
SIL AGE

The fermentation shrink endgame
Cliff Ocker for Progressive Forage

Every year, fermentation shrink, 
or forage dry matter (DM) loss, 
robs farms’ feed inventory without 
leaving a trace. Poof, tonnage fed 
comes out short of tonnage stored. 
Maintaining valuable nutrient 
content for feedout is a constant 
battle with the variables that lay 
waste to ensiled feeds. Research 
estimates predict forage shrink loss 
per year in harvested U.S. forages 
is 14%, which corresponds to 
approximately $3 billion of feed. 
In a year when feed prices are 
rising and experts are forecasting 
forage shortages, minimizing the 
disappearance of valuable farm-
grown feeds should be top-of-mind. 
This is once again an area where 
dollars can be reclaimed and losses 
avoided.

Dr. Limin Kung of the 
University of Delaware suggests 
that it is diffi cult to preserve a 
forage without seeing 10% DM 
loss. If this is true under the best 
conditions, how high does that loss 
value become for poorly fermented 
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The real costs
A few years back, I was asked to 

help conduct pre-harvest meetings 
on a few large dairies. During the 
discussion of bunk management 
and reviewing how much silage 
was pushed by the pack tractor 
after truck unloading, we realized 
quickly that an additional tractor 
was needed to achieve the proper 
density. Due to associated costs, 
this recommendation was met with 
some resistance. Then one of the 
managers asked the cost of not 
adding the second tractor.

Without knowing exactly what 
additional DM would be lost, we 
fi gured out how we could negate 
3% of fermentation shrink losses. 
For the aforementioned dairy, 
that meant they would need to 
plant an additional 150 acres of 
corn. However, the now somewhat 
fl ustered and frantic owner of the 

dairy proceeded to share that the 
additional costs associated with 
150 extra acres of corn would be in 
excess of $200,000. A second pack 
tractor was promptly added.

For most forage managers, 3% 
shrink may not mean 150 additional 
acres of corn silage are needed. But 
the fact remains: Fermentation 
shrink typically equates to a larger 
dollar amount than we think. 
Helping any dairy realize the true 
cost of fermentation shrink can 
help prompt more open discussion 
among all their consultants around 
management practices that affect 
this.

Creating benchmarks
While the importance of 

capturing and minimizing 
fermentation shrinks seems 
apparent, estimating on-farm forage 
shrink loss to create benchmarks has 

proven diffi cult. Unlike purchased 
feeds that are fairly consistent and 
dry, fermented feeds offer variability 
across the fermentation process.

In 2015, Dr. John Goeser (Rock 
River Laboratory animal nutrition, 
research and innovation director), 
along with two other research 
colleagues, conducted a meta-
analysis and published a paper in 
The Professional Animal Scientist. 
This paper ultimately shared a 
predictive equation to calculate 
fermentation shrink based on the 
fermentation profi le of sampled 
forages.

Keep in mind that the value 
reported is based only on the 
fermentation profi le; thus this value 
is a partial value compared to the 
total fermentation shrink or DM 
loss for that forage.

AT A GLANCE

As many approach the fi rst forage harvests across the U.S., 

now is the time to take the reins and minimize fermentation 

shrink in 2021.

Continued on page 20

Feed type P15 Mean P85
Standard 
deviation

Haylage 2.079 3.224 4.287 1.684

Corn silage 1.383 2.448 3.472 1.980

Small-grains silage 1.954 3.982 5.150 4.472

TABLE 1

• Eliminate silage contamination 
from rusting metal

• Avoid cutting your hands, 
arms, clothing or tarps

• Reduce labor costs by working 
more effectively

• Get much more effective, 
broader coverage than 
passenger tires

• No stagnant water that 
breeds insects and microbes 
(e.g., West Nile Virus)

• Improve safety and hygiene
• Durable and long–lasting
• Environmentally friendly 
• Conveniently stackable
• One–time investment

100% Nylon, 
Bias Ply Truck-Tire
Sidewalls
Are you tired of tossing whole 
tires? Finally, there’s an alternative
to weigh down your bunker silos!

“We Protect Your Silage”

NO RUSTING METAL, NO WATER

NO WIRES

  Call Toll-Free                                                www.tiresidewalldepot.com

1•888•581•5488  |  Danny Nadler  |  nadler@videotron.ca

Demand 
Exceeds 
Supply!

Don’t Wait!
Reserve

Product Now!

Hoping you & your family remain safe and are in good health

Made
In U.S.A.

CALL TO ORDER TODAY!
Chris Ray • 541.446.3265

www.raybrothersseedfarms.com 
ChrisRay@raybrothers.net

•• When planted in narrow rows at 90,000 
to 100,000 seeds per acre, our extremely 
digestible Brown Mid-Rib forage corn can 
produce up to 7 tons of dry matter in as 
little as 80 days

•• Plant with a 15” corn planter or grain drill 
with press wheels

•• Harvest similar to sorghum-sudan by 
grazing, greenchop, haylage or baleage

••  Free freight nationwide on 1 or more pallets

$75 per bag

Seed Farms

We Now Offer Brown Mid-Rib Forage Corn
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Table 1 (page 19) showcases the 
average forage shrink for the typical 
feedstuffs seen coming through 
Rock River Laboratory in 2020. 
These measurements are based 
on the aforementioned predictive 
equation. Corn silage averages 
2.5%, haylage averages 3.3% and 
small-grain silage averages 3.9%. 
However, in some cases, I have seen 
sloppy wet small-grain silage, with 
high ash content, test as high as 
11.7% fermentation shrink.

Managing the shrink adversary 
is best done when there is a starting 
point. Creating benchmarks and 
building goals from these can 
help establish forage management 
strategies and drive improvement. 
Using a shrink prediction isn’t 
perfect, but it offers a place to start 
and springboard to guide both 
forage managers and consultants 
toward tools that can help.

Improvement factors
We know that shrink starts in the 

fi eld, so from there how can forage 
managers get closer to minimizing 
the fermentation shrink number?

1 At harvest, ensure the right 
stage of maturity before 

cutting. This also means putting the 
crop in at the right moisture for the 
storage structure utilized. Along 
with the appropriate cut length, 
these points are critical to proper 
ensiling and limiting oxygen.

2 Harvest quickly and fi ll the 
storage structure without 

providing much time for oxygen 
exposure, but don’t shortchange 
density. Be sure to get the forage 
packed appropriately to squeeze out 
oxygen. This will speed the 
fermentation process and help to 
avoid sacrifi cing forage nutrients.

3 Use a well-researched inoculant 
or additive to help aid in the 

fermentation process and preserve 
forage nutrients.

4 Avoid soil contamination (ash). 
Ash/soil contamination, which 
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contains minerals, acts as a buffer in 
forage and slows the fermentation 
process – adding to the nutrient loss 
in the forage.

5 Keep oxygen out. Limit oxygen 
during and after fermentation. 

Routinely check for holes in bags or 
tarps covering the forage, as oxygen 
exposure will allow molds and yeast 
to grow and feed on the forage 
nutrients. Don’t expose more forage 
than necessary to oxygen before 
feeding. For instance, avoid 
knocking down more forage in a 
bunker, trench or pile than will be 
fed that day.

Minimizing shrink losses and 
preserving forages through feedout 
is something all managers can 
get behind. While the steps may 
seem tedious, the reward of money 
saved when future feed doesn’t 
just disappear is great. As many 
approach the fi rst forage harvests 
across the U.S. [this season], now 
is the time to take the reins and 
minimize fermentation shrink in 
2021.  

References omitted but are available 
upon request.

Fermentation shrink typically equates 
to a larger dollar amount than we 
think. Helping any dairy realize the 

true cost of fermentation shrink can 
help prompt more open discussion 
among all their consultants around 

management practices that affect this.

To read more articles 
on fermentation shrink, 
visit progressiveforage.
com/forage-production/
harvest-and-storage

FRITSCH – THE BEST YOU CAN GET!
EQUIPMENT FOR FARMERS DESIGNED BY FARMERS

(920) 532-6292
For videos & More, Visit

www.fritschequipment.com

$1,875$1,575

FRITSCH FORAGE FACERS

FRITSCH POWER BEDDING GROOMER

HARDEST TEETH IN THE INDUSTRY

• Available in 6’, 8’ & 10’ drum widths

• 2 direct drive hydraulic wheel motors
(No chains)

• Quick-Tach available for your loader

• 2011 prices on the Fritsch Forage Facers

• Grooms & aerates freestalls using deep bedding including compost & sand
• Breaks up the hard, compressed chunks of the alternative & lime bedding
• Grooms the toughest beds without riding over

**tractor model available**

Fritsch Products That Will Improve Your Dairy Operation!
Watch Our Videos & Believe!

PATENTED

A feeling or state of intense excitement 
and happiness.

EUPHORIA CATTLE BRUSH

THE ONLY MATTRESS THAT RIVALS SAND BEDDING!
• About 1 3/4” of air cushioning
• 100% waterproof
• #1 for hygiene
• No need for a top cover

Call the U.S. distributor
Fritsch Equipment

WATCH
THE EGG

DROP

• Adj. control of force, rotation, and reversing
• Starts to rotate on contact
• All pivots rotate on ball bearings
• All parts in stock
• 110 volt or 220 volt

eu•pho•ri•a  /yōōfôrēa/

Ron Fritsch
Owner
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