
 
 

1-45 Analysis of pasture silage 
Why analyse pasture silage? To assist your management!  
• Analysis tells you about the quality of your silage. Knowing this is important for deciding 

whether to feed the silage to milking or dry cows.  
• Analysis will allow you to value silage on its Metabolisable Energy (ME) content, as well as 

on Dry Matter (DM).  

How to sample silage 
Take at least five handfuls of silage from different places and mix them together. Send a sub-
sample of one litre (half a bread bag) for analysis. The sub-sample should be representative of 
all the silage in the stack or bale. 

Sampling pasture being harvested for silage 
Silage will never be of higher quality than the pasture it is made from. The quality of the pasture 
when it is harvested will tell you what the potential for your silage is.  
 
Collect pasture from either cut swaths in the paddock, or as it arrives onto the stack. Try to get 
samples from all the paddocks being harvested. 

Sampling silage in an unopened stack or bale 
Silage sampled from unopened stacks or bales will tell you the quality of the feed before it is fed 
out. It will also not have been spoiled through exposure to the air.  
 
A sharpened length of stainless steel pipe can be driven into the top of the stack, or the side of 
the bale. A piece of 25 mm milk line, 1.5 m long, is sufficient. Use a broom handle to force the 
silage out of the pipe. Throw away the silage from the surface of the stack or bale before taking 
a sub-sample to send away for analysis. 
 
Reseal the cover. Coring a stack or bale lets air in, and will result in some spoilage. 
Bales which have been cored should ideally be fed out within 3 days of sampling.  

Sampling silage as it is being fed out 
This tells you the quality of the silage you are feeding out, without running the risk of causing 
spoilage in the unopened stack or bale. 
 
For silage being fed out in a wagon, collect a sample from the silage at the top of a freshly 
loaded wagon. For bales of silage, take a sample from the freshly unwrapped bales. Avoid 
silage which has been at the surface of the stack or bale, and silage which was on the face of 
the stack. 
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Packaging and storage of silage samples 
Silage starts to decay once exposed to the air. This decay process must be minimised while the 
sample is in transit to the lab, to get meaningful results from analysis.  
 
• Put the silage into an airtight plastic bag, and remove all the air.  
• If you can’t post the sample immediately, store it in a freezer. 
• Post the silage in a plastic, self-sealing envelope, such as those available at Post Offices, 

or those supplied by a local testing lab. 
• Send by Fast-post, but avoid posting on a Friday.  

Where can I get silage analysed? 
Silage analysis is available from a variety of commercial labs around New Zealand. There will 
be local labs which can provide a suitable service. Talk to your local Consulting Officer, 
consultant, fertiliser rep or vet about the best lab for you to use. 
 
The important things to have analysed 

The feed value of the silage 
You will need Dry Matter %, Crude protein %, DM digestibility, and an estimate of the ME 
concentration in the silage.  

The success of the silage preservation 
You will need pH and Ammonia-N (% of total N). The amounts of lactic acid and butyric acid in 
the silage are useful as extra information, but certainly not vital. To interpret this information, 
see FarmFact 1-46. 

What methods are used to analyse silage 
Silage analysis is carried out in 2 ways. Some laboratories conduct wet chemistry, which uses 
well established chemical methods to work out the composition of feeds. 
 
NIR is a more indirect way to estimate the composition of a feed. It involves a machine which 
sends a beam of light through a sample of feed, and measures the light pattern which is 
produced out the other side of it. By calibrating the machine with known samples of feed, it can 
estimate the composition of unknown samples. 
 
All labs calculate the ME content of feeds, based on their composition. ME is a very expensive 
and difficult thing to measure directly. 
 
NIR measurements will not be more accurate than wet chemistry. However, it is faster, and may 
be less expensive. 
 

The way you sample your silage is potentially a bigger source of error than the 
lab you use to analyse it. 
 

 


