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BEST TIMING FOR CORN SILAGE HARVEST
Corn silage harvest is right around the corner and the perfect time to start planning is now. Before silo and 
silage management can be discussed, the first step is harvesting the forage at the correct moisture.  

It is all about the moisture: When making silage, we of-
ten think about the logistics of packing the material, options 
for silage inoculant, covering, and then feeding out. While 
all these steps are important and management during these 
times is just as important the harvest is where it all begins. If 
the proper steps are taken during harvest, it will set the sila-
ge up for success in the long run. The first step is determin-
ing when the correct time is to harvest to maximize quality 
while also creating an environment for proper fermentation.

So, how do we know when to harvest?
Corn for silage is harvested based on maturity and whole 
plant moisture content. The correct maturity and moisture 
level are essential for proper fermentation and a highly dige-
stible, quality feed. 

So, how do we know when the right timing is? 
Overall, there are many factors that affect when corn silage 
is going to be ready for harvest including planting date, we-
ather, hybrid type, plant health, and many others. This means 
there isn’t a set-in-stone number of days after planting the 
crop will be ready. Instead, we use some tools to estimate 
when our harvest date will be and then utilize moisture tes-
ting to determine when it is ‘go time’ for harvest. The optimal 

moisture for corn silage fermentation is 62 to 70%. Harves-
ting material that is too wet can result in excessive losses 
due to seepage and lead to mis-fermentations with unwan-
ted end products produced. On the other hand, harvesting 
material that is too dry makes it more difficult to adequately 
pack and residual oxygen can lead to mold growth and aero-
bic stability issues at feed out. 

How can maturity and harvest date be determined?
Estimation of optimal maturity and harvest date can be de-
termined with both silking date and kernel milk line. Both 
methods are very much estimations as outside factors can 
change these and both have been found to not be 100% ac-
curate. The rule of thumb for a silking date is about 42 to 47 
days after silking. As these dates draw near the kernel milk 
line can also be used as an estimation. Around 1/2 to 2/3 
milk line is an indicator that measures should be taken to 
determine when it is time to harvest. The milk line is a good 
indicator of how much starch or energy is available but is 
not a good indicator of whole plant moisture. Instead for the 
final decision on when it is time to begin harvest, moisture 
testing is the most accurate method. There are multiple met-
hods of moisture testing that can be utilized including the use 
of a Koster oven, microwave, or NIR technology. 
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Figure 1. Graph of lactic and acetic acid concentration and their 
effects on yeast growth. 

Regardless of the method used, it is best to sample at least 
10 whole plants from different areas in the field in question. 
It is also important to start testing earlier rather than later to 
ensure that the optimal timing for moisture and maturity is 
met. When it comes down to it moisture is the driving factor 
for fermentation and harvesting at the correct moisture will 
result in the highest quality forage. In areas where the forage 
tends to get “too dry” it is better to focus on obtaining the 
optimum moisture over optimum maturity. 

What happens if the forage gets too dry?
Planning ahead is the key to harvesting corn silage at the 
correct moisture level but it is inevitable that at some point 
the forage can get too dry (>38% dry matter). Even though 
it is not ideal there is some hope. The first option to look at 
is whether to abandon making whole-plant corn silage and 

instead harvest it as snaplage or high moisture corn (HMC). 
Final decisions will be dependent on the dry matter but if the 
decision is made to move forward with making corn silage 
there are steps that can be taken to give the forage the best 
chances of successful preservation. 
Dry forage is most susceptible to mold and reheating issu-
es. While packing dry material it can be hard to remove all 
the oxygen. This can lead to mold issues and at the opening 
is more susceptible to secondary fermentation and aerobic 
instability. During harvest, it is important to reduce the chop 
length and pack the pile well. Rapidly covering with high-qua-
lity plastic is crucial. 
Additionally using a research-proven inoculant will further 
help to aid the fermentation and protect the silage from re-
heating at feed-out. 
BONSILAGE (BS) silage inoculant line offers multiple pro-
ducts containing heterofermentative lactic acid bacteria 
(LAB) that will produce acetic acid. Production of acetic 
acid will inhibit yeast growth and thus inhibit reheating and 
spoilage (see figure 1). BS PRO and BS CORN+ both contain 
a combination of homofermentative LAB and the heterofer-
mentative LAB, Lactobacillus buchneri. Both products work 
to dominate the fermentation and efficiently produce acetic 
acid levels that provide protection against reheating after 6 
to 8 weeks of ensiling. The newest product to our line of in-
oculants for corn silage use is BS SPEED C. As the name 
implies, the application of BS SPEED C provides aerobic sta-
bility sooner than traditional products containing only Lb. 
buchneri. The formulation contains homofermentative LAB, 
Lb. buchneri, and the exclusive strain Lb. diolivorans. Due to 
the unique metabolic pathway of Lb. diolivorans there is pro-
duction of acetic acid early on in fermentation which provides 
improved aerobic stability as early as 2 weeks of ensiling. 

t
KEEP IN MIND!
Lactic Acid:
 is almost ineffective against yeasts after opening.
Acetic Acid:
 inhibits yeasts and prevents reheating.


