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Cost control
Is a
team Effort
By Brenda meyer
The feed bunk is under scrutiny. Feed costs, hands down, are the
largest expense category on the dairy. Therefore, it has the biggest
target on its back when it comes to tightening costs and saving
pennies.
There are two sides to the feed cost equation. First, we need to
be careful that we are controlling costs without doing long-term
damage to production and reproduction. Second, we need to discuss areas where we can safely cut feed costs without impacting the
bottom line, noted an article in Dairy Herd Management.
Sit down with your nutritionist and examine your ration with a
fine tooth comb. If we can find ways to save a few dollars on the
feed side, we win. If we miss the target and lose production or
performance, we really lose.
What should you definitely not do? Don’t skimp on preweaning
calf nutrition. Lifetime performance potential is established in the
first two to three months of life. The same rationale applies to prefresh cows or groups. The day a cow is dried off, we begin setting
her up for her next lactation. Look beyond nutrition and pay extra
attention to cow comfort. Don’t compromise on the key items that
get cows off to a good start in their next lactation.

The Cost Control Checklist
1. Target high quality forages: Economically producing, harvesting and storing the highest quality forages is key to reducing feed
cost and maximizing production. Evaluate your forage production
system for ways to improve the quality of forages you put in your
diet.
Consider using BMR corn silage, if it fits your land base and
harvest window. Be prepared to feed more forage as well. Moving
to BMR requires a complete shift in your corn silage production

system; a partial system shift will not have the necessary impact.
If this is your first attempt or a reattempt to use these varieties, get
advice from your crop advisor, nutritionist or other producers who
are successfully feeding BMR silage.
2. Manage bunks, reduce waste: Silage storage and bunk management represent the greatest challenges and most significant
opportunities on many dairies. Proper storage, clean bunk faces,
well-managed feed-out, proper covers and cover placement, and
the management of bunk water and leachate are all important. We
can significantly reduce dry matter shrink when we take the time
to manage the details around the feed pad.
3. More feed analysis: Step up how often you’re analyzing forages
and talk to your feed supplier about their quality control program.
Check the wet chem minerals on forages as well. We’ve found quite
a discrepancy between NIR and wet minerals, especially with calcium. When that’s the case, we can feed less limestone, which creates
more room for other ingredients and may reduce feed costs.
4. Recheck the mixer and mixing protocols: Small errors in
weighing an expensive ingredient add up. A plan to regularly
check both ends of the scale range will tighten up ration management. Mixing and loading protocols should be reviewed with
personnel to assure the ration is uniformly mixed and delivered.
A sample check and analysis of the mixed diet is a good control
practice.
5. Manage feed refusals: Depending on your system and size,
utilizing feed refusals can be an opportunity to maximize feed
inputs. Good-quality, excess feed could be fed to the next level on
						 (continued on back)
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the feeding chain. If you go down this route, your nutritionist
should do an analysis of what average refusals contain and
then use them as an ingredient when balancing your diet.
6. Match groups and diets: Narrowing diet parameters for
each group allows us to reduce safety factors and use more
economical ingredients or forages. On-farm feeding accuracy
will dictate the extent to which safety factors in the diet can
be tightened.
An extra trip through the barn with a different ration might
shave some feed cost. The number of diets compared to
mixing and loading time is often a trade off, but could allow
some economies in feed cost.
7. Reevaluate all feed ingredients: Diet changes are not
without consequences, but carefully planned updates and

changes are a necessity in tight economic situations. All
ingredients need to be regularly re-evaluated for necessity
and efficacy. If they are providing value, they stay. If they are
questionable or are no longer providing a clear advantage,
put them on the chopping block. Also, look for ingredients
that were added to fix a short-term problem, but never taken
out again.
8. Involve the entire team: Your nutritionist, veterinarian,
feeder, agronomy team, and repro team all need to be on the
same page. Good and regular communication, willingness to
participate and having the same visions and goals will make
for a strong and productive team. Set up quarterly meetings
with your dairy’s key advisors to keep everyone pulling in the
same direction.
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There’s no silver bullet when it comes to calf health

