
Expert View:
Corn Silage Season is Upon Us 

By Lizzy French, Ph.D, United Cooperative feed specialist

It is the time of year nutritionists wait for. The time to observe, sample, dry down, and anticipate 
what the corn silage harvest will bring us for the upcoming year. In our eyes, this will affect 
the success of our nutrition programs for the year to come. Planning and actively working with 
customers and agronomists is critical to our success from making sure all equipment is serviced 
and ready for harvest, to the day when the final fermented product is being fed. 

Having the benefit of residing in the Upper Midwest, we are privilege having fertile land for 
growing, but also the challenge of fluctuating weather and growing conditions. Nature will ever 
be in control of when we can gain access to fields, nevertheless, the goal of corn silage should 
remain the same and striving to meet nutrient needs to support our bovine friends is essential. 

It comes down to several main areas: moisture, processing, particle length, harvesting, packing, 
and storage. Remember corn silage can be considered two feedstuffs, grain and fodder. 

Targeting moisture of 68% ± 2% will set the silage harvest to an appropriate moisture to aid in proper pH decrease, starch digestibility, 
and packing density. Kernel processing is key and spot checking processing in the field will avoid undigested starch in the future. 
Setting the rollers close to 2 mm, the corn grain can be broken down, surface area increase exposure for optimal ruminal digestion. 
Decrease rollers if the corn silage is drier. Ideally no bigger than 1/4 to 1/3 of a kernel of corn should be visible. The easiest quick 
evaluation is by using fresh chopped silage, a pail of water, and allow to separate. Remove the stover portion off top, pour off water 
and see kernels. 

Chop length while typically in the ¾ inch length can be increased depending on the inclusion rate in your diet. Shredledge is 
targeted towards 1 inch. While top screen of the Penn State Shaker Box for corn silage is 10 – 20%, increasing closer to 25% can 
be preferred if feeding greater percent of corn silage as a forage base. Avoid corn cob pieces larger than your fingernails. 

Work with your team to find the right storage system for your corn silage based on your farm. When filling any form of storage for 
corn silage, remember oxygen is the enemy so filling and sealing as fast as possible will aid in production of a quality product. Also, 
targeting the correct density when packing will aid in storing a quality product. Corn silage should be greater than 16 lbs dry matter/
ft3. Targeting proper densities will allow for adequate silage fermentation (pictured below) and stability of the product before feed out. 

If corn silage if fermented properly, certain fermentation profiles will be present.

In any storage situation, being able to have a feed out rate of over 6 inches per 
day to improve aerobic stability of the silage. Teaming with your nutritionist and 
agronomist to aid in evaluations throughout the harvest season will support 
the greatest success. Remember, safety first! Corn silage is essential to dairy 
cattle diets, but working safely and mindfully will help you get the best product 
possible and home to see your loved ones at the end of the day.

End Product Corn Silage 
(30-40% Dry Matter) 

pH 3.7-4.2

Lactic Acid 4-7

Propionic Acid 1-3

Butyric Acid 0

Ethanol 1-3

Ammonia - Nitrogen 
(% of Crude Protein)

5-7


