
When designing a feeding program for a dairy herd, the goal is to provide the animal with the 
nutrients they need for optimum health, growth, and/or milk production. These nutrients 
include energy, protein (in the form of amino acids), minerals and vitamins. To achieve these 
goals, we must start by balancing rations for these animals while trying to keep feed costs in 
line. 
 

When balancing rations for a group of cattle, start by collecting representative samples of the 
feeds the animal can be fed. To collect representative samples of hay or baleage, at least 20 
bales of hay from the same field and cutting need to be sampled using a hay probe. For 
silage stored in a bag, a hay probe can be used to sample various spots along the length of 
the bag with special tape being used to reseal the holes made by the hay probe. Silages 
stored in a bunker or trench should be sampled across the face and at different heights, 
samples combined and then a subsample of this silage sent to the lab. When sending 
samples to the laboratory do not allow them to dry out (ie place them on the dashboard of the 
pickup truck) and package and ship so they can arrive in a timely manner. 
 

As the quality and type of forage changes, the amount of each nutrient provided by that 
forage also changes, thus changing the amount and composition of the grain mix that must 
be fed to complement these forages. The nutrient composition of by-products also can vary 
quite a bit from batch to batch –more so than corn and soybean meal.  The most variation is 
seen between suppliers of byproducts. For example, the protein content of corn gluten feed 
can vary by more than 5 percentage units between different suppliers. Again, illustrating the 
need to routinely sample and test these feeds for their nutrient composition. This information 
should then be used to balance rations for a group of cattle. Nutritionists generally set the 
target performance a certain percentage above the average performance for the group of 
cattle. This allows the cattle performing above the average to meet her nutrient needs. 
 

Communication between a nutritionist and the animal owner is critical in order to balance 
rations that effectively utilize home-grown forages but at the same time meet the cattle’s 
needs. The balanced ration needs to reflect the feeds being fed and must contain feeds in the 
amounts that can be fed through the current feeding system. In my career, I have seen 
rations balanced with forages that have already been fed to another group of cattle or other 
feeds the farmer cannot utilize in their feeding system.  The animal owner needs to take time 
to review the printed ration with his/her nutritionist and ask questions why certain feeds – both 
forages and grains – are included in the ration. 
If you don’t want to feed a certain feed or the amount listed on the ration, discuss it with your 
nutritionist. A clear understanding by both parties of what should be fed and why is necessary 
for the best, most economical ration to be fed. 
 
When talking about balancing rations, we often realize that there are at least three rations fed 
– First– those balanced by the nutritionist on paper, secondly, those rations fed by the owner 
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and, third, the ration which is actually consumed by the animal.  Variations from the  
formulated ration, by either the animal owner or the animal itself, can greatly affect 
performance and health of the animal. Cattle do not read and follow the printed ration. Sorting 
of total mixed rations and preferential consumption of particular feeds by cattle can lead to 
unbalanced rations which can have negative effects on health or performance. Thus, farmers 
need to take time to review what their cattle are actually eating and compare these amounts 
to the rations provided by their nutritionist. 
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