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IT is no secret that this year has been 
diffi cult for corn farmers. Wet condi-
tions delayed planting, resulting in a 

later-than-average harvest, which is pre-
senting unique challenges to corn farm-
ers.

This irregular growing season may 
also lead to issues in corn quality. This 
article will address the current harvest 
situation and what it means to livestock 
producers utilizing this grain through 
the next year.

According to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture’s National Agricultural Sta-
tistics Service, farmers were able to 
plant 91.7 million acres of corn in 2019, 
which is 3% more than in 2018. Howev-
er, much of this planting occurred later 
than usual, with only 57% of the crop 
reported as being in good or excellent 
condition in early July.

There were also serious concerns re-
garding corn yield early in the spring 
and summer. On Nov. 8, USDA reported 
the national corn yield at 167.0 bu. per 
acre, which is lower than the yield of 
176.4 bu. per acre from the 2018 corn 
crop but much better than initially an-
ticipated.

Even with the planting challenges, be-
tween the carryover stocks from 2018 
and the amount harvested this year, 
USDA forecasts over the summer pre-
dicted that corn supplies for the next 
year would be adequate. Unfortunately, 
this prediction assumed that planted 
acres would be able to be harvested 
and that corn stocks would be available 
where needed, which hasn’t been the 
case in all areas due to an early winter 
snowstorm in the Dakotas.

Delayed planting has led to delayed 
corn maturity and, thus, a later harvest. 
According to USDA’s weekly weather re-
port and crop bulletin, 2019 has been 
the second-slowest pace of harvest in 
20 years. As the temperatures drop and 
corn is still in the fi eld, there is a risk 
that a hard frost in immature corn will 
cause damage.

For the corn that was harvested, the 
lack of maturity resulted in a higher 
moisture content than usual. Immature 
grain is more diffi cult to dry, requiring 
increased energy per unit of moisture 
removed.

Between the high moisture content 
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How will tough planting, harvest 
affect livestock producers?

and the increase in energy needs for 
drying, regions in the Upper Midwest 
are having issues keeping up with the in-
creased demand for propane. Some farm-
ers have even had to pause their harvest 
activities to wait for propane shipments 
to arrive. Meanwhile, elevators in some 
areas have been accepting high-moisture 
corn without docking the price because 
the supply there is that low.

The range in corn maturity resulted in 
variability in corn moisture at harvest. 
Although efforts are being made to dry 
the corn, it is likely that pockets of wet 
grain will be present in stored corn, leav-
ing it more susceptible to mold invasion.

Not all molds carry a risk of mycotox-
ins. However, fusarium and penicillium 
ear rots have already been reported in 
the fi eld and can produce fumonisins 
and ochratoxin A, respectively. The pres-
ence of penicillium is especially concern-
ing, as these fungi have adapted to grow 
in dry conditions as well and are able to 
proliferate after harvest if storage condi-
tions are inadequate.

Any damage that occurs to grain prior 
to harvest also leaves corn more suscep-
tible to mycotoxin contamination during 
storage.

It is likely that the 2019 crop will have 
a shorter storage life than typical years.

The variation in corn maturity will 
additionally affect diet formulation for 
livestock. A recent article in Feedstuffs 
(Hansen, 2019) outlines some adjust-
ments producers need to be aware of 
when utilizing grain of variable mois-
ture levels. Immature corn is also lower 

in protein content, so diet adjustments 
may be needed to ensure optimal growth 
rates. Producers will need to identify the 
maturity and quality of the corn they are 
working with and realize that these pa-
rameters will change with different corn 
sources.

For this corn crop, nutrient specifi ca-
tions may need to be monitored and ad-
justed more aggressively.

The Bottom Line
This year’s planting and harvest condi-
tions have been rough on farmers, and 
the challenges will continue as the corn 
comes out of the fi eld. As high demands 
for drying are coupled with propane 
shortages, it’s likely that some corn will 
be stored in suboptimal conditions that 
can result in decreased storage life and 
increased mycotoxin risk. High variation 
in corn maturity at harvest will result in 
variable corn moisture and protein lev-
els among sources.

Livestock producers using this corn 
crop in feed need to aggressively moni-
tor and adjust their corn nutrient specifi -
cations as well as their mycotoxin levels 
to ensure that corn is used appropriately 
and that optimal growth rates can be 
reached.
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