
Rations fed to dairy cows and heifers need to be economical and, at the same time, these 
rations need to meet the nutritional needs of these cattle. To see if your feeding program is 
economical, review the costs associated with feeding your cows. Are there ways you can 
reduce costs while at the same time maintaining or increasing milk production per cow? 
 

1. Maximize the use of forages. Home-grown forages of high-quality can be a cheap 
source of nutrients for milk cows or heifers. The grain mix should be formulated to 
complement the nutrient content of the forages. Testing forages and balancing 
rations are the key to making home-grown forages a very economical part of your 
feeding program. 

 
2. How much grain on the average are your cows' consuming? Does this amount 

match the amount listed on a balanced ration for this group of cattle? Are your 
heifers being fed the amount and type of grain which complements the forages 
being fed? 

 
3. When was the last time an analysis was taken of your silage and hay? If your 

samples were taken 3 months ago, it's a good time to have another sample taken. 
Most feed companies run forage analyses at no charge. 

 
4. Are your cows getting enough nutrients to support their milk production? Rations 

deficient in a nutrient may reduce feed costs, but at the same time decrease profit. 
Cows which are not fed enough protein, produce less milk. When protein is added to 
the diet, milk production usually responds within a week. Cows fed diets which do 
not supply enough energy often times do not peak in production, are thinner than 
expected for a particular stage of lactation, and may not breed back. Minerals and 
vitamins in adequate amounts are also very important for efficient milk production. 
Deficiencies can affect reproduction and the ability of the cow to fight off infections 
such as mastitis. 

 
5. When purchasing a commercial grain mix, look at more than the price of the grain 

mix. Several of the larger feed companies sell many grain mixes with the same 
crude protein content. One of the differences in these grain mixes is the amount of 
energy your cows can receive from them. The cheapest 18% crude protein grain mix 
may or may not be the best buy. 

 
6. Evaluate the effectiveness and economics of the various additives to your cows' 

grain mix.  Some examples of some common feed additives include yeast, niacin, 
organic trace minerals (i.e. Zinpro), bicarb or soda, or protected fat (i.e. energy 
booster). If you are using these products, have they produced a beneficial 
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response? What is the cost to you to have these included in the grain mix? 
 
As with any business, it is important to review the cost and effectiveness of various 
management programs. The key to any successful business is making the most profit while 
containing costs and maximizing productivity.  
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