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Corn silage: rain following dry conditions
Joe Lawrence

The 2025 growing season has experienced many extremes. Recently several areas have received
much needed rain and while it has not been enough to alleviate the dry conditions for most, it
has been enough to “perk up” some corn fields.

The following reminders and guidelines apply to corn that has a developed ear and in the
maturation phase as this rain is received. For the numerous acres of very late planted corn that

are still developing ears, the recent
articles on Late season forage
considerations (2025) and immature
corn silage remain applicable.

These scenarios, with rain following the
dry conditions, often triggers a final
effort by the corn plant to finish its
lifecycle, putting energy into kernel
development. It is important to watch for
this in your corn fields and let the
process play out. The challenge is this
can further delay proper corn silage
harvest timing but with this challenge
comes opportunity. The opportunity
being improvements in overall forage
value of the silage when patience is
exercised and the corn plants are able to
make up for some of the limitations from
the season long weather challenges.

While we should not expect any miracles
with these stressed corn fields, allowing
the plants to utilize this recent moisture
to put resources into finishing kernel
development can improve overall yield

Drought and forage nitrate considerations

Any time drought conditions occur, questions arise

regarding the potential for problematic nitrate

levels in forages. While thisrisk is real, the
practical scenarios where itis of concern are
limited to feeding green chop forage harvested
within a short window after a “drought ending”
rain. The risk with properly fermented forages
harvested several days after the rain event are very
low.

o Delaying harvest for several days after the rain
event will allow time for the plant to process
the excess nitrate taken up from the soil
following the rain.

o Proper fermentation will reduce nitrate
concentrations in the forage even if harvest
occurred before the plants had time to process
the excess nitrate.

e Animportant note here is that while the risk to
livestock is minimized, ensiling high nitrate
forages can increase the risk of silo gases
developing during the fermentation process
and extra precautions should be taken when
working around silos containing these forages.
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and starch content compared to being too hasty with harvest timing,.

Considerations

e When corn plants have access to this late season moisture following dry conditions,
achieving proper plant maturity for silage harvest takes longer than growing degree day
(GDD) projections indicate. GDD projections can still be useful for grouping fields by
planting dates and hybrid relative maturities but realize actual harvest timing will be
delayed past the projected GDD’s needed.

¢ Plant health needs to be considered when balancing the tradeoffs of harvesting a stressed
crop (table 1). With good plant health, following harvest targets of 35 percent whole plant
dry matter and two-thirds kernel milkline will help optimize yield and forage nutritional
value. However, when plant health is poor, harvesting when whole plant dry matter is in the
low 30’s and /or kernel milkline is less than two-thirds may be warranted to avoid potential
negative impacts to fiber digestibility and increased risk of mold and toxins issues.

TABLE 1: Considerations for harvest above or below target corn maturity

Risk factors for harvest:

BELOW 35% WPDM ABOVE 35% WPDM
> | overall DM yield » | potential Starch Digestibility
» | Starch Content » 1 challenges achieving:
» Excessive silage effluent in storage > high silage densities
> 1 Acetic Acid > desired Kernel Processing

o canimpact energy & DM recovery | » Fermentation Efficiency
> Feed Hygiene Challenges
> Molds, Yeast, Mycotoxins
> Weather Challenges during harvest

Factorings favoring harvest

BELOW 35% WPDM ABOVE 35% WPDM
» Accelerated kernel maturity » Delayed kernel maturity
» Poor plant health » Good plant health
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