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1. Completing a budget 
	Budget how much silage you need to meet your 

farm’s requirements. 
	In your budget account for the following:
   The number and type of cattle you will have 

for the winter.
   The expected duration of the winter (adding 

an additional months feeding to act as a 
buffer).

   The amount of meal and alternative feeds you 
plan to feed along with the silage.

	Account for possible wastage of silage due to 
spoilage and loss at feeding. 

	An animal will consume 2% of its own body 
weight in dry matter feed per day, from this you 
can calculate what each animal will eat over the 
course of the winter.

 

	Subtract the meal and alternative forage feeding 
levels from the total to calculate the silage 
demand for the winter.

2. Closing and cutting dates 
	There is a significant link between earlier 

harvesting dates and increased silage quality.
	A rapid reduction in silage quality is seen in 

crops harvested from late May onwards, as the 
plant enters into its reproductive phase.

	The optimum time to cut your first-cut silage 
from a bulk, quality and expected harvesting 

conditions point of view is in the second half of 
May – once the crop is fertilised correctly to suit 
the soil fertility levels of the silage ground.

	In order to have the crop ready for cutting in 
time, closing of the silage ground must take 
place by the 1st week of April at the latest.

3. Pre-closing management 
	A clean, green base to the sward is essential at 

closing to ensure high-quality silage. Ideally, all 
silage ground should be grazed to a residual of 
4cm in March to achieve this. 

	Yearling stock - with relatively low live weights 
- can graze silage ground in the spring time 
without causing 
damage and are 
ideal for early 
grazing of silage 
ground.

 	If spring grazing 
cannot be 
achieved, a similar 
outcome can be 
achieved through 
tight grazing in 
the late autumn.

Central to the success and profitability of all calf to beef systems is having 
high-quality silage of 72-74 DMD (dry matter digestibility), which can 
deliver the levels of animal performance needed without the need for 
excessive concentrate supplementation.
The key to consistently making high-quality silage is putting a plan in 
place, the steps of which are outlined below: 

Eg. 1 store weighing average 525kg (500 kg at 
housing and 550 kg at turnout)

525kg X 2% = 10.5kg (daily requirement dry 
matter feed)

10.5kg X 150 days (120 day winter + 1 month 
buffer) = 1,575kg of dry matter feed
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4. Fertiliser 

	Apply fertiliser and slurry (if available) as evenly 
and as early as possible once silage ground has 
been grazed off.

	The nutrient content of cattle slurry can be 
estimated from its dry matter percentage. 
Average cattle slurry has a dry matter of 7% 
and supplies 18-15-90 units/ acre of N-P-K 
(nitrogen – phosphorous – potassium) when 
spread at a rate of 3000 gallons/acre. 

	Where slurry is being applied, delay the top 
up fertiliser application by at least a week, as 
spreading too close together can reduce the 
nitrogen availability of the fertiliser. 

	In wetter soil conditions, fertiliser nitrogen (N) 
can be split (half in late-March and half in mid-
April) to reduce the risk of N loss. 

	Have up to date soil analysis results for your 
silage fields that you can consult when deciding 
on fertiliser rates. Table 1 shows the fertiliser 
rate recommendations for different levels of soil 
fertility. 

5. Harvesting/ Preserving 
	Wilting is very beneficial to silage preservation 

where sugars are marginal and/or nitrates 
remain elevated. 

	The aim should be to increase crop dry matter 
to 27-30%. This is best achieved by tedding 
out rows and wilting for 24 hours in good 
conditions. 

	Once the sugar concentration is over 3%, the 
grass will ferment successfully - even if the 
nitrates levels are high (up to 800ppm).

	If wilting cannot be achieved and crop nitrates 
levels are high, consider using an appropriate 
silage additive to improve the preservation of 
the crop.

	Anaerobic conditions are essential for initial 
fermentation and to prevent subsequent 
spoilage.

6. Silage analysis 
	The final step in the process is to complete a 

silage analysis to evaluate the quality of the 
silage present in the pit or bales. From this, 
diets for weanling, store and finishing cattle can 
be formulated.

Table 1 - 1st cut grass silage N, P & K requirements & suggested fertiliser programmes 
(yielding 5t/ha DM)

Soil Index N kg/ha P kg/ha K kg/ha Suggested fertiliser options
 (units/ac) (units/ac)  (units/ac) No slurry + Cattle slurry 3,000gal/ac
1 125 (100) 40 (32) 175 (140) 3.5 bags/ac 1.9 bags/ac
    13-6-20 ProUrea + S
    1.4 bags/ac (38% N + 7.5% S)
    ProUrea
2 125 (100) 30 (24) 155 (120) 3.5 bags/ac 1.9 bags/ac
    13-6-20 ProUrea + S
    1.4 bags/ac (38% N + 7.5% S)
    ProUrea
3 125 (100) 20 (16) 125 (100) 3 bags/ac 1.9 bags/ac
    13-6-20 ProUrea + S
    1.6 bags/ac (38% N + 7.5% S)
    ProUrea
4 125 (100) 0 0 2.5 bags/ac 2.5 bags/ac
    ProUrea ProUrea


