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Winter rainfall across Queensland and northern NSW has elevated soil moisture levels and provided an opportunity for a spring 
forage plant for the first time in several years. Most farms have replenished silage stocks, which will be enhanced by a winter crop, 
now potentially providing new opportunities for spring and summer forage choices this year. As always, having bulk dry matter 
is fundamentally the first consideration. The recent prolonged drought has prompted a re-evaluation of feed budgets and silage 
inventories. Doing feed and economic budgets on storing more than three years’ worth of silage is perhaps warranted considering 
the challenging conditions recently experienced. Once the total forage requirements are achieved, a focus on feed quality then 
becomes a consideration and a variety of different cropping options become available. 

Corn and sorghum varieties are the 
usual summer forage choices in the 
tropical and subtropical dairy regions. 
Calculating a feed budget and inventory 
will influence cropping decisions as will 
risks associated with soil moisture and 
irrigation availability, soil types, and pest 
and disease risk. Corn is considered 
the premium summer forage option, 
however, there are higher risks associated 
with corn compared with both forage 
and grain sorghum. Fall armyworm has 
presented another element of risk to 
summer forages, particularly corn. The 
2020/21 corn crops suffered varying 
degrees of yield and starch reduction. 
Additional costs were incurred from 
spraying. Some fall armyworm damage 
was experienced in sorghum crops, 
however not to the extent of corn, and 
spraying was more effective on sorghum 
crops. The threat of fall armyworm is 
very real again and is a major factor to 
evaluate prior to planting this summer. 

Determining feeding and milk responses 
to different forage bases in partial mixed 
ration systems has been a focus of the 
C4 Milk project at the Gatton Research 
Dairy. In a recent experiment, diets were 
formulated to contain similar levels of 
fibre (neutral detergent fibre), energy and 
protein. The diets were based on either 
corn, grain sorghum or forage sorghum 
as the base silage. The results indicate 

that less chewing is required on grain 
sorghum silage diets compared to the 
other two silage types, likely leading to 
faster passage rates and higher intakes. 
The experiment showed that daily milk 
yields were not significantly different, 27.3 
litres, 26.1 litres and 27.1 litres for corn, 
forage sorghum and grain sorghum diets, 
respectively. Despite higher intakes in 
the sorghum-based diets, the high level 
of milk production achieved combined 
with a lower feed cost results in a higher 
margin over feed cost. More information 
from these experiments will be published 
soon.

Crop selection is often based on an 
average feed quality, but in reality, feed 
quality differs between crops and within 
a crop. Quality is influenced by numerous 
factors from agronomy practices to 
harvest stage. Silage harvester grain 
processing of corn vs. sorghum varies 
by virtue of a difference in grain size 
and machinery processing capability. 
Every corn grain should be cracked 
by a silage harvester, but with grain 
sorghum it will be only 40 – 50% of grains 
cracked. In situations where there is no 
silage inventory and feedout is required 
immediately, generally corn will provide 
a higher contribution of starch to the diet 
than sorghum. However, with increased 
ensiling time comes increased starch 
availability. Having a positive inventory of 

silage this year presents a viable option 
to consider growing sorghum silage, 
particularly grain sorghum varieties, 
allowing it time to fully ensile for over 12 
months. This will realise the full potential 
of the starch content. Table 1 indicates 
the feed quality differences between corn, 
grown in the Mary Valley, and sorghum 
varieties grown at the Gatton Research 
Dairy. The data shows that there is 
variation between crops on a yield and 
nutritional level. High production per cow 
is achievable with diets comprising forage 
sorghum, grain sorghum and corn. The 
key to achieving high milk production is to 
balance the ration. Each forage has their 
differences. The most important factor 
is choosing a forage that minimises 
growing risks and achieves the highest 
margin over feed cost. How the forage 
fits into the farm cropping and feeding 
regime should be a major influencer over 
crop selection.

Stored soil moisture and a positive 
three-month rainfall prediction presents 
the best start to the summer cropping 
season in many years. Planning a 
program to achieve feed quantity and 
quality for future milk production at a 
reduced feed input cost is a high priority 
in the next month. The C4 Milk team 
is available to assist with information 
to help you make appropriate summer 
cropping decisions. 

Varieties MEa 
(MJ/kg) CPb (%) Starch (%) NDFc (%) Yield  

(t DM/ha)
Two cut yield 

(t DM/ha)
Growing Cost  

($/t DM) 

White sorghum 9.7 10.4 24.3 45.3 14.4 31.2 $126

Forage sorghum 10.0 11.3 19.9 41.8 12.0 33.5 $138

Corn silage 9.9 8.6 17.2 53.6 18.6 NA $190

Corn silage (purchased) 10.7 8.7 23.0 46.0 NA NA $307
a Metabolisable energy b Crude protein cNeutral detergent fibre d Growing costs including harvest, excluding labour.

Table 1 Yields, nutritive values (dry matter – DM basis) and growing costs of irrigated Liberty white sorghum and Graze’n’Sile forage sorghum, Gatton Research Dairy 
December 2019 and corn silage (irrigated Mary Valley February 2021). 
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