
Silage/HAY 
PRODUCTION



Understanding 
Hay 
Production

Most forage/hay is grown for livestock consumption 
on-site on individual farms and ranches. Some is 
produced for sale to large dairies, feedlots, stables. 
Some is produced for retail.



Forage/ Hay 
Production Terms

Cultivating… preparing forage field, applying inputs (lime, 
fertilizer, herbicides)
Mowing.. cutting forage, leaving it on the ground
Conditioning/Raking/Tedding.. drying hay in the field by 
exposing it to air and sun; setting cut hay up in rows for 
baling
Baling/Wrapping… binding large, dense masses of hay 
into small squares (common for horses and retail) or large 
round bales (most common for all other purposes)
Hauling/Storing… removing or “putting up” forage from 
the field and transporting to storage.
Feeding… Transporting forage from hay to livestock during 
winter and spring.



Jobs that 
Might 
Qualify for 
MEP

Forage production is 
almost entirely 
mechanized. It involves 
many qualifying activities 
performed often by the 
same machine operators. 



Hay & silage

Qualifying Activities May 
Include: 

• Planting hay
• Cutting hay
• Raking hay
• Baling hay
• Chopping hay/silage
• Loading hay bales
• Hauling hay
• Stacking hay bales
• Harvesting silage
• Preparing silage



Silage

What is silage?
Silage is pasture grass that has been 
‘pickled’. It is a method used to 
preserve the pasture for cows and 
sheep to eat later when natural 
pasture isn’t good, like in the dry 
season.



What is Silage 
Made from?

Silage is usually made from grass crops, 
including maize, sorghum or 
other cereals, using the entire green 
plant (not just the grain). Silage can be 
made from many field crops, and special 
terms may be used depending on 
type: oatlage for 
oats, haylage for alfalfa (haylage may 
also refer to high dry matter silage made 
from hay).



More about 
Silage
The grasses are cut and then fermented to 
keep as much of the nutrients (such as sugars 
and proteins) as possible. 
The fermentation is carried out by 
microscopic organisms living in the grass.
The process must be carried out under 
acidic conditions (around pH 4-5) in order to 
keep nutrients and provide a form of food 
that cows and sheep like to 
eat. Fermentation at higher pH results in 
silage that has a bad taste, and lower 
amounts of sugars and proteins.



How is Silage 
Made?

First, the pasture must be cut when the grasses contain their 
highest nutrient levels. This is usually just before they are fully 
mature. This is important because all forms of preserved grass, 
such as hay and silage, will have lower amounts of nutrients 
than fresh pasture, so everything must be done to make the 
end product be as nutritious as possible.
Grass is allowed to wilt in the field for a few hours to reduce 
the moisture content to around 60-75%. This moisture level will 
allow for optimum fermentation. If the grass is left out longer, 
it may get too dry, or it may get rained on - and both these will 
reduce proper fermentation. Also, the longer the grass is left 
uncut, the higher the loss of nutrients.



Fermenation

The cut grass is chopped into even smaller pieces and then 
compacted to get out as much oxygen as possible (this is 
important because the microorganisms, called lactic acid bacteria, 
that are needed to carry out the fermentation like living in oxygen-
free environments). If the silage is to be stored piled in a large pit, 
tractors and other machinery are usually driven over the grass pile 
until it is firm. If the silage is stored as bales, the baling machines 
will compact the grass as they work.
The next step is to seal the compacted grass with plastic to keep 
oxygen out. Mounds of silage are covered with huge polythene 
(plastic) sheets and weighted down (usually with old tyres) to 
ensure maximum compacting; bales are covered with a plastic 
wrapping.



Keeping 
Oxygen Out

Removing and keeping out oxygen is a key part of making 
silage. This is because fermentation has to happen 
under anaerobic (oxygen-free) conditions, or the correct type 
of microorganisms won’t grow.
While oxygen remains, plant enzymes and other bacteria and 
microorganisms react with the plant sugars and proteins to 
make energy, reducing the amounts of these nutrients in the 
grass.
Once all of the oxygen is used up, lactic acid bacteria start to 
multiply. These are bacteria that are needed to make the 
silage, and they turn the plant sugars into lactic acid. This 
causes the pH to drop (the mixture becomes more acidic). 
Once the pH is around 4-5, the sugars stop breaking down 
and the grass is preserved until the silage is opened and 
exposed to oxygen.



Silage VS Hay

Both silage and hay are popular ways for farmers to feed their livestock when they’re unable to graze during 
the winter. They’re both comprised of grass and considered a preservation method of forage.

However, despite overarching similarities, these two styles certainly have their differences. The primary 
difference between hay and silage is that the former is grass that’s cut and dried to use as animal fodder. Silage 
is fermented and stored in a silo before used as food. As a result, they have several distinctions:

Moisture content: Hay usually has a moisture content of 12%, whereas silage moisture content is between 40-
60%.

Storage methods: Hay is mowed, dried and stored in bales. Silage crop is compacted and stored in air-tight 
conditions without being dried.

Digestive capabilities: Animals do not digest hay. Silage feed is partially and easily digested, offering more 
nutritious value.

Preservation: Hay is typically kept in a bale, while silage is stored in a bale and covered with tight plastic wrap.



Tips for Recruiters

Check H2A 
orders! Forage 
operations and 
ranches will 
stipulate their 
qualifying 
activities.



Tips for 
Recruiters

Check for inter-state
custom harvesting 
operations, especially for 
corn and bean crops. These 
might be family businesses 
that follow harvest patterns 
between states (with 
students accompanying), or
might be organized crews.



Helpful Websites 
Related to Hay 

Production

2022 U.S. Forage Statistics

National Hay Association

Hay and Forage Grower Magazine

Alfalfa Hay: Production Acreage by County

15

https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2023/general/2022-pf-stats-lowres.pdf
https://nationalhay.org/
https://hayandforage.com/
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Charts_and_Maps/Crops_County/al-pr.php


National Hay Association

https://nationalhay.org/

It is always helpful to 
find local or national 
crop associations.  Find 
out what is your area 
and reach out to them to 
see how you can work 
together. 

https://nationalhay.org/
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