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How progress and economics are changing the way cows are fed

This is the fourth in a series of articles

By SHERRY BUNTING
Special for Farmshine

LEBANON, Pa.d Escalating costs for traditional dairy feed ingredients have led to other
ingredients also rising in price. However, there are usually opportunities to utilize some
degree of alternative feeds to provide the nutrition needed by high-producing dairy cows.

Progressive dairies strive to produce more milk per cow to manage the margin between
milk price and input costs. Dairies also have more to think about today in terms of manure
nutrient management. These are just some examples of how progress and economics
are changing the way cows are fed.

AfiThe challenge, 0 says Dr. Charlie Gardner, tec
Nutrition, Afiis to understand the nutrient need
provide those nutrients at the | owest cost. 0

Instead of focusing on the amount of soybean meal—or even protein—in the ration,
sophisticated tools are available today to evaluate ingredients, energy, and protein
according to the true nutrient needs of the cow.

Regarding protein, for example, Gardnerpoi nt s out : AWe know we can
rations if we provide the proper levels of amino acids and the proper nutrients that will

drive microbial growth in the rumen. o0

With energy, he says, itds not | usvalasiltyafr ch, f

the starch, the digestibility of the fiber, and the type of fats that enter into the equation.

Perhaps the most important questions are: What are the needs of the farm? What are the
goals for the herd? What are the limitations?

One dairy may be happy at 60 pounds/cow/day production, with the focus on healthy cows;
another may want to get to 90 pounds, whatever it takes, and still keep the cows healthy.
Some farms are more interested in components. Some just want to keep costs down. Some
are more driven to find a balance.

Ailtdéds i mportant to ask questions and I|isten, o
includes recent dairy science graduates, Ph.D. nutritionists, veterinarians, and research
scientists.



We have t ool aytoaonsaderimany thiags in oud ration balancing program

hat are designed to meet the cowbds nutrient
We can plug i n t he-predactiomadmponentg, iy mattarantakes

number of first calf heifers in the herd, current and optimum body condition—in order to

make sound decisions about feed choices. 0

o B 1

Other farm factors enter into the equation—from feed management practices to facility
constraints and cow comfort. Forage quality is also a huge factor.

Al n o-to-day dakywe may spend 15 to 20 percent of our time on nutrition, and the rest
of our time on the farm is involved with manag
Sholder, dairy focus consultant serving customers in Lancaster and Chester counties.

With 26 years experience as a former dairy practitioner, Dr. Gardner has seen many
challenges and opportunities on a variety of farms.

Cow comfort is a big part of how cows perform today, he acknowledges.

At Bob and Dave BwWadoe Fagns,rLébanonMrRaa fdireexample, dairy
focus consultant Ken Otis observes: fAthis is &

Adds Gardner: AThe sand bedding, open sidewall
comfort, remove obstacles to let the cows milk, rather than pushingto maket hem mi | k. 0

Producers are also more focused today on feed management to minimize inconsistencies
in the ration.

At Meadow Wood, for example, ADave measures dr
weighs refusals daily, and hasgopod communi cati on with his empl
makes a huge difference to know what the cows

Gardner stresses the point that feed bunk management—pushing up feed, keeping fresh
feed in front of the cows, regular testing for dry matters—are things that have nothing to
do with the feed itself, but have everything to do with the optimal performance of the feed
in terms of cow health and production.

So how has the current market for dairy feed ingredients affected the approach of
producers and nutritionists in feeding the cows?

AThe biggest change | 6ve seen is the type of
has been feeding dairy herds for 31 years. ATECc
versus ingredients. 0

A We 6 v pteda dutrient-driven philosophy, utilizing a wide variety of ingredients to meet

the needs of the cow, 0 Gardner adds. ABut to
the nutrient profiles of thesenon-c onvent i onal i ngredients. 0

Forage qualityisabig part of this paradigm shift. AnThe
attention to producing better forages, and using good preservatives to maximize
nutrients, 0 he observes. AToday, t his makes

opportunity to save on purchased feed, or to sellcornand feed somet hi ng el se. 0

Otis notes some dairymen are using alternatives in the dairy ration and selling corn and
soybeans this year.

But as Sholder points out, there are things to watch out for when feeding alternatives.

AYou tdaomdt to | eave the door open to inconsi s
values for every supplier. With a database of past history to go by for the alternative feeds
stored in our mills, therebs a highemithdnegr ee

terms of nutrients. o0



Manure nutrient management objectives, coupled with high-priced feed ingredients, have
also caused producers and nutritionists to look more closely at things like: How much
protein am | feeding?

AThe traditiomalprroateiionn, wasw Iwe 6re seeing her
protein, even some herds wunder 17%, 0 observes

AMore and more we stee rthter ifeonctuss, svheirfstuisngi ngr e c
AFor example, amino acids versus sSsoy or cottor

Onthesubj ect of high production and healthy cows
people believe high-producing cows are more prone to disease, but the former dairy

practitioner has found that with more fiber and forage in the diet, as well as attention to

dry cow and transition nutrition and manager
prevalence between lower and higher producing herds.

AFrom a health perspective, in the Il actating ¢
expl ains. i F ocoductiop,r veef alsb andedl eigespbie fiber. Proper forage
management can help provide both. oo

Today, the role of providing dairy nutrition is equally focused on working closely with
producers to get the very best forages possible and in developing transition rations that
are extremely important to herd health and production.

Thi s S where the nutrition equation get s b
management practices.

AOn some f ar ms, the facilities can Dbtenoa | i mi i
cow comfort can be such that the cows are not eating huge amounts of feed. In those
situations, it can be a mistake to push them
When there are limiting factors, trade-of f s come into play. AWiI t hin
feedwhat ever nutrients are needed to support hig
to know when increasing a nutrient will | ead t

For example, in some herds, adding something will give a profitable boost in production
where in other herds there can be factors that limit production, so the added nutrient
would only add to cost, without the corresponding production increase.

I n addition to the database of suppliers, ong
El Kk River, Mi nnesot a, Afhel ps us pinpoint nutr
before, 0 adds Gardner.

With 14 mills and 340 employees, the company
serve about 4,000 dairy farms.

Whil e todayo0s e drivenhhe yse of @ evisle variaty of by-products in dairy
rations, the bottom line is the same no matter what the current market for ingredients.

ACows need nutrients, not i ngr efbdueam nudrients Gar dn
affects the way dairies buy their feed, and it requires a level of trust.

AKen is a good sounding board. Heds here once
help in any area, he has access to plenty of

manages the cow side of Meadow Wood Farms, with his brother Bob managing the crops
and forages.



Effective management of nutrients is important here because Dave identifies their biggest
chall enge as agricul tural | and base and ur b
community withagood product and try to do a superior |j

The Bombergers have met most of their suburban neighbors and do their best to be
sensitive to the community in their farming practices.

The way cows are fed and managed affects not only milk production and profitability, but
also the management of manure nutrients and crop rotations on the farm.

ADave doesndét even ask me anymore whatods in t
500cow dairy herd at Meadow Wood. Aifghedients ar e | e
are in there and have a better understanding c
In addition to working with farm advisors, Gardner highlights the many resources available to

producers today. Altds 1 mportant f orducptibnroducer
programs, including those offered by PDMP, and to take advantage of opportunities to

net work at event s l' i ke Dairy Summit, 0 she say
di scover ways to make their farms run more eff

As a PDMP member, Davev al ues t he fAnetworking with other
the meetings, and |l earning new things. o
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