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IGER Grassland Development Centre

Monitoring of Grass Quality for Ensiling

Reporting on samples collected on 15th 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 GDC 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

GDC GRASS TEST RESULTS (May 15th 2006)
	Crop type/

Test
	Young PRG leys
	Change since last week
	Older PRG leys
	Change since last week
	Organic leys

	Dry Matter


	13.5
	+0.2
	13.6
	+1.2
	16.3

	D value


	67.7
	-2.3
	68
	-0.5
	69

	Crude protein %


	19.3
	2.6
	18.6
	-4.3
	17.6

	Nitrate N %


	0.06
	-0.09
	0.05
	-0.15
	0.02

	Soluble sugar  %@20% DM
	2.3
	+0.0
	2.8
	+0.7%
	3.5


Changes in quality. D values of hybrids and intermediate perennials are starting to fall quite quickly as we progress through May. The lack of sugar production associated with cloudy, overcast weather has been balanced by increasing plant sugars resulting from maturing plants and stem formation. Proteins are still above the upper target of 18% in some samples – however they are falling at a fairly rapid rate so by the time a suitable weather window appears there should be no problems. All samples now have nitrate levels that should pose no additional problems to fermentation. 
This week IGER GDC started sampling from organic producers. Without additions of artificial nitrogen the dry matters tend to be higher and so grass will be easier to wilt. Proteins are a touch lower – it is often the silages taken a bit later that have a higher clover content and a corresponding higher protein level. 

Many growers are now anxiously waiting for a dry day to harvest – management of both harvesting and clamp storage with current poor weather and wet soil conditions needs special attention.

Wet silages. It is likely that many silages will be entering the clamp with very low dry matters   - be careful not to chop wet silages too fine. Short chop lengths can easily result in over compaction of clamps and a rapid release of effluent. Over compacted silage can become very unstable and lead to slippage of the clamp.
· make sure that all effluent drains are clean and in good order. Check them regularly once the silage is clamped. 

· be prepared to deal with large amounts of effluent, it is quite feasible that a wet silage could release upwards of 250l of effluent per tonne of silage.

· If feeding the effluent be sure to use it quickly as it will be high in sugars and will start to breed mould very quickly.
· If spreading effluent take care to avoid contaminating water courses (10m buffer zone)as effluent is an extremely powerful pollutant. Dilute al least 1:1 with water to prevent grass scorch. Aim for a rate of between 25-30m3/ha (2200-2700gl/acre).
· Using an acid on silage will speed up the release of effluent from the clamp.

· If you have any concerns about the capacity of your clamps and tanks to handle large volumes of effluent consider baling instead and storing the bales in a suitable area at least 10m from a water course.
Soil contamination can be a major issue when silage in wet conditions. 
-  aim to move the grass around as little as possible when it is in swaths and avoid driving over the swaths. 
- make sure that the clamp area is kept clean and that soil from trailer wheels is not carried into the clamp on the buck rake. 
- if making bales it is far better to bring them back to a clean yard to wrap rather than wrapping in the field. 

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. 
A decent inoculant (one with a million + bugs/gram dry matter) will definitely help to achieve a good fermentation in wet conditions – there should be no need to resort to an acid unless there are issues of high nitrates or significant soil contamination.

For more information contact IGER Grassland Development Centre on 01970 823157 or email chris.duller@bbsrc.ac.uk
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The Grassland Development Centre, based in IGER is managed by the Welsh Assembly Government as part of Farming Connect.

