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Baleage: An Opportunity for NY’s Small Farms

Baleage -- also known as round bale silage – is a low-cost storage unit for long-stemmed grasses and legumes that especially benefits the small or part-time farmer. Baleage can dramatically improve forage quality and yield, and it works well with grazing systems. The availability of custom baleage operators in many areas means farmers can try out the technology without having to make a big investment. 

Martha Wright, Livestock Specialist with Cornell Cooperative Extension’s NWNY Dairy, Livestock and Field Crops Team, wanted to help small livestock and dairy producers learn more about baleage. She saw an opportunity in the Innovative Small Farm Education Grants offered by Cornell’s Small Farms Program. These grants are available to Cornell Cooperative Extension educators to help them develop programs that specifically target local small farm businesses.

Wright applied for and received an Innovative Small Farm Education Grant to conduct two on-farm “Baleage and Grazing” workshops last April. Her hope was that if more small farmers learned about the pros and cons of baleage, more of them would be willing to give it a try. The result would be better quality feed, more efficient milk and meat production, and improved profitability for many of these farmers.

The first workshop was held at Ken and Mary Gumaer’s beef farm in Middleport, NY (Niagara County). Andrew Hoover hosted the second at his dairy farm in Stanley, NY (Ontario County). Over eighty farmers and agency representatives participated in the workshops, which featured Bernard Adam, a knowledgeable and entertaining baleage expert from Quebec, Canada. 

Specialists with the NWNY Dairy, Livestock and Field Crops Team provided information on forage quality, nutrition, forage sampling, and grazing.  The afternoon pasture walk was an opportunity for farmers to ask questions and share grazing tips with the host farmer, and with resource people like Bill Henning, Small Farms Specialist with the NWNY Team.

Kathy Labarr is a Yates County organic farmer who attended one of the baleage and grazing workshops. She took the information right home that day and put it to work. “Kathy came out of the workshop so excited about what she’d learned about forage moisture testing,” says Henning. “She went home and sent the kids out to fetch a few samples of forage that was drying in the field. She made a home-schooling project out of it. They weighed the fresh samples, then put them in the microwave, stunk up the whole kitchen, and weighed them again dry. They calculated moisture content and lo and behold – they discovered they needed to go out and make baleage right then! They were able to get an immediate improvement in forage quality.”  

Since then, Kathy has taught several others how to calculate moisture content, and has referred numerous people to Cornell Cooperative Extension for copies of the information handed out at the workshops.  

According to Martha Wright, about half of the farmers that attended have tried baleage, and interest in baleage has definitely increased since the workshops. Although they were held too early in the season to demonstrate baleage-making in the field, a number of participants returned to the host farms in May to observe the process.

 “I’ve also had about ten people order the resource notebook, who couldn’t make it to the workshop,” Wright said. “And I’ve gotten phone calls from farmers who were there, asking for more advice about baleage. So we’re having an impact.”

Many farmers were also interested in the idea of timing their grass harvest according to “growing-degree-days,” an index used to predict crop maturity based on daily temperatures. Although the system was really developed for corn, it can be used for forage early in the season, up to first cutting. 

“Growing-degree-days can help you get out in the field at the right time for peak forage quality,” says Wright. “It’s one of the big things that Bernard Adam stressed at the workshop.” Growing-degree-days were posted daily on the Cornell Cooperative Extension website through June 1st (www.cce.cornell.edu/programs/nw-ny-dairy-fieldcrops/) 

“We had ten to fifteen farmers from the workshops checking the website for growing-degree-days,” says Wright. “Some of them took the first cutting quite a bit earlier than they otherwise would have, and it allowed them to use those fields for pasture much sooner.”
Wright and her colleagues continue to work with workshop participants and other farmers to help them fine-tune their grazing and forage management systems. They’ll be conducting forage analyses of the baleage produced on several farms later this season. Producers are being encouraged to network with other local producers to learn more and share their experiences. 

R. David Smith, Director of Cornell’s Small Farms Program, is pleased with the results of this Innovative Small Farm Education Grant project. “We’re hoping that the Baleage and Grazing Workshops, and follow up activities by the NWNY Dairy, Livestock and Field Crops Team, will encourage more small farmers to try baleage as a way to reduce costs, increase animal performance, and improve profits.”

The Baleage and Grazing Workshops were cosponsored by Cornell Cooperative Extension, Innovation Agricole Adam, Sunfilm (makers of baleage wrap), and the National Bank of Geneva, NY.

For more information about baleage contact Martha Wright at 585-394-3977 ext. 36, or Bill Henning at 315-536-5123. For more information about the Cornell Small Farms Program, contact R. David Smith, 607-255-7286, or visit our web site at: www.smallfarms.cornell.edu. 

PHOTO CAPTIONS

1. Bernard Adams of Innovation Agricole Adam, Inc. explains baleage pros and cons at last April's on-farm workshop in Middleport, NY.
2. Cornell Cooperative Extension Dairy Specialist Roberta Crill takes a sample of baleage for analysis while host Ken Gumaer and participants look on. 

3. These baleage bales were wrapped with an "in-line" wrapper, forming a long tube of feed.  Baleage bales can also be wrapped individually and stacked. 

Sidebars (Use one or both)

Advantages of baleage over corn silage:

· Better yield and quality on soils not well suited to corn.

· Cheaper to produce. (Although fertilizer costs are about the same and harvesting costs are greater with grass, seeding is only once every 3-4 years and weed control costs are almost nothing.)

· No need for the specialized equipment required by corn.

· No new equipment needed – use a custom operator.

· No corn planting to worry about in the spring!

· Easier to produce organically.

Advantages of baleage over dry hay

· Allows baling within 24 hours of cutting, rather than 3-4 days for dry hay

· Better chance of harvesting at peak forage quality

· Easier to maintain a frequent cutting schedule for top yield and quality 

Bill Henning, Small Farms Specialist
CCE NWNY Dairy, Livestock and Field Crops Team

Ten Baleage Tips For Your Small Farm

1. Cut early and often

2. Wilt to no more than 60% moisture (for quality) and preferably to 55% moisture (for cost)

3. Build windrows and use driving techniques that contribute to maximum bale density.

4. Wrap as soon as possible – within two hours of baling – to optimize fermentation.

5. Wrap with at least five layers of plastic at 70% pre-stretch. The number of layers will depend on the type of film – check with the manufacturer.

6. Adopt a record-keeping system for storage mapping (for quality), sampling and analysis, and use the information in a ration balancing and feeding strategy.

7. Handle the wrapped bales gently – don’t break the seal.

8. Stack individually wrapped bales on flat sides. Stack only 2 bales high.

9. Distance from field to feed center determines storage location and bale-moving options.

10. Feed-out equipment need not be expensive. Labor efficiency and adaptability to your facilities are key.

From: The Bale-Wrapping Handbook, Trioplast AB of Smalandsstenar, Sweden, stretchfilm@trioplast.se; and Sunfilm/AEP Industries of Bellevue, Ontario, 888-716-3456.

