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H orse owner Richard Wagner wishes 
he’d done more thorough research 
before buying a tractor to ease the 

workload on his 35-acre horse prop-
erty in Gainesboro, Tennessee, last year. 
Although he’s satisfied with most aspects 
of the equipment, he says it’s important to 
ask a lot of questions prior to purchasing. 
“Read, talk to people with experience, and 
ask every question you can think of,”

If you’re considering buying a tractor, 
here are the things you need to take into 
account. Resolving these issues prior to 
purchase will save you work, money, and 
 aggravation. 

Why Buy?
When deciding whether to buy a trac-

tor, pinpoint your current and future 
needs. In a word, people buy tractors for 
convenience. So decide just what areas 
you need more convenience in.

Will you use your tractor to:
■ Clean stalls and paddocks;
■ Cut and bale hay;
■ Dig fence post holes;
■ Grade and drag arenas and driveways;
■ Lift;
■ Move and/or spread manure;
■  Move dirt, rocks, gravel, sand, shavings, 

fence posts, jump standards, barrels, or 
hay (and for the latter, what type and 
size bales will you move?);

■ Mow pastures or make hay;
■ Plow snow;
■ Tow; or
■ Something else?

Then ask yourself how often you’ll per-
form each of the tasks you’ve outlined. “I 
use my tractor for moving dirt, bushhog-
ging, herbicide-spraying, carrying heavy 
objects, and lifting, including cleaning 
gutters and trimming trees while standing 
in the bucket,” says Wagner.

Next, ask yourself what your terrain is 
like. Do hills necessitate a rollover protec-
tion structure (ROPS) for safety? If so, 
would you prefer a stationary structure or 
a fold-down for better overhead clearance 
when operating your tractor indoors?

Also ask yourself what the weather is 
like when you’ll perform your chores. 
Freezing cold much of the year? Lots of 
rain? “When I upgrade in the future, I’ll 
opt for a climate-controlled cab,” Wagner 
says of his exposure to the elements.

Further, consider the size tractor you’ll 
need. The He-Man (or Wonder Woman) 
in you might hear the call of heavy-duty 
power but, before you give in, consider 
maneuverability. Will it fit into and oper-
ate efficiently in your intended work 
space, including barn aisles, paddocks, 
gates, doors, etc.?

“Using a big tractor to clean out 
your horse stalls might not be the most 

Putting the Tractor Before the Horse
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Must-know info when buying a tractor for your horse property

In a nutshell, tractors 
offer us convenience for 
a number of chores and 
maintenance tasks.
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 convenient or fuel-efficient method,” says 
Joshua Jackson, PhD, assistant profes-
sor in University of Kentucky’s Livestock 
Systems Extension. “It might be worth 
having a dedicated tractor for larger jobs 
and something smaller for things like 
spreading manure, cleaning stalls, and 
raking your fields.”

Points to Ponder
Once you’ve enumerated all the tasks 

a tractor would help you do, evaluate 
your options and calculate your return on 
investment. Remember, instead of shell-
ing out thousands of dollars, you could 
opt to:
■  Borrow a neighbor’s tractor when 

needed;
■  Barter tractor use for something you 

have to offer the owner (repairs, graz-
ing or boarding, a share of the hay you 
raise, firewood, etc.);

■  Form a tractor co-op with your neigh-
bors. Keep in mind, though, that the 
benefits might sound great but, in real-
ity, sharing a tractor might become a 
headache you’d rather do without;

■  Pay someone to do your tractor work 
for you;

■ Rent or lease;
■  Make do with your ATV or lawn or gar-

den tractor by adding implements; or
■  Consider a skid-steer loader, sometimes 

called a Bobcat (one of the available 
brands), which can be fitted with at-
tachments to blow snow, dig post holes, 
grind stumps, till, mix cement, chip 
wood, and cut trenches, in addition 
to pushing, lifting, and carrying loads 
with a blade or bucket.

Cost: New or Used?
If, after you consider your options, 

you decide a tractor is a must-have, your 
next decisions will be whether to buy 
new or look for a good used model, and 
whether to buy through a dealer or a pri-
vate party. If you decide to go the dealer 
route, Jay Stark, the territory manager 
for agricultural tractors at RMT Equip-
ment in Boise, Idaho, says the informa-
tion you provide can help your dealer 
guide you toward the best machine for 
your needs.

Dollars and acres are factors here. 
“Knowing a customer’s budget and the 
size of his property will help me deter-
mine whether to steer them to a new 

or used tractor,” says Stark, who sells 
New Holland, Kubota, and Kioti brands. 
“Quite often, though, that’s a moot point 
because there aren’t many used machines 
available.”

When buying used, Jackson recom-
mends a tractor with fewer than 5,000 
hours of use on it. Try to find one no 
older than 10 to 20 years, so you’re able 
to get parts when needed. However, he’s 
using one now that’s 40 years old and still 
running fine because it’s been maintained 
well, he says.

Harnessing Horsepower
Knowing what you plan to do with the 

tractor will determine how much horse-
power (HP) you need.

“In this area, a 100-horsepower tractor 
can do most anything you’d want,” says 
Jackson, “but that would be a lot if you’re 
not running hay equipment or other big 
implements.”

“My subcompact line (New Holland’s 
Boomer 24, with 24.4 gross engine 

horsepower) starts at about $14,800, and 
my biggest sellers (Boomer 33 with 32.2 
HP and Boomer 37 at 36.2 HP) go for 
$21,000 to $23,000, depending on the 
model,” says Stark. “That’s with hydro-
static transmission (more on this in a 
minute) and a loader.”

Stark notes that there’s a difference in 
gross engine horsepower and power take-
off (PTO) horsepower, which is the HP 
the implements attached to the rear of 
the tractor will receive. “The industry has 
switched over to rating by gross engine 
horsepower in the last 15 years or so, but 
PTO horsepower gives me a better sense 
of what I can use,” he says.

“I’d err toward having a little more 
horsepower than you need,” says Jackson. 
“That way, if you take on a little more—
more horses, more acreage—you’ll be 
able to run your tractor a little longer and 
a little harder.”

Wagner paid $30,000 for his new 
tractor, which included a bushhog cutter 
(rotary mower), a box blade (grader), and 

One important tractor feature to decide on is a rollover protection structure, which can protect the 
operator in the event the vehicle tips over, such as on hilly terrain.
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a trailer. “I wish I would’ve gotten blades 
for turning the garden, as well,” he adds.

Searching online and by word of 
mouth might produce a used model that 
fits your needs and lies within your bud-
get. In that case, be sure to have a reliable 
mechanic check the tractor’s engine, 
transmission, hydraulics, and drive train 
to be sure it’ll provide the life span you 
need and expect.

A used tractor’s appearance might 
provide evidence of its previous care. 
Look at paint condition and at wear on 
the pedals, mats, and other frequently 
used parts—especially rubber ones. If 
you’re buying from the previous owner, 
ask about the tractor’s repair and mainte-
nance history. And avoid tractors with the 
old “tricycle-style” close-set front wheels 
that are prone to tipping. Also ask what 
accessories are available, and look up the 
tractor brand’s nearby dealers. You want 
to have handy and timely access to parts.

A Lifetime of Use
Age is less important with tractors than 

it is with cars and trucks; you can expect 
a lifetime of use out of your tractor if you 
take good care of it. “Typically, for a 5- to 
10-acre property, 100 hours a year is a lot 
of use,” Stark says. “I’ve sold tractors to 
dairies that use them several hours every 
day, and with over 9,000 hours of use on 
the meter, they’re still going. So at 100 
hours a year, you do the math. That’s a 
long life.”

New tractors, adds Stark, typically have 
a two-year full warranty with a third year 
on the powertrain.

“I bought from a dealership,” says 
Wagner, “and my tractor came with a 
three-year warranty. I recently upgraded 
to a five-year warranty. When I upgrade 
tractors, I’ll ask more questions about 
the warranty’s specifics; it turns out that 
some very expensive parts have only a 
one-year warranty. And, because of the 
steep hills on my property, I had dual 
wheels installed on my tractor, which 
voided some of the warranty.”

Key Tractor Features
Hydrostatic Transmission Stark strongly 

recommends this type of transmission 
(also known as a continuously variable 
transmission), which uses hydraulics 
for efficiency and resale value. “The new 
ones are really reliable,” he says. “They 

do away with gear shifting, and you can 
go from forward to reverse immediately. 
Also, they allow full-engine RPM so that 
your implements work properly. You can 
have the ground speed you need, so that 

if you’re mowing a pasture that’s 3 feet 
tall, you can just creep along and get it 
mowed, mulched, and dispersed all in 
one path, but if it’s 6 inches tall you can 
go faster.”

Choose a tractor and implements that will fit into and operate efficiently in your intended work 
space, including barn aisles, paddocks, gates, etc.
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Call 1 (877) 905-0004 to save!  www.EquineEquipment.com
Serving the USA and Canada.
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DISCOUNTS FOR  
THE HORSE WORLD

HOW DOES THIS WORK?
Own a horse? Are you an Equine Facility?

Our Equine Equipment program offers Discounts for all of the Horse  
World  on farm equipment and mowers.  How does it work? It’s easy.

Contact our office.         We contact your local dealer.
      Save on equipment at your local dealer.
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Gas vs. diesel If you’re buying a 
used tractor, you might run across a 
 gasoline-powered model, but these days 
diesel is the industry standard. “We 
haven’t stocked a gas-powered tractor in 
over 20 years,” says Stark.

“You get a little more torque with die-
sel,” adds Jackson, “More power transfer 
to the ground.”

However, gas models do have one plus: 
They start more easily in cold weather.

Four-wheel vs. two-wheel drive Four-
wheel drive offers more power and trac-
tion without losing maneuverability. “All 
my tractors are four-wheel drive,” Stark 
says. “It costs about $1,300. It’s just like 
with a pickup: It’s far better for winter 
use and the tractor just works twice as 
good as with two-wheel drive, plus the 
resale value is far better.”

“If you’re putting up hay,” adds 
Jackson, “and especially large, round 
bales, getting the hay where you need it 
becomes a concern. If you go through an 
area frequently enough, it’ll become rut-
ted, and the four-wheel drive enables you 
to navigate those large ruts.”

Care and Maintenance
Jackson recommends logging all 

work done on your tractor. “Just record 
the date and the work done,” he says. 

“Then you can see how long you’ve gone 
between fuel and hydraulic filter changes. 
Fluids are the lifeblood of your machin-
ery, and changing filters is a cheap way to 
get more life out of your tractor.

“The more detailed your record is, the 
better,” he adds. “Then keep that record 
with your tractor manual or with your 
books.”

Jackson says the American Society of 
Agricultural and Biological Engineers 
(ASABE) suggests you set aside 5-10% of 
a tractor’s price for annual repairs and 
maintenance.

Mounting Up
If you’ve never driven a tractor, 

Jackson recommends you talk with 
experienced farmers or neighbors who 
have similar tractors for operation and 
maintenance advice. “Draw on others’ 
expertise instead of learning the hard 
way,” he says.

At the least, Jackson recommends you 
know how to drive a manual transmis-
sion. “Some of the newer tractors have a 
shuttle shift that shifts through the gears 
for you, and they have a lever that takes 
you forward and backward as opposed to 
actually shifting,” he says. “That’s an area 
where buying a tractor made within the 
last 20 years would make sense.”

Take-Home Message
By thinking through the details of your 

work load and processes and researching 
options and features thoroughly, you can 
decide whether you need a tractor, what 
size and features will serve you well, and 
how to make your purchase a rewarding 
experience that will save you time and 
work on your horse property.  

And, like the pickup-owning neigh-

bor everyone turns to when they need 
to move something sizable, by helping 
others with chores they don’t have the 
equipment to handle, your tractor pur-
chase could gain you a whole new roster 
of friends! h

FARM&BARN

If, at the end of the day, you can’t justify a big tractor purchase, you can still make do with an ATV or 
garden tractor and a few implements.
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As a good rule of thumb, set aside 5-10% of a 
tractor’s purchase price for annual maintenance 
and repairs.
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F all is the ideal time to overseed cool-season 

pastures to thicken a stand and fi ll in bare 

areas. The following recommendations will 

improve the chances of a successful overseeding. 

Apply any needed lime and fertilizer amendments. An 

up-to-date soil test will indicate which nutrients are needed 

for both established and growing plants. For more informa-

tion, contact your local county Extension agent or consult 

the University of Kentucky (UK) publication Soil Sampling 

and Nutrient Management in Horse Pastures at uky.edu/Ag/

Forage/agr200.pdf. Additionally, applying nitrogen in the fall can benefi t new 

seedings as well as most horse pastures. Spread two applica-

tions of 30 to 40 pounds per acre of actual nitrogen 45 days 

apart to thicken stands and increase winter survival rates. 

Use high-quality seed of an improved variety. Use a 

seed variety that has proven to be a top performer under 

conditions in your area. The 
UK Forage Variety Testing 
Program looks at the seed-
ling vigor, stand persistence, 
yield, and survival under 
horse grazing. Find this data 
in the Forage Variety Trials 
reports at uky.edu/Ag/Forage/
foragevarietytrials2.htm.High-quality seed has good 

germination rates and is free 
of contamination from weed 
seed. Remember, quality seed 
will produce a pasture that 
lasts for years; “cheap seed” 
will only lead to headaches. Purchase seed well in advance, 

as quality seed will be in high demand close to planting 

dates. Store seed in rodent-proof containers in a cool, dry 

area. If you plan to store seed for more than six months, 

keep it in a refrigerator to maintain viability. 

Plant enough seed at the right time. Seeding rates are 

determined by the grass mixture you choose to plant. See 

Table 1 (above right) for the recommended seeding rates 

for common forage plants. Also, be sure to seed as early as 

 possible—anywhere from mid-August to mid-September is 

ideal for Kentucky and most northern states, while later in 

the year is better in the Deep South). 

Use the best seeding method available. No-till drill 

seeding is recommended for overseeding existing pastures. 

But with any method, place the seed ¼ to ½ of an inch into 

the soil and cover it to achieve good seed-to-soil contact. 

Drill seed in two directions across the fi eld to ensure better 

coverage.
Control competition. Close mowing or grazing prior to 

overseeding in the late summer and fall will reduce weed 

and grass competition. Be sure to follow recommended 

waiting periods when applying herbicides. In addition to 

limiting grazing of an overseeded pasture, limit herbicide 

applications at critical times. It’s typically recommended to 

seed at least six weeks after spraying and wait until the grass 

seedlings are at least 4 to 5 inches tall before spraying again. 

Always follow herbicide labels—some of the newer herbi-

cides have even longer waiting periods. For more informa-

tion, see Weed Management in Grass Pastures, Hayfi elds, and 

Other Farmstead Sites at ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/agr/agr172/

agr172.pdf. Allow time for seedlings to establish. Returning horses 

to an overseeded pasture too soon can wipe out any seed-

lings via grazing or trampling. Ideally, a pasture should have 

six months of rest after overseeding before heavy grazing 

resumes; however, seedlings can generally tolerate a few 

light grazing sessions. Harvesting the pasture once for hay 

after the grass has reached maturity and before returning 
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TABLE 1COMMON SEEDING RATES AND OPTIMUM SEEDING DATES

FOR HORSE PASTURES
Species

Rate lb/A(seeded alone)
Rate lb/A(in mixtures)

Optimum Seeding Dates*

Novel or endophyte-free tall fescue 20 - 40
10 - 20

8/15 - 9/15

Orchardgrass
15 - 30

10 - 15
8/15 - 9/15

Kentucky bluegrass
15 - 30

10 - 15
8/15 - 9/15

Endophyte-free perennial ryegrass 20 - 40
  5 - 10

8/15 - 9/15

*Seeding dates are for Kentucky and the transition zone. 

Using high-quality seed is essential for a successful overseeding.
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