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2a. Rigid Harvest Schedule 2b. Dynamic Harvest Schedule

Field 
ID

Proposed 
Harvest 
Order

Species
Conditions 
When High 

Quality

Planned Actual Planned Actual

Harvest 
for 

Lactating 
Animals

Delayed 
Harvest for 

Non-Lactating 
Animals

Harvest 
for 

Lactating 
Animals

Delayed 
Harvest for 

Non-Lactating 
Animals

Harvest 
for 

Lactating 
Animals

Delayed 
Harvest for 

Non-Lactating 
Animals

Harvest 
for 

Lactating 
Animals

Delayed 
Harvest 
for Non-
Lactating 
Animals

A 1
100% 

Orchardgrass
Favorable 

for Harvest
« « « «

B 2
100% Tall 
Fescue

Rain Delay « « « «

C 3
70% Grass, 
30% Alfalfa

Favorable 
for Harvest

« « « «

D 4
70% Grass, 
30% Alfalfa

Favorable 
for Harvest

« « « «

E 5
50% Grass, 
50% Alfalfa

Favorable 
for Harvest

« « « «

F 6
40% Grass, 
60% Alfalfa

Rain Delay « X « «

G 7
30% Grass, 
70% Alfalfa

Favorable 
for Harvest

« « « «

H 8
20% Grass, 
80% Alfalfa

Rain Delay « X « «

I 9 100% Alfalfa
Favorable 

for Harvest
« « « «

J 10 100% Alfalfa
Equipment 
Breakdown

« X « «

TABLE 1 
Fields Ordered by Stand Comparison

will determine the success or failure 
of grass silage as high-producing dairy 
cow forage,” reported Cherney and 
Cherney in a “Feeding Grass to Dairy 
Cows” article published by Forages. 

Additionally, nitrogen management 
is instrumental in bolstering 
grass performance, according to 
“Fertilization of Perennial Grasses” by 
Cherney et al. in Forages.

Harvest timing for first harvest 
in the spring is critical to the quality 
of that cutting and to set the stage 
for subsequent harvest. Information 
on timing harvest is discussed in the 
PRO-DAIRY Forage Management Sheet: 
Monitoring 1st Cut Harvest Timing, 
found at: prodairy.cals.cornell.edu/
production-management/resources. 

STEP TWO 
Acknowledge that despite our best 

intentions, some fields will not be 
harvested at optimum timing, leading 
to the need for a dynamic harvest 

plan. If we set the goal for maximum 
forage quality from each field, weather, 
logistics and other unknowns will likely 
provide you with the lower quality feeds 
you need for non-lactating animals. 
Furthermore, to be in the position of 
selling high-quality forage and buying 
lower quality forage is certainly desired 
over the inverse.  

Many farms identify fields they 
anticipate to harvest for “heifer feed” in 
advance. These fields may contain more 
grass or may be poorly drained, causing 
harvest delays many years. While these 
fields are more likely to be harvested at 
a later stage on any given year, if you 
have planned this in advance, you have 
sealed their fate before the harvest 
season begins. This approach certainly 
assures you will have adequate feed 
of a quality suitable for non-lactating 
animals, but that should not be the 
goal. The goal should be to assure an 
abundance of lactating quality feed and 
let the rest play out as it may.

Table 1 illustrates a simple example 
of ordering 10 fields for harvest by stand 
composition, as well as a scenario of 
likely conditions at the time of harvest 
needed to achieve high-quality forage. 
In both cases the goal is to capture six 
fields at the desired high quality needed 
for lactating animals and four fields for 
non-lactating animals. 

The Rigid Harvest Schedule in Table 
2a depicts what is likely to happen when 
a set of fields (four fields) are predefined 
as non-lactating quality feed and 
consequently ignored at their optimum 
harvest timing. This leaves six fields to 
meet the needs of lactating animals. 
However, a not uncommon scenario 
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