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The 2019/20 summer was mostly one to forget when it comes 
to silage crops. Lack of rainfall, extreme heat and strong winds 
reduced yields and compromised crop quality. This forced many 
farmers into purchasing forage at extremely high prices, some 
paying more than $600 per tonne of dry matter (t/DM). Whilst 
forage prices have come off their historical highs, seasonal and 
operational conditions in Queensland remain tight. The general 
lack of forage reserves, low soil moisture and limited irrigation 
supplies, again make summer crop selection and agronomy 
extremely important. 

Observing the basic principles of crop and silage management 
are the first steps to achieving a quality forage at a reasonable 
cost. Soil sampling, moisture profiling, variety selection, weed 
and pest control are just some of the fundamentals to manage in 
preparation. Having the machinery serviced and agronomy right 
will provide the best opportunity to make the most of each rainfall 
event and maximise the chance of a harvestable crop. 

The current prevailing weather conditions and the lack of 
irrigation water may dictate a forced change in crop selection 
this season. For traditional maize growers, if the soil profile is 
compromised and irrigation allocations are low, it may be too high 
risk to grow this crop in 2020/21. Sorghum crops are very resilient 
and offer an option of some forage security under adverse 
seasonal conditions. The C4Milk summer sorghum variety trial 
at Gatton Research Dairy last summer demonstrated that under 
dryland and irrigated situations acceptable yields and quality 
can be achieved even under challenging weather conditions. 
The dryland plots included 12 sorghum varieties, including both 
forage and grain varieties, which yielded a solid average of 8t DM/
ha and 12.5% crude protein. These plots received approximately 
2 ML of in crop rainfall. If a small amount of irrigation is available, 

sorghum crops do respond well. In the Gatton demonstration, the 
irrigated sorghum plots performed particularly well yielding an 
average of 32.7 t DM/ha and 22.8% starch over two cuts. 

Preparing the country and growing a crop takes several months 
of hard work. Making silage takes a couple of days but this 
process can certainly be a major influence on the outcome. 
Harvesting crops at the optimum time is often a challenge, 
particularly when contractors are busy, however, keeping in 
contact and monitoring the crop can make a huge difference to 
the outcome. Chop length, timing of harvest and grain processing 
are factors that will make a difference to the overall silage quality. 
It is particularly important to keep the communication channels 
open with farm staff, advisors and contractors when the crop is 
being ensiled as it can have an enormous impact on the result. 
Being well prepared adds value to the crop. Ensuring correct 
inoculation, rolling and sealing not only minimises waste but 
increases feed quality, lifts performance at feedout and improves 
overall animal performance. Less than optimal ensiling may 
make for very expensive feed. Not only is feed wasted if there 
are refusals but spoilt feed may result in underlying mycotoxins 
being present which can have a devastating effect on herd 
performance. An investment of a few thousand dollars in the 
ensiling process is well worth while. 

The high commodity prices of the last two years and general 
lack of forage availability have stretched inventories and cash 
on dairy farms. When rainfall events present opportunities in 
the 2020/21 summer, it will be important to manage crops and 
plan the ensiling process well to have the best opportunity to 
secure forage in the pit and reduce the risk of having to purchase 
additional forage. 
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