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Control Cost.
Maintain Milk.
When feed prices rise and milk prices fall, the temptation to cut
cost from the diet grows. At the PDPW Business Conference, Bill
Weiss with The Ohio State University, shared strategies to help control feed cost in today’s dairy market while maintaining production.
To start, you and your nutritionist should look beyond the lactating
herd. “At least 25 percent of our feed costs are absorbed by dry cows
and replacements,” noted Weiss.
When it comes to dry cows, there is little you can do or change.
“Dry cows must have a 45 to 60 day dry period and be fed correctly.
Bad nutrition during the dry period will cost you later on,” he added.
Heifers, on the other hand, present an opportunity to cut cost,
pending you don’t delay growth. “Heifers are the best animals to
utilize pasture, lower-quality forages, and take advantage of economically priced by-products,” added Weiss.
Even when you utilize low-cost feed options, heifers should still
calve between 22 and 24 months. “You have to provide heifers with
the right nutrients to reach the right body size without them getting
too fat,” said Weiss.
If you delay calving to 26 months, you’ll have to feed more heifers,
for a longer period of time to meet your annual replacement needs.
Delaying calving two months will add nearly $225 to the cost of
raising a heifer.
“Also, take advantage of opportunities to sell excess heifers,” said
Weiss. If your calf program has a low mortality rate and heifers calve
in at an appropriate age and you maintain the correct cull rate, there
will be excess animals in your heifer population.
Weiss then shared five “rules” to control cost in the lactating herd
while maintaining milk production:
1. Ingredient selection. “Cows do not require particular feeds, they
require nutrients. Feeds are just packages of nutrients,” added Weiss.
When it comes to ingredient selection, we need to evaluate the combination of feeds that will have the best income over feed cost. From

a cost standpoint, corn, corn silage, distillers, corn gluten and wheat
midds are often “bargain priced” compared to the package of nutrients they bring to a diet. You also need to account for by-product
variability, quality issues, non-nutritive effects and service/support,
when making feed ingredient decisions.
“Currently, it costs $5 to $6 per day to feed an average cow,” noted
Weiss. Additives can easily account for $1.50 or more of this cost depending on what is in the diet. There are numerous additives that can be
used. Before including them in the diet, you and your nutritionist need
to evaluate the potential return and asking the following questions:
• What is it supposed to do and how does it do it?
• Is there any proof that it works?
• How often does it work?
• What is the expected return and how should it be fed?
Weiss then turned his attention to current record-high vitamin
prices. “For years, vitamins were cheap and, therefore, over supplemented. If we maintain those feeding rates, excess vitamins could
add $0.20 or more to a diet’s cost,” said Weiss. While A and E are
scarce, vitamins should be feed to requirements, but not in excess.
2. Take advantage of high quality forage. “Corn silage is a cheap
source of nutrients and home grown alfalfa is almost always reasonably
priced. But, all bets are off if the forage is of poor quality,” said Weiss.
If the quality is there, you can carefully increase the forage level of
the diet. “With high-quality corn silage and alfalfa, you can feed a
60 percent forage diet and maintain good milk production,” noted
Weiss. As you elevate forage levels, your nutritionist will need to
carefully monitor dry matter intake to ensure fiber content doesn’t
limit intake and production.
3. Grouping. How you group cows will vary depending on your
goal. For Weiss, the most important groups are a two-year-old group
and a fresh group.
If you want to increase lifetime production, you should keep first

lactation cows in a separate group. “When heifers are housed
separately they will lay down more, eat more and consume more
meals/day, have fewer aggressive interactions, and produce more
milk,” added Weiss.
Fresh cows have a much different level of intake and production
compared to high cows. “Grouping these animals separately allows for intense observation, specialized health monitoring protocols, understocking, 4x milking, or the targeted use of expensive
additives, such as choline,” noted Weiss. Separating out fresh cows
has also been shown to improve peak milk yield.
Fresh cows’ intake will rise rapidly post calving. If you can keep
these animals comfortable, they will eat more. After calving, fresh
cows should have plenty of space (1.2 headlocks and stalls per
cow), adequate access to clean, good water, be fed frequently and
have plenty of time to eat.
To help support the rapid increase in intake, fresh cows must
be fed the right diet. “The fresh cow diet needs highly digestible
forages that provide adequate but not excessive fiber from forage,”
Weiss said.
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If you choose to further group cows based on production, a high
and low group is usually adequate. “Going from a one group diet
to a two group strategy is a no-brainer. Moving from two groups
to three groups may only have a marginal return,” added Weiss.
4. Ration formulation. “Your diets should never be formulated
to meet the needs of the average cow in the pen. Group composition, feeding management, milk/feed price, ingredient consistency, and your facilities, will all determine how much of a “safety
factor” is built into your diet,” said Weiss. “The more confident
you are in what is being fed, the less you’ll be required to over
formulate; variability increases risk,” he continued.
But, nutrition isn’t always what limits milk production. “Whether it’s genetics, nutrition, facilities, labor or overcrowding, you
have to fix the weakest link first!” said Weiss.
5. Feed shrink. “Shrink is always expensive and is often preventable,” noted Weiss. If your production cost is $100 per ton of dry
matter and you have 15 percent shrink, the cost of the forage that
is actually fed is $118/ton of DM. “What is wasted costs the same
as what was actually fed,” added Weiss.
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