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Obstacles to Corn Silage Quality 
 
By Steven T. Woodford, Ph.D., Nutrition Professionals Inc.  
 
There has been tremendous improvement in corn genetics over the last 
decade, especially for corn silage. And yet, corn silage continues to suffer 
in an area where haylage in general does not – how it is made has a 
significant impact on its digestible energy. Many producers follow the old 
rule of thumb that if corn looks too green it’s too wet. Even if they know 
the actual dry matter (DM) of the corn silage standing in the field, the 
color can be the tie breaker on whether to chop or wait.  
 
There is still a debate among nutritionists about whether it pays to lose a 
few points of corn silage DM to gain a few percentage points of starch, 
especially with high corn prices. If corn silage is processed properly, that 
should not be a problem. But in the real world there is still too much corn 
silage that is processed too dry. For example, Dairyland Laboratories Inc. 
includes statistics on their website citing that the average corn silage 
sample DM was 37 percent in 2009 and 36 percent in 2010, with fairly 
large standard error, meaning a significant number of samples came in 
above 40 percent. Additionally, according to the MILK2006 calculator, 
lowering corn silage moisture 5 percentage points drops milk per ton 5 
percent on processed corn silage and 12 percent on unprocessed corn 
silage. This leads to the understanding that dry corn silage really is 
leaving energy on the table.  
 
The second area that significantly affects corn silage digestible energy is 
processing. In my experience, close to half the corn silages I see are not 
optimally processed. There are several reasons for this, including poor 
understanding about optimum processing practices and opening the roller 
to gain speed. Prior to corn silage harvest, I make a point to discuss 
correct processing procedures and best practices with my clients. I 
suggest they look at every field harvested so the processor can be 
adjusted due to changes in variety and DM, and to use a simple test such 
as putting corn silage in a bucket of water and looking for whole kernels 
and large cob pieces that separate out. But often in the rush of getting 
harvest done, these checks are not made. 
 
Thirdly, it is imperative to look at how new corn silage is feeding. I often 
find that forage tests do not accurately reflect how new corn silage will 
feed. In recent years I have been running a fecal starch before and after a 
new crop of corn silage is fed. If we see an increase in fecal starch on 
new corn silage and I feel it is related to the degree of processing, that is 
a teachable moment with the client. But that also needs to be reinforced 
11 months later when corn silage is made again to make sure we get it 
right next time. 
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In conclusion, producing high-quality corn silage is very important, and 
the entire dairy management team holds a high stake in getting this right. 
The seed corn representative wants his corn to perform well, the 
nutritionist wants the cows to milk well and the producer wants to 
maximize profit. The agronomist often has the most input on when to 
chop, so working together as a team is ideal. I try to make sure the 
agronomist sees the samples I take so they know if optimum corn silage 
DM targets were hit. With the dairy management team working together, 
corn silage can continue to improve in quality.  
 
Steven Woodford, Ph.D. is a nutritionist with Nutrition Professionals Inc., 
an independent firm of nutritionists based in Sheboygan Falls, Wis. You 
can contact him at swood@bytehead.com. 
 
 
©2011 BASF Plant Science L.P. All rights reserved. NutriDense is a registered trademark of BASF 
Plant Science L.P.  
 
DISCLAIMER: BASF has used its best efforts in preparing this informational newsletter. BASF makes 
no representation or warranties with respect to the accuracy, applicability, fitness, or completeness of 
the contents of this newsletter. The information contained in this newsletter is strictly for educational 
and informational purposes.  

When using any BASF product you must consult the label instructions and Material Safety Data 
Sheet.  In the event of any conflict between this newsletter and the label or other official information 
related to any product, the official product label and literature is controlling. 

BASF disclaims any warranties (express or implied), of merchantability or fitness for any particular 
purpose. BASF shall in no event be held liable to any party for any direct, indirect, punitive, special, 
incidental or consequential damages arising directly or indirectly from any use of this material, which 
is provided as is, and without warranties. 
 
BASF does not warrant the performance, effectiveness or applicability of any sites listed or linked to 
in this site. 
 
All links are for information purposes only and are not warranted for content, accuracy or any other 
implied or explicit purpose. 
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