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Not every crop was successful; however, the vast majority of farms 
were able to put some forage away for the season ahead. A number 
of sorghums performed particularly well. One crop of Liberty white 
sorghum in the Mary Valley yielded 75t wet/ha (22.5t dry matter (DM)/
ha) from two cuts. This crop recorded starch percentages of 24.1% (59% 
digestible as a fresh sample) and 11.6%, from the first and second cuts, 
respectively. The total ensiled cost of this feed was $120/t DM excluding 
labour. 

Throughout the 2019/20 summer, the C4Milk team investigated the 
performance of grain and forage sorghum varieties, and corn silage. 
Growing corn for a high producing herd or a fresh cow herd may well 
deliver a superior margin over feed cost than other forage options. 
Corn is often regarded as the Rolls Royce of forages for its ability to 
produce high yields and excellent quality. This holds true so long as it is 
not checked throughout the season. As for any forage, when water or 
nutrients are limiting, the crop will not achieve the expected outcome. 
When this occurs, the cost per tonne of dry matter increases, and quality 
deteriorates, with the overall risk being elevated. Comparing a corn and 
Liberty white sorghum crop grown in the Mary Valley and both harvested 
in March 2020, several points of difference emerged. The corn yielded 
15.9t DM/ha, with the white sorghum yielding 13.7t DM/ha from the first 
cut. If only one cut was expected, in this scenario the corn would be the 
option to put more forage in the pit. When considering starch (on a DM 
basis), the corn again yielded more than white sorghum at 24% and 20%, 
respectively. Considering cost, corn was $174/t DM and white sorghum 
was $120/t DM excluding labour, with all other expenses accounted for. 
There are several questions that come to mind when comparing these 
crops:

• Was there $50/t DM upside in milk production from the corn? 

• Did the farm require the extra 2t DM upfront before the second cut of 
sorghum presented?

• Had it not rained in February would the corn performance have been 
severely compromised? 

Corn is a higher risk crop than sorghum in unfavourable 
circumstances. A compromised corn crop may prove 
very expensive. Had the corn crop yielded in excess of 
17t DM/ha with a starch content of over 30%, then the 
economics of the crop improves dramatically. Clearly, 
each crop had different outcomes which reinforces the 
requirement to think about the role forage plays in each 
individual dairy operation.

Besides identifying the role of forage types in the 
dairy feeding system, farm resources and their 
capacity to perform under adverse conditions are 
other determining factors in forage selection. Specific 
agronomic requirements for different varieties and their 
maturity patterns are equally important when selecting 
forages to grow. Grain to forage ratios, stay green genes 
and chemical resistance are features that will influence 
yields, quality and ultimately selection. 

The 2019’20 summer would rate as one of the most challenging experienced in recent times across the Subtropical Dairy region. 
Reasonable rainfall in January and February enabled some crops to be sown in drier regions which set crops off to a great 
start, only to be harvested as moisture stressed silages during April. Corn silages and second cut sorghum silages in the Mary 
Valley benefited from median rainfall during February and were harvested with acceptable yields. Crop and variety selection 
and agronomic practices are always very important management decisions to be made; the summer of 2019’20 highlighted this 
emphatically. The tough summer reinforced decisions around filling feed bunkers with quantity or quality, and as always forage 
quantity comes first. 
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