
Managing your Silage Before Harvest for Optimum Silage Quality 

   As the Silage crop in Ontario moves away from pollination and 

towards the grain filling period, harvest management is something that 

should be taken into consideration because harvest could only be about 

one month away.  Once the corn crop has initiated flowering you can 

begin to estimate the number of days to harvest (assuming the silage 

crop is harvested close to ½ milk line) by simply using an average factor 

of 45 days to harvest(1). With a high percentage of the silage crop   

throughout Ontario flowering in the last two weeks of July and the first 

week of August, this puts the harvest at the latter part of September.  

During the month prior to harvest there are a few management 

strategies that will be discussed in this article to ensure you achieve the 

best silage quality. The strategies covered are:  

• The importance of consistent whole plant moisture level in 

the silo  

• Staging fields for harvest  

•  Methods of testing whole plant moisture levels prior to 

harvest. 

The Importance of consistent whole plant moisture levels: 

You have already made the investment in planting the right corn 

silage hybrid for your field's yield environment and the feed management 

in your ration to maximize the profitability out of the feed grown on farm.   

To continue to maximize the return on this investment it is very important 

to keep a consistent whole plant moisture level during harvest.   If you do 

not manage your whole plant moisture level properly you can drastically 

decrease the cows’ intake of feed which in turn decreases milk or beef 

products which is money you will never get back.   

Silage that is cut too wet incurs a yield loss due to a higher moisture 

content in the whole plant, which ends up running out of the silo or 

bunker during the ensiling process.  Wet silage can also produce a sour 

tasting silage which in turn causes decreased feed intake(1).  Conversely, 

silage cut too dry reduces yield due to the lack of moisture content in the 

whole plant. Dry silage also causes heating and mold to form within the 

silo(1), which is caused by poorly packed silage that allows for more 

oxygen to be present in a anaerobic environment (biological process that 

occurs without the presence of oxygen) which is crucial during the 

ensiling process.   

Please refer to table 1 for ideal whole plant moisture levels for each silo 

structure.    

 



Figure 1 

 

 

Silo Structure % Moisture 
Upright Oxygen Limiting Silo 50-60 
Upright Concrete Stave Silo  62-67 

Bag Silo 60-70 
Horizontal Bunker Silo 60-70 

 

 

 

Stage Fields for Harvest: 
 

As stated earlier, silage harvest moisture is a key factor to the equation of producing excellent feed 
for your dairy or beef herd.  A way to manage harvest moisture is to walk your fields right now, so you 
can get a handle on how each individual field is maturing.    As you can see in Figure 1, corn plant 

maturity does play a big role in the optimal harvest timing.  
For example if you where to harvest Hybrid C first and 

hybrid B last; you could have a silo environment with wet 
silage that does not have enough starch content at the 
bottom of the silo or bunker and a silage that is far too dry 
that does not pack properly on the top of the silo.  The 
result of this harvest scenario could cost your livestock 
productivity and an increased off farm feed bill due to 
having to correct the poor ration. 

 
 Staging your fields is a quick and easy process you 
can do in less than 15 minutes per field.  The following are 
some quick reference points on how to stage your fields: 

• Take flowering notes: once the field is 80-90% 
tasseled you can assume you are 45 days to 
harvest 

• 2 weeks after teaselling harvest a selection of 5-6 
ears to gauge the maturity of your crop.   

• When harvesting ears walk at least 100 feet into the 
field to ensure you have a fair field assessment.   

• Make your own sampling method so you do not 
harvest the most mature ears.  An example of this 
could be harvesting every 10th ear from your source 
point.  

 

• If the cobs you sampled are consistently at the stage where the silks have turned brown and 
kernels begin to fill with clear fluid (R2-Blister) you are approximately 30 days away from R5 – 
Dent stage which is when you should start sampling whole plant moistures*. 

• If the cobs you sampled are consistently at the stage where the kernels are starting to turn a 
yellow colour and fluid in the kernels turns to a milky colour the plant is at the R3 – Milk stage.* At 
the R3 stage the field is approximately 22 days away from R5 –Dent stage. 
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Figure 2 

• At the R5 – Dent stage you should start to take 
whole plant samples  to accurately assess your 
moisture levels.  Whole plant moisture can be run 
by a lab or you can do one on farm with a 
microwave. 

• Once you have a whole plant moisture rating you 
can use the constant factor of 0.5% drydown per 
day.  For example: If the whole plant moisture 
was 80%, and your target harvest moisture is 
70%;  Days to harvest = (80%-70%)/0.5 = 20 
days(1). 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Methods of whole plant moisture levels: 
 

From sending samples into a lab to on farm testing there are several methods to sample for whole plant 

moisture levels.  Sending a sample into a lab for analysis is the quickest, most accurate and least labour 

intensive way to get results back.  The problem with a lab is it can take days to get results back and, 

depending the time you sample harvest could be days away.   If you are looking for a method to get a 

quick approximate moisture rating there are two methods you can use on farm; one is the “Grab Test 

Method” developed by Agricultural Extension Services at the University of Tennessee, and the second is 

the “Electronic Method” or Microwave method(2). 

 

Grab Test Method:  

 The grab test method can be used as a starting point to estimate silage moisture because It is 

quick and simple.  But once your silage has reached the desired moisture range it is recommended to 

move to a lab or the microwave method of testing to get a more accurate result. 

 

How to use the Grab Test Method(2): 

• Chop silage (by hand or with a wood chipper) 

• Tightly Squeeze a handfull of finely cut silage for 90 seconds  

• After 90 seconds release grip and compare your observations of the silage ball to the table below 

Conditions of Forage Ball 

Condition of forage ball Percent Moisture 

Ball holds shape and considerable free juice > 75% 

Ball holds its shape with very little free juice 70-75% 

Ball falls apart slowly with no free juice 60-70% 

Ball falls apart rapidly < 60% 
    Table taken from: “Harvesting Corn Silage by plant moisture” publication from Utah State University Agricultural Extension Agents  

 

* Predicted days to reproductive growth stages where adapted from 

Table 3-15 (Reproductive Growth Stages in Corn) from OMAFRA 

publication 811 (Agronomy Guide for Fields Crops).  Please note that 

these dates can vary from year to year due to heat accumulation.  



Microwave Method: 

 The microwave method is a simple and accurate way to test silage levels in 45-60 minutes.  

Please see the steps to follow below taken from Utah State publication.(2): 

1. Find a microwave safe container (paper plate is recommended) and take the weight of the 

container. 

2. Weigh a 100 gram sample of chopped silage and place it in the container. 

3. Spread silage evenly over the container and place it in a the microwave with a 8 oz (235 ml) glass 

filled ¾ full of water. 

4. Heat sample on high for 3 minutes. 

5. Remove sample, record weight, stir and place back in the microwave 

6. Repeat steps 3 & 4 but use 1 minute intervals to prevent burning.  Use 30 second intervals as 

sample approaches dryness.  Continue this process until the weight changes by less than 1 gm or 

until it stays the same weight. 

7. The Dry Matter percentage = final dry weight - container weight  

8. % Moisture content = 100 – (final dry weight – container weight) 

9. Repeat steps 1-6 on different samples and average results to ensure accuracy. 
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