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Research has found you can have more mowing hours without losing forage quality in a wide swath system. With high grain/low milk prices, forage quality is the key to profitable dairy farming in New York State. Earlier research showed that wider mower swath will increase drying speeds, allowing quick quality harvests within the window of high quality forage.  Recent research has opened that window further. 

Mowing time limits the speed of harvest.  Compounding this limit is the need to wait to start mowing in the morning until the dew has gone and the forage has rebuilt the digestible carbohydrates (sugars and starches) lost in overnight respiration.  Mowing has to be completed in time for proper ensiling to occur on the same day.  This squeeze further increases the mowing bottleneck.  For many smaller farms, the capital cost of a new mower or the additional labor to run a second mower is not there.  Thus the common farm question, “Do I have to wait for the dew to come off first before I mow?” 

The New York Farm Viability Institute grant, “Impact of time of mowing on wide swath haylage components and milk producing potential” answered this question with the cooperation of Swartz Dairy and Vegetable farm in Schodack, Rensselaer County, and Holly Rock farm of Columbia County. Second cutting new seeding was mowed at 8 pm (sunset) on a clear August night.  There was heavy dew overnight with considerable radiant cooling.  A mower which left the swath at 90% of cutterbar, with no conditioning, was use at each treatment.  At sunrise the next morning (6 am), and 9:30 am when all the dew had dried from the uncut vegetation, the crop was also mowed.  The day was 83.8 F. in sunny conditions and the final samples were chopped at 3 pm. 

The first finding was the problem of determining when wide swath, unconditioned haylage is at proper moisture for ensiling. By the time the samples were run through the forage tester and the crew was able to sample each treatment (1/2 hour), the moisture levels had dropped below the target from the very rapid dry down rate. This is very typical in that most farmers the first year after switching to wide swath,  find the majority of the forage is over dry for optimum silage.  A major recalibration of visual clues is necessary.  Traditional narrow swath is dry as corn flakes on top and green as new mowed on bottom.  The much less dense wide swath is more uniform moisture throughout.  As soon as a wide swath takes on a grey cast, it is at proper moisture for ensiling.  When first switching to wide swath, running samples through a forage tester will help to re-calibrate the decision of when to chop.  The farm also needs to have the chopping equipment and crews ready to roll often hours earlier than they are used to doing.  It is not uncommon to mow at 9:30 and have forage at 35% dry matter by 11:30 in an unconditioned, >80% of cutterbar width wide swath. The first year of trying wide swath, few farms are prepared to start chopping this soon.

	Table #1 Wide Swath Dry Matter Content by Time of Mowing

	Sample Time
	8 PM
	6 AM
	9:30 AM

Not Conditioned
	9:30 AM Conditioned

	8 PM
	17.95cd
	-
	-
	-

	6 AM
	15.88de
	14.23e
	-
	-

	9:30 AM
	21.75b
	20.93bc
	17.53cde
	17.53cde

	3:00 PM
	40.40a
	40.88a
	42.77a
	 39.77 a


Not unexpectedly, the haycrop mowed in the evening had no drying and added moisture from night dew (Table #1). That mowed at sunrise was wet with dew.  Haycrop mowed at 9:30 am was the same moisture as the previous evening 8 pm cutting, indicating the dew had left.  

	Table #2 Rate of Moisture Removal by Time of Mowing 

	% Moisture Removal/Hour
	8 PM
	6 AM
	9:30 AM 
	9:30 AM

Conditioned

	from 9:30 – 3:PM
	3.39
	3.63
	4.59
	4.04

	from 6 AM – 3 PM
	3.03
	3.33
	-
	-


The rate of moisture removal (table #2) from 9:30 – 3 pm was faster for the 9:30 am cutting than the 6am or the 8pm.  In comparing the 6am cutting with the 8 pm cutting the 6am again lost moisture faster.  Both of these effects could be from the heavy dew pressing the 8 pm cutting leaves flat. The 9:30 leaves were very erect to intercept more light and remove more moisture in a less dense swath.  In one replication mowed at 9:30, wide swathed, and conditioned, the drying rate was 4.04%/hour, a rate less than not conditioned.  This supports the finding of Rotz, (1995) that for the early rapid dry down, natural evapo-transpiration is more effective for moisture removal than any mechanical effect.  It also supports earlier work by this researcher and by Dr. Cherney at Cornell, that for silage, conditioning is not necessary.  

Of major practical importance to farmers, 8 pm, 6 am, and 9:30 am mowings were all at 33% dry matter at 1:30 in the afternoon.  This was unexpected as numerous farmers who report that wide swath haylage cut in the evening before does not dry as fast, and is often not ready for ensiling as soon as that cut in the morning.  Because chopping is faster than mowing (especially if windrows are doubled or more) this staging of the mowing will allow farms to balance the faster chopper with more hours of mowing time. 

Drying Bottom line: there is no need to wait for dew to evaporate before mowing providing the swath is laid in a width greater than 80% of the cutterbar.   Conversely, mowing with the dew on and putting it into less than a wide swath will simply capture two tons/acre more moisture within the narrow swath, further delaying the on-set of chopping. 

Time of cutting and the use of wide swath also have a profound impact on the quality of the feed reaching the cow’s mouth.  

