. I have no idea what kind they are so cannot claim anything about them. There 
may not even be enough to sell, but hope there will.

Free Pumpkins Through Gleaning (November 2013)

We had lots of blossoms this summer and fall (good for the bees) but ended up with only two (2) puny, 
not-even-pie-size pumpkins. That will teach me, eh? So, like last year I went looking for after season 
deals on pumpkins. I was a bit TOO late and most of the places I found last year had already disposed 
of their overstock. 

THEN I happened to look at a Garden Center in Blue Springs MO on my way somewhere else and 
saw LOTS OF PUMPKINS!! Great big jack-o-lantern size pumpkins! I already had practice talking with 
businesses about taking pumpkins off their hands (gleaning), so I was confident when I spoke to the 
manager. “I’ll be happy to haul away those pumpkins for you, if 
you like... no charge!” The manager was happy to accept that offer 
because it meant he didn’t have to pay an extra dumpster fee to 
throw them away. 

We ended up with five and a half (5-1/2) pallets full of pumpkins! 
(There were between 20 and 30 pumpkins per pallet.) Here are a 
couple photos of the pallets that fit in the ShelterLogic shed.

There is nothing to compare with LOTS of FREE food for the 
livestock. See the attached PDF about the value of pumpkins as 
food for livestock entitled Alternative Crops for Beef Cattle.

The cattle were a bit tentative at first (“moo, something new”), but 
now they dive into them and push each other away to claim their 
share. I’ll have to put some photos on the cattle page.

The hens from last year knew what to do and the newer ladies 
picked it up REAL fast. YUMMY! Great fiber and lovely nutrients 
for all!

PLEASE NOTE: 
Everything included in “Sustainable Farming : Gleaning Pumpkins” has been transposed directly 
from the website. That includes references to the PlayHaven Farm LLC and Green Building Project 
(PHF&GBP) website pages, external websites, links to documents, etc. Because of how quickly 
things change on the internet, there are NO links from this document.
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UPDATE, April 2015
I tried contacting places that sell jack-o-lantern pumpkins about a month before Halloween (October 
2014) so I would know who and where to get the leftovers. It was a very disconcerting experience. So 
after two (2) frustrating experiences, I decided to just wing it (like last year). 

It turned out that the pumpkin crop for 2014 was not as plentiful as 2013 had been and most places 
had run out of pumpkins BEFORE Halloween. HyVee in Blue Springs had some of those white 
squashes left and said I could have all of them. Ben’s in Blue Springs was suprised that I hadn’t come 
by ahead of time (can’t win for losing) but they did have ALOT of pie pumpkins and a bunch of squash 
that they wanted to get rid of. Yes, thank you, HAPPY to help you out!

The hubby headed back to the farm with what we had while I drove around looking for more leftovers. 
It was slim pickins’ and I had just decided to give up when I happened to see a Church sign advertising 
a Pumpkin Patch for Halloween. I headed for it toot-sweet! I saw a whole BUNCH of pumpkins still 
in the grass at the Church. Being Saturday, the Church was locked but there was someone cleaning 
inside and they answered my knock. The nice man called the Associate Pastor who had been in 
charge of the Pumpkin Patch and the Pastor headed to the Church to talk with me.

Turns out the Associate Pastor had hoped to find a local farm that would use the pumpkins. I was the 
answer to his prayer. And, he, in turn, was mine. They had purchased the load as a fundraiser from a 
non-profit in New Mexico and they had made a nice amount from the sales. He said he was going to 
offer the leftovers to parishioners at the Sunday Service and if I came on Tuesday, I could have all that 
were still there. Sounded more than fair to me. 

On Tuesday (it happened to be Election Day and the church is a Polling Place), we took the trailer 
and ended up with two (2) FULL loads of pumpkins. (By the way, I made a donation to the Church in 
Thanks for letting us have the pumpkins.)

Between those and the previous squashes et al, I had enough pumpkins for cattle and chickens 
through December. I am ever so grateful!

(Do you know what is frustrating still? The place where I had the most frustrating experience... which 
was that they don’t have leftover pumpkins because they donate what is left to charity... had a GREAT 
BIG pile of orange pumpkins in their compost the week after Halloween. Heavy Sigh. Maybe next 
year... I must remember to be clear that I’m talking about Jack-o-Lanterns, not food pumpkins.)

UPDATE, DECember 2015
I really learned my lessons from the last couple of years. Don’t be discouraged when someone says 
no. Definitely contact as many places ahead of time as possible. Make it very clear I am asking about 
their UNSALEABLE jack-o-lantern pumpkins.

I started this when I saw pumpkins for sale at the various grocery stores. I stopped at a few and found 
out who to talk to about hauling away what they couldn’t sell... after Halloween. Generally, what I was 
told was that they did not expect to have any left, but they would call me if they did. A couple of places 
just put the leftovers out with a “Free” sign and they disappear very quickly. Most want them gone the 
day after Halloween.

I also sent an email to the Church that let me have their leftovers last year. I received no response and 
when I drove by I discovered they were not doing the pumpkin patch fundraiser this year.

This year I was unable to pick up pumpkins until the 4th of November and so that made me 
apprehensive about my chances of getting any pumpkins for the cattle. Besides which, as you may 
recall, I wasn’t sure I would have cattle if someone bought them. It was a pretty nerve wracking time 
for me. Basically, I figured if I ended up cattle and no pumpkins, that was life and if I ended up with 
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pumpkins and no cattle then I would pass them along to any of my cattle farmer friends that wanted 
them. Happily, I ended up with both cattle and pumpkins!

Thankfully, I did remember to contact Ben’s in Blue Spring ahead of time and they were very happy to 
hear from me. It was a very good year for jack-o-lantern pumpkins even though parts of the country 
were expecting shortages of pumpkins. The folks at Ben’s were fine with holding what they had left 
until I could pick them up. The hubby and I went out at the schedule date and time and in spite of 
having to fix a flat tire on the trailer before hauling them back to the farm, we made two (2) trips that 
day which filled up the ShelterLogic Shed. And Ben’s still had plenty of pumpkins and other squash 
and gourds to sell as Thanksgiving decorations.

The hubby used one of our wire cattle panels, pallets, tie-down 
straps and reclaimed lumber to make a great big pumpkin bin 
inside the Shed. (He designed it for the 2014 season and I forgot 
to give him kudos on it then. You never know if the business wants 
to keep the cardboard bins and, unfortunately, we didn’t know that 
we should have saved them. Live and learn.)

The folks at Ben’s even did some calling of their nursery/garden 
center contacts to see if anyone else had pumpkins they wanted 
hauled away. Actually, they were surprised that any of the grocery stores would consider letting me 
haul the extras away because there are legalities since they sell food... even though the pumpkins 
I would be getting rid of are not a human food product. It is a valid point that I will keep in mind for 
the future. I took Ben’s some “Thank You” gifts of honey and beef. We also left that day with the 
understanding that if they didn’t sell the rest of the pumpkins (et al), I would be happy to come back 
and haul them away. 

A few weeks later (after Thanksgiving), the folks at Ben’s called. The hubby was away on business, so 
I ended up putting the remaining pumpkins et al in the back of the van since I don’t drive with the trailer 
attached. It took me three (3) trips over two (2) days. We had used about two-thirds of the original 
number of pumpkins by then and once I put all the remaining pumpkins in, it was completely full again!

I am so happy that Ben’s made a profit on their pumpkin sales and that I was able to reduce their costs 
since they didn’t have to pay to have the leftovers hauled away. Plus, instead of going into a landfill, 
they went into my cattle and what came out of my cattle is feeding the soil. This is a win-win-win-win-
win situation. 

Crossing fingers and toes that 2016 is also filled with gleaned pumpkins for my cattle!
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Feed Value of Alternative Crops
for Beef Cattle


Karla H. Jenkins, Extension Cow/Calf, Range Management Specialist


Beef cattle feeding options may include field peas, 
dry edible beans, pumpkins, and sugarbeets.


Several unique crops are grown in western Nebraska pri-
marily for human consumption. However, weather conditions, 
markets, or other factors may cause them to be unsuitable for 
human consumption, thus making them economically viable 
as a feed source for livestock. Because beef production ac-
counts for approximately 50 percent of western Nebraska’s 
economy, the value of these crops for cattle feeding becomes 
important.


This publication lists the dry matter, crude protein, in vitro 
dry matter disappearance (similar to Total Digestable Nutrients 
or TDN), neutral detergent fiber (hemicellulose, cellulose, and 
lignin content), and acid detergent fiber (cellulose and lignin 
content) of several selected crops. This information could be 
used to determine how to include products from these crops in 
beef cattle rations should the opportunity arise. Crops selected 
for analysis included field peas, dry edible beans, pumpkins, 
chicory, whole beets, and beet pulp.


Field Peas


Field peas are becoming increasingly popular in western 
Nebraska as an alternative to fallow in dryland wheat pro-
duction rotations. As a legume, peas add nitrogen to the soil, 
and their early maturity date (July-August) complements fall 
wheat planting. Field peas can be fed whole or processed with 
an optimum inclusion level of 20 percent dietary dry mat-
ter (DM). They are highly digestible, high in crude protein, 
and low in fiber (Table I). Research studies have indicated 
that field peas are palatable, result in no reduction in animal 
performance, and enhance carcass tenderness.


Dry Edible Beans


Nebraska is one of the nation’s leading states of dry 
edible bean production. Specifically, the North Platte River 
Valley is known for its consistently high quality bean pro-
duction, and is responsible for over 85 percent of the Great 


Northern beans produced in the U.S. Not all beans produced 
are suitable for human consumption. Broken or discolored 
beans, as well as frost damaged, diseased, or high moisture 
beans are available for livestock consumption. Typically, 
cull beans are used as a binder and protein source in range 
supplements for grazing cattle. Previous research has shown 
cull beans can be fed without adversely affecting performance 
up to 2 percent of diet DM. The adverse effects associated 
with feeding cull beans is thought to be due to proteins 
called lectins that interfere with protein digestion and cause 
watery diarrhea.


Research has indicated the heat required for pelleting is 
insufficient to denature these proteins. Previously reported 
crude protein values for beans have ranged from 22-24 percent 
(DM basis). In the analysis for this report they only ranged 
from 14.5-16 percent (Table I). Great Northern beans were 
lower in fiber than pinto beans or black beans while digest-
ibility and crude protein were similar for all beans analyzed. 
Analysis also was conducted on whole bean plants after frost 
to determine the feeding value of the whole plant, were it to 
be harvested for hay. In the whole bean plant analysis, crude 
protein was much lower and fiber much higher (Table I), but 
the high percentage of raw beans still would warrant feeding 
with caution.


Pumpkins


Pumpkins are grown in western Nebraska for decora-
tive purposes in the fall as well as for human consumption. 
Pumpkins with blemishes typically are discarded and many 
pumpkins are broken or damaged during harvest, making 
them unacceptable for market. Furthermore, after Oct. 31, 
the market for decorative pumpkins plummets and many 
pumpkins are just left in the fields. Some producers have 
grazed pumpkin fields in conjunction with cornstalk fields but 
little is known about the nutritive value of pumpkins for beef 
cattle. The analysis presented in Table I indicates DM digest-
ibility and crude protein to be high (61-71 percent and 14.3 
percent DM, respectively) and the fiber to be moderate (25-38 
percent DM). Carving pumpkins tended to be lower in dry 
matter and acid detergent fiber, and have greater digestibility 







than pie pumpkins. The crude protein and neutral detergent 
fiber were similar for both types of pumpkins. These data 
suggest pumpkins are a good source of energy and adequate 
in protein for beef cattle.


Chicory


Chicory is grown primarily for its inulin content. Inulin 
is a fructose-based sweetener used as a flavoring for coffee or 
as a coffee substitute. Inulin also has been reported to improve 
intestinal health in humans. Additionally, the leaves can be 
added as greens in salads.


Occasionally, chicory is available for livestock consump-
tion. While chicory commonly is added to pet food diets, 
its use in livestock diets has been more limited. The ground 
chicory root has been included in growing diets as a replace-
ment for silage at less than 30 percent (DM basis). Results 
were comparable to using beet pulp to replace silage but with 
lower intakes, probably due to the palatability of the chicory 
root. Average quality analysis for both roots and leaves of four 
varieties of chicory are presented in Table I. The chicory root 
is high in DM digestibility, but very low in crude protein and 
fiber. The leaves contain moderate DM digestibility, fiber, and 
adequate crude protein. Typically tops are destroyed and left in 
the field for organic matter at harvest and unavailable to feed 
to cattle. However, knowing the feed value of chicory tops is 
important because occasionally opportunities arise for grazing 
unharvested fields, so quality analysis of the tops would be 
meaningful. However, producers should be aware that there is 
a risk of cattle choking on small uprooted chicory roots.


Whole Sugarbeet Roots, Tops, and Beet Pulp


Nebraska is ranked sixth in U.S. sugarbeet production, 
and the industry makes a substantial contribution to the west-


ern Nebraska economy. At times, environmental conditions 
prevent harvesting the beets prior to the ground freezing. 
Questions arise concerning the feed value of grazing unhar-
vested fields of sugarbeets. Beet pulp is a co-product of the 
sugar production industry, is readily available approximately 
five months out of the year, and can be stored for later use. It 
is consistently available whereas whole sugarbeets typically 
are not. Analyzed whole sugarbeet plants were similar in DM 
digestibility, crude protein, and acid detergent fiber compared 
to whole chicory (Table I). The neutral detergent fiber how-
ever, was higher in whole sugarbeets. Removal of the sugar 
increases crude protein and fiber content as compared to the 
whole root. Beet pulp has a high dry matter digestibility and 
moderate fiber content with a fairly low crude protein value 
(Table I). Therefore it is typically included in growing calf 
rations at less than 30 percent (DM basis). Additional research 
currently is being conducted on the use of beet pulp in gestat-
ing cow and feedlot finishing diets.


Summary


All crops analyzed in this study were highly digestible 
with low to moderate protein content and could be included 
in beef cattle diets if they were an economical feed source.


This publication has been peer reviewed.
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Table I.  Nutrient content of field peas, pumpkins, sugarbeets, beet pulp, dry beans, and chicory
Itema DM IVDMD CP NDF ADF
Field Peas 87.0 82.7 15.1   9.5   8.0
Carving Pumpkin 11.9 71.4 14.3 36.8 25.6
Pie Pumpkin 16.5 61.0 14.4 38.6 32.5
Sugarbeet Pulp 26.1 76.1   6.6 45.4 27.4
Whole Sugarbeet Root 23.8 86.8   3.3 15.4   6.7
Whole Sugarbeet Leaves 36.7 65.2 10.9 50.8 24.0
Black Beans 96.9 83.5 15.4 14.3   4.7
Great Northern Beans 98.2 88.0 15.0   7.2   3.7
Pinto Beans 98.3 84.6 14.5 12.0   5.9
Total bean plant (black beans) after frost 90.4 66.3   9.0 38.6 32.4
Chicory Roots 26.1 88.9   3.7   8.6   5.3
Chicory Leaves 17.6 67.3   8.5 23.6 21.4


aDM = dry matter; IVDMD = in vitro dry matter disappearance (values are similar to TDN (total digestible nutrients)); CP = crude protein; NDF = neutral detergent 
fiber; ADF = acid detergent fiber.
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