Monitoring of Grass Quality for Ensiling

Reporting on samples collected on 9th May 2006
Producing a high quality, well fermented, stable silage will only be possible if the grass at cutting time is of suitable quality. 

Targets 

· high sugars (above 3%@20%DM) to provide an energy source to drive fermentation

· low nitrate N% (below 0.1) to prevent the production of ammonia nitrogen that will increase buffering capacity and restrict fermentation

· D value – the digestibility of grass is directly related to its energy level – target above 67D for growing/fattening animals and dairy cows.

This weekly update will allow you to gauge how swards are progressing across Wales - to help you make the best quality silage. The majority of samples are currently from lowland dairy farms – as the weeks progress the samples will increasingly come from beef/sheep farms and from higher altitudes
GRASS TEST RESULTS (May 9th 2006)

	Crop Type/Test
	Young PRG leys
	Older PRG Leys

	Dry Matter
	13.3
	12.4

	D value
	70
	68.5

	Crude Protein %
	21
	23

	Nitrate N %
	0.1
	0.2

	Soluble sugar

% @ 20% DM
	2.3


	2.1


With a fairly slow spring this year the heading date of early perennial ryegrass varieties has been between 7 and 10 days later than average. With the current warm weather it is likely that hybrids and intermediates will only be 3 or 4 days later than their average book date – and late heading varieties will be very close to average if the rest of the month remains warm. 
Early varieties will therefore be starting to form flowering heads this week – with hybrids and the ‘earliest’ intermediates following suit next week. In warm and dry conditions it is possible that digestibility (D) will fall by up to 3 units in a week. 
Nitrate and crude protein levels remain high in several samples. It is recommended that proteins need to drop to below 18% and nitrate N levels to below 0.1% to ensure that levels of ammonia N do not slow or reverse pH decline in the clamp. From our sampling programme last year it would seem that protein drop by around 2-4% a week through May – suggesting that most of the grass sampled this week should have N levels suitable for cutting by around the 19th May. 
Sugar levels have picked up with the recent good weather – however if low pressure dominates our weather next week, as some forecasts indicate, then expect them to fall back below 2%.

Beware that in older leys with a lower ryegrass content, sugars may be at reduced level. 

In comparison with our report for this week last year recorded D values are very similar, but this year’s sugars are a around 1% lower and proteins levels are around 4% higher.

Additive use:

It is recommended that where silages are high quality targeted for growing/fattening stock or milking cows that an additive should be used to maximise protein quality. Additives would be advisable on all silages where conditions may restrict rapid fermentation; low sugars, high nitrates, wet crops and poor harvesting conditions.

For more information contact IGER Grassland Development Centre on 01970 823157 or email chris.duller@bbsrc.ac.uk

