The “Moving Target” of Corn Silage Quality

by Joe Lauer, Corn Agronomist, University of Wisconsin

Understanding life cycle changes of a forage plant is key for successful management and profit optimization. The ideal forage
maximizes yield, energy (high digestibility), intake potential (low fiber), and protein. To ensile, preserve and store forage, the
moisture and carbohydrate levels must be adequate for fermentation. With the exception of protein, corn silage is ideal for growing
and lactating animals.

Yield and quality of corn forage changes dramatically during its life cycle. Corn is unique in the world of forages having two quality
peaks: prior to flowering (tasseling and silking), and about 45-50 days later near maturity. The early peak is high in quality but too
wet for ensiling. The later peak is more familiar and is the one typically managed for when producing corn silage.

The MILK2000 model calculates and expresses forage quality as milk produced per ton of forage. Milk per ton provides an overall
energy estimate of various forage components (i.e. starch, fiber, protein and fat) used for animal maintenance and milk production.
Two important measurements are NDFD which measures the digestibility of the stover, and starch content which measures the
amount of starch in the forage. Roughly, 50-65% of the stover is digestible and 80-100% of the starch is digestible by dairy cows.

Like most forages, optimum quality as measured by milk per ton, occurs just prior to flowering stage (Figure 1E). Like other forages,
milk per ton decreases as development continues after flowering due to decreasing stover digestibility, NDFD (Figure 1C). Unlike
other forages, as corn nears maturity, milk per ton, increases due to greater starch content in corn grain (Figure 1D). By maturity,
forage yield (Figure 1A), milk per ton (Figure 1E) and milk per acre (Figure 1F) are maximized.

A significant challenge in managing corn forage
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