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Bale Basics

The quality of your straw bale 

home is directly related to 

the quality of the bales you use in 

it.  If you cut corners and buy bales 

that are not in good shape due to 

poor baling techniques in the field, 

poor storage, or weather damage, 

you run the risk of undermining the 

entire quality of your home.  Don’t 

take that risk.  There are some basic 

steps you should take when locating 

your bales.  Keep in mind that almost 

any professional farmer will have bales that meet the quality criteria you are looking for.  

And, like every other trade, some farmers are better at baling than others so quality will 

vary a bit from one farm to the next.  Get the best bales you can, but remember at the 

same time that straw bale construction is forgiving and as long as the following basic 

criterion are met, your home will be fine so don’t get bogged down looking for the “per-

fect” bale.  Bales can be found by contacting your local farmers supply store, visiting 

local farmers, or checking farming newspapers and periodicals.  Occasionally, you can 

locate bales online as well.  

     When checking out the quality of bales, start by looking at their color.  They 

should be light golden in color. If it is brown or dark in some way, that could mean the 

bales have been exposed to weather and may not be the bales for you.  It could also 

mean that the farmer set the bale rake too low and grabbed a lot of dirt in the baling 
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Bales should be golden and free of debris and 
water damage. Super blue twine, as shown here, 
allows the farmer to pull the bale tighter and 
create a bale with more density
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process.  That is also a bale you do not want.

If you are buying bales that have 

been stored for any period of time, 

check out the conditions in which 

they are stored.  Are they likely to 

have been exposed to weather?  

How is the condition of the tarps or 

building under which the bales are 

stored?  Look for signs of mold or 

water damage.  Bales exposed to a 

tiny bit of water for a short period of 

time can recover; however, if the bales have not been allowed to dry out or have had a 

constant source of moisture, no matter how small, they are not the bales for you.  Use 

your nose as well as your eyes.  If the barn smells musty, take an extra hard look at the 

bales for mold and water damage signs.

If you have determined that the bales have not been damaged by water, move on to 

their shape.  A tight bale will have a uniform shape and will be consistent from one bale 

to the next.  If the bale looks flimsy it probably is. Get bales with a uniform, rectangular 

shape. Often, the more dense the bale, the more consistent it is in shape.  If you can 

find a farmer who uses “super blue” twine to tie the bales, that is great.  Super blue has 

a stronger tensile strength and allows the farmer to make the bales denser.  Do not get 

bales with wire ties if you can avoid it as they are much harder to work with.  Find bales 

with a dry density of at least 7 pounds per cubic inch (1.10 kN/m3).  The dry density 

is calculated by dividing the dry weight of the bale by the bale volume.  In order to 

know the dry weight of the bale, you will need to know the moisture content which I will 

discuss below.  In the meantime; however, a simple field test is to lift the bale by one 

string.  If the bale does not deform, it has a high enough density. 

Be sure the bales have been stored in adequate 
facility and sheltered from the weather
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The moisture content of bales used in home construction need to be at or below 

20% of the total weight of the bale.  The lower the content, the better.  I do not use 

bales above 10% moisture content in my homes. There are two methods to check the 

moisture of a bale that are accepted by most code officials.  One is the use of a mois-

ture reader and the other is by sending straw samples to 

a lab.   

With a moisture reader, you simply insert the probe 

into the interior of the bale and wait for the reading to 

appear.  Most bale needles will only register a read-

ing above 8% moisture content.  A quick sampling of a 

dozen random bales will give you a good impression of 

the moisture content of an entire stack.  Try to pull bales 

from different parts of the stack, including the middle and Bale Meters qith 10” + 
probes sell for betweem 
$150 and $300



© 2009 Straw Bale Innovations, LLC http://www.StrawBale.com

edges.  Another accepted method is to send samplings from a few bales to a lab for 

testing.  I would highly recommend though that you spend that money investing in qual-

ity a moisture meter instead which will cost about $200 and be money well spent.

It’s important to know that if the bales do get a little bit wet, not soaked but a little 

wet, they can dry back out if the climate is dry enough.  Be sure to test the bales as 

they dry both at the surface of the bale and in the middle.  If the bales are dried out 

enough to meet code requirements, they can be used in the building.

There are two different kinds of straw bales: Two string and three string bales. The 

two string bale is lighter, and thus easier to work with. One person can typically lift a 

two string bale by themselves.  Three string bales are much heavier and require two 

people to lift them.  The three string bales offer more R-value, measure of insulation, 

because they are wider. In most climates though, two string bales are more than ef-

ficient enough and three strings simply become overkill.  Keep in mind that the wider 

the bale, the wider the foundation, which means the more concrete you will need.  This 
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impacts not only the cost of the structure but also the environment as more concrete 

means more embodied energy, the measure of energy it takes to produce a product.  

For every pound of Portland cement (a vital ingredient in concrete) that is produced, a 

pound of carbon dioxide is released.  That is a 100% embodied energy product!

It is critical that you clean the site at the end of every day as loose straw can be a 

fire hazard.  In addition, it is very slippery so be sure to keep walkways clear, especially 

the path to the pile of straw bales.  

The impacts of building go beyond 
each home. It is important to keep the 
impacts of the home design and con-
struction methods in mind throughout 
the process

Keep environmental impacts in mind 
while designing and building. A 3 
string bale may save on electric bills, 
but it means more concrete in the 
foundation, which means more air 
pollution.



Special Report Quiz

Bale Basics
1. What is the first way to tell the quality of a straw bale?

              

2. What density does a bale need to have at a minimum?

              

3. What is the maximum allowable moisture content for a straw bale used in con  

 struction?

              

4. How do you perform a field test for bale density?

              

5. How do you perform a field test for moisture content and which bales do you   

 sample?
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Special Report Quiz

Bale Basics

6. When would you use a three string bale rather than a two string bale?

              

7. How can you find bales in your area?

              

8. What is one negative environmental impact of using three string bales?

              

9. Is it ok for bales to get a little wet and still be used in a home?

              

10. What if a wall is already baled and it gets wet?  Do you have to rip it out or   

 should you wait and see if it dries?  How can you tell if it is dry or not?
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INSTALLATION CHECKLIST

Bale Basics

1.  Locate bales by contacting farmers in your area, the local farmers cooperative, or 

through the internet or farming periodicals and newspapers.

2. Make a site visit to the bale source and check for quality.

 A. Look for golden color

 B. Check for signs of moisture damage or mold.

 C. Check moisture content with a moisture meter.

 D. Check density by raising the bale by one string and watching for deformation     

        of the bale.

3. Do not accept bales that have not been stored properly or show signs of mold or   

 water damage.

4. Do not accept bales with a moisture content above 20%.

5. Do not accept bales that deform under a field density test.

6. Do not hold out for the perfect bale.  Be diligent in your research for quality bales   

 but do not go overboard in your search for perfection.

7. Do not buy bales tied with metal wire.  Always use bales tied with twine when    

 available.

8. Try to find bales tied in super blue twine.

9. Use two string bales when available unless in extreme climates.
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