
Evaluate how well 
silage was made
By DAN UNDERSANDER

BY now, many of you 
have begun making 
silage. Over the next 
few weeks as you begin 
to feed that silage, it’s 
a good time to evaluate 
how well you made it.

All silage, whether in a bunker, tube, 
vertical silo or wrapped bale, depends 
on anaerobic conditions and good fer-
mentation for preservation. Good silage 
is an excellent animal feed and helps 
preserve quality from corn or grasses 
and legumes. 

However, silage is more diffi cult to 
make than hay, and poor silage can 
cause greater loss and more herd health 
problems than poorly made hay. Poor 
silage results in loss of forage dry matter 
and the energy and protein it contained. 
It also can result in poor herd health due 
to mycotoxins from the mold. In less 
severe cases, spoiled silage may result 
in lowered animal performance. 

As the data from Keith Bolson, Land 
O’ Lakes forage specialist, in the fi gures 
below show, small amounts of mold can 
reduce silage digestibility. Note that as 
little as 5.4% mold reduced the overall 
digestibility of the silage by 7%. Further, 
while cattle will eat moldy silage, espe-
cially if forced to, mold will reduce the 
total animal consumption. In the same 
study, 5.4% mold lowered animal intake 
by 0.17% body weight, which would 
have a big infl uence on milk production 
or gain of growing animals.

Evaluate spoilage
As silage is being fed, you should eval-
uate the amount of spoilage. The black 
spoiled material is the residue after 
mold has grown and rotted the silage. 
You can fi gure the amount of spoiled 
silage is about three times the amount 
of blackened silage present. So, a 1-
inch layer of black silage on top of the 
bunker means you lost about 3 inches 
of silage. The same is true in tubes or 
wrapped bales.

The fi rst consideration is to separate 

the moldy silage from the good and not 
feed the moldy portion. If you think this 
is wasteful, consider the loss of animal 
performance shown in the graphs and, 
further, that mycotoxins may be present 
that will actually make your animals 
sick.

Determine what caused mold
Take a few minutes to analyze how much 
mold is present and determine what 
caused the mold so next time you can 
make silage with less spoilage loss.

In a bunker, was the spoilage along 
the top, indicating the bunker wasn’t 
covered soon enough or the plastic al-
lowed some air through so spoilage 
could occur? Was the spoilage along 
the edge, indicating possibly a drainage 
problem with rain or snow? Was the 
spoilage along the sides, indicating 
cracks in the bunker walls letting air in?  

If the spoilage occurred in a tube, 
were holes made that could have been 
prevented? Were they not patched soon 
enough to prevent spoilage loss?

If spoilage occurred in wrapped bales, 
were the bales wrapped with enough 
layers (six recommended), or did holes 
occur? Were they repaired? 

In vertical silos, was the spoiled 
blackened layer on the top? If so, con-
sider covering after fi lling. If spoiled 
areas occurred along the sides, was 
silage distributed well during fi lling? Are 
there cracks in the wall that let air in? 

These are all problems that can be 
fi xed before the next time you make 
silage.

Evaluating how well the silage was 
made can help you reduce loss and 
spoilage next year. A 5% to 10% loss can 
increase the cost of your silage by that 
amount and reduce the amount of inven-
tory you have to feed.

Undersander is a University of 
Wisconsin Extension and research forage 
agronomist.

Focus on ForagesFocus on Forages

Percent spoilage

64

62

60

58

56

54

52

50
 0 5.4 10.7 16

2.4

2.3

2.2

2.1

2.0

In
ta

ke
 (

%
 B

W
)

D
ig

es
ti

b
ili

ty
 (

%
)

Percent spoilage

Effect of spoilage on
silage digestibility

Effect of spoilage on
silage intake

 0 5.4 10.7 16
Sponsored by FS Seeds

Grower Files

ADVERTISEMENT

Varied ground gets 
productive boost

Russ Torkelson has used FS products for the past 30 years 
to help him with his corn, hay and cattle operation that he 
runs with his wife, Sue. They raise a 50-50 mix of corn and 
hay on 800 acres near Monticello, Wis. The rolling country is 
suited to dryland corn and alfalfa, but the land also offers its 
challenges. 

“We have a lot of different soil types around here,” says 
Frontier FS Cooperative Crop Specialist Ben Huber. “Growers 
are looking for consistency of performance across fi elds with 
as many as 15 different soil types. The hybrids also need 
to be able to handle different types of stresses in one year. 
This year, we were very wet early and have been dry the last 
month.”

That’s where Huber’s expertise comes in handy for 
the Torkelsons. “Ben sits down in the fall with us and 
recommends what [FS Seed] hybrids to use in certain fi elds,” 
says Russ. “With the type of land we have, we fertilize for 
160 to 170 bushels per acre of corn, but usually end up with 
an average of about 150.  With the different types of soils, 
we have some years where we hit on one type and miss on 
another.

“FS also does our spraying and fertilizer for corn and 
hay, and their fi eld men do our scouting for alfalfa. FS has 
always kept quality and knowledgeable people that I have felt 
confi dent working with,” Russ adds.

Besides their hay and corn operation, the Torkelsons 
also fi nish beef cattle and Holstein steers. “FS did a 
comprehensive management plan several years ago because 
[our livestock produces] a lot of manure. It’s a big concern 
for me on where to spread it. They helped us use our manure 
better, so we don’t need as much fertilizer,” says Russ.

Another thing he likes is the co-op’s Agri-Finance program. 
“We buy our inputs in the late fall because the cash discounts 
are biggest at the end of the year. We get the cash discount 
and the low interest rate, so it works good for us,” says Russ. 
“It’s a big part of farming anymore.”

Russ and Sue Torkelson, Monticello, Wis.
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