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S P E C I A L

Go ‘back to basics’ with maize management and protect your investment

Don’t leave it to luck
Success with maize – even in a ‘bad’ year – starts with careful
site and variety selection. Follow it with thorough and timely
husbandry and you’ll see plenty of high-quality forage in the
clamp. And here’s the proof – a first-time grower shares his
experience with maize in 2012.
text Rachael Porter

Agronomist Tim Ashley (left) with Stephen
Ashley

B

eginner’s luck? Not in 2012.
The success of first-time maize
growers Stephen and Peter Ashley
is the result of a meticulous
approach to every aspect of maize
silage production – from variety and
site selection, though to seed-bed
preparation and crop husbandry.
“In a way, we had an advantage
compared to other growers in one of
the most challenging seasons on
record for maize,” says Shropshirebased Stephen, modestly.
“We’d never grown it before, so
we used an agronomist and did
everything by the letter. We were
keen to protect our investment,
more than anything. It costs close to
£1,000 per hectare to grow maize, so
our insurance was to get good advice
and to act on it.”
That advice came in the form of
Wynnstay agronomist Tim Ashley
“Soil nutrition, seedbed preparation
and variety choice are the most
important factors when growing
maize. You’re already on a ‘sticky
wicket’ if you try to grow maize on a
poor site,” says Tim.

Suitable site
Indeed, it was due to the lack of a
suitable site that the Ashleys, who
run a 70-cow herd at Meadow Bank
Farm near Cantlop, had not grown
maize before. But a land swap with a
neighbouring farm provided them
with the opportunity. “The plan is to
rotate and have a different maize
field every year,” explains Stephen.
“We ran very low on grass silage last
year, but by growing maize we’re
now spreading the risk. Our general
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aim is to buy less concentrate and to
substitute it with maize. This will help
reduce our feed costs. We also hope to
see an increase in milk yield, up from
our current herd average of 7,000 litres
per cow.”
Stephen also works away from the farm
as a contractor and plans are being
rolled out to install a robotic milker to
relieve the pressure on labour at home,
allowing him to manage both the farm
and the contracting with some help
from father Peter.

Increase yield
Provided the nutrition is right, the robot
should also help to increase overall milk
yield by 15%. Maize now forms part of a
ration comprising grass silage, chaff,
fodder beet and molasses. The TMR is
combined using a Shelbourne Reynolds
machine, which weighs the individual
components of the ration and provides
silage data analysis.
Tim Ashley stresses that growers need to
get the site right and should look at
aspect, soil type, drainage and altitude.
On Stephen’s eight-hectare field, soil
tests showed pH5.2, but maize needs a
pH of 6.5. To raise the level a high-purity
prilled lime was ploughed in, with
another surface dressing of prilled lime
applied before drilling, so that the soil
profile was at the correct pH.
“We weren’t expecting any compaction
in the field, but compaction was a
significant problem on most farms in
2012, particularly field margins and
gateways, and it’s something producers
should check for and remedy,” he adds.
High-phosphate chicken manure and
FYM were applied to meet phosphate
and potash requirements.

The field was then ploughed and then
‘shakeratored’ on consecutive days, as
the ground was so wet. This allowed it to
dry out a little before drilling. The maize
was drilled on May 4 with a compound
‘starter’ fertiliser providing between 10
and 15kg/ha of nitrogen along with 5kg/
ha of phosphate. No MAP or DAP was
applied as phosphate levels were already
sufficiently high.
Tim recommended Limagrain variety
Acumen, which is suited to marginal
sites. In Wynnstay’s trials it proved
reliable and has also performed well
in previous difficult years. “Acumen has
great early vigour and gives a tall, leafy
crop. It has good size cobs with a small
spindle and big kernels. It’s also early
maturing and has good dry matter
yields,” says Tim.
“It offers a complete package as it also
has excellent starch content. It’s a
reliable, safe variety and is also well
suited to the marginal growing
conditions of the area.”

Early drilling
On the 2013 NIAB List, Acumen rates
highly with a DM yield of 17.2t/ha and a
starch yield of 5.9t/ha.
Timing is also vital to maize success.
“Early drilling is important because
maize needs a certain number of heat
units – hours of sunshine – to mature,”
says Tim.
That’s another reason why good weed
control is important. “Maize also gets
its energy from reflected energy from
bare soil, so a green carpet of weeds
reduces that reflection. This, in turn,
reduces the energy absorption and can
affect subsequent canopy development.
Acumen is good at getting established
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and developing a canopy to out-compete
the weeds.”
The Ashleys applied a pre-emergence
herbicide, following Tim’s advice.
“Where post-emergence herbicides were
relied upon this year there were lots of
weeds due to the difficulty in finding a
spray window,” he adds.
The maize was harvested on October 18,
yielding 44.5t/ha fresh weight. “When
the maize was nearing harvest I was
away contracting, so we relied on Tim’s
experience and knowledge to identify
when the crop was approaching the

target dry matter percentage of between
32 and 35%,” says Stephen. “He really
was with us at each step of the way –
very reassuring as we didn’t want to fall
at the final hurdle after all our best
efforts.”
Analysis revealed 30.1% starch, and
33.7% DM, which equated to 15t/ha DM.
“Good results for a challenging year.
And proof that, even in a difficult year
like 2012, if adequate soil nutrition is
ensured and an early maturing variety is
selected, then a successful crop of maize
can still be achieved,” says Tim.

And the crop is also performing at the
feed fence: “Milk yields have remained
the same, because the energy in the
maize silage is compensating for this
year’s poor grass silage, but the butterfat
has increased from 4.25% to 4.60%,”
says Stephen.
So, what about 2013? “Yes, we’re
certainly going to grow it again. And
we’ll take the same approach.
“It’s a considerable investment and a big
risk, so for us it’s a case of doing it
properly or not at all.” l

Size matters: Acumen offers cobs with small
spindles and big kernels
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