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Every other year, the Western region of the United States hosts a two and a half day 
conference. This conference has many well-respected speakers on various timely 
topics. I have always wanted to attend this conference but have never had the 
opportunity. However, the articles that accompany these presentations are available on 
the web (http://www.wdmc.org/proceed.htm). The take-home messages and 
explanations offered in these articles apply to all size herds not just the large western 
dairies. This article highlights a few of these articles and their take home messages and 
application on Kentucky dairies.  
 

 
Article 1 

“Don’t let shrink kill you with high feed prices” by Mike Brouk at Kansas State 
University  
 
Feed shrink can represent 5 to 30% of the feed purchased on a farm or 15 to 20% of 
the total feed cost. Feed shrink or losses can be related to several factors. The goal is 
for less than 5% of concentrates and under 10% of forage dry matter to be lost. Areas to 
check to reduce shrink or feed loss include:  
 

• Commodity sheds—be sure to try and shelter them from prevailing winds 
especially when ingredients (i.e. soybean meal) are delivered.  
 

• Check the accuracy of scales on the TMR mixer frequently.  
 

• Mix together ingredients that are added at rates of less than 5 pounds per cow 
and add as a blended ingredient to the TMR mixer. Not only can this save on 
feed losses but it can also save time and result in a better mix.  
 

• Control feed losses at the bunker or bag by harvesting at the correct moisture, 
packing adequately, and maintaining the face on the silo.  
 

• Manage feed in the feedbunk to prevent heating- Mix feed just before feeding 
especially during the summer, late spring and early fall. Clean out feedbunks 
routinely.  
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• Control of birds, rodent, and other wildlife (raccoons, turkeys) populations- very 
difficult but necessary. Starlings can eat up to 50% of their body weight daily.  
For 5,000 birds, this results in 250 lbs of feed consumed daily. 

 

 
Article 2 

“Transition Management Checklist” by Mike Overton at the University of Georgia 
Vet School and others  
 
Management and feeding programs for cows three weeks before calving are critical for 
their future health and milk production. Summarized below are some key points.  
 

• Heat stress abatement is critical in this group of cows.  
 
• Pre-fresh cows need 30 to 36 inches of bunk space. For headlocks, assume you 

are using 80 to 85% of the lockups.  
 
• Provide one stall per cow or at least 100 sq. ft with compost bedded pack barns.  
 
• Set target for at least 5% feed refusal – Feed offered and refused should be 

weighed and recorded daily. This allows one to discover problems early.  
 
• Diets should provide adequate effective fiber and protein but not excessive 

amounts of starch.  
 
• Watch cows to make sure they are not sorting feeds and if hay is fed separately 

they are consuming adequate amounts. --Watch cows to make sure they are 
chewing their cuds!!!  

 
• Goals for incidence of metabolic disorders-  

o Milk fever—less than 3 to 5% of mature cow calvings  
o Displaced abomasums-- less than 3 to 5% of all calvings  
o Retained placenta—less than 8% of all calvings  

 
• During the first 30 days in milk, cows should not lose more than ¾ point of body 

condition. If cows lose more than 1 point of body condition score (120 lbs body 
weight), first service conception rate may drop by as much as 50%.  

 

 
Article 3 

“Is a one TMR approach right?” by Mike Hutjens at the University of Illinois  
 
Besides a discussion of the economic benefit of one versus multiple rations, Dr. Hutjens 
offered advice on moving of cows between groups—either management groups or 
groups with different rations. This advice included: 



• Move cows before they peak in milk production so that impact on milk production 
is minimal.  

 
• Move cows weekly so that the social hierarchy in groups of cows does not 

stabilize.  
 

• If social interactions result in excessive ―boss cow fighting‖, milk production 
could decrease by 3 to 8 lbs milk daily which may not be recovered.  
 

• Add approximately 6 lbs milk to the lead factor for first lactation cow groups  
 

• Add approximately 2 lbs milk to the lead factor to increase body condition score 
by 0.5 point after 200 days in milk  

 

 
Article 4 

“Stocking density and time budgets” by Rick Grant at the Miner Agricultural 
Research Institute in New York  
 
Management factors that interfere with resting (cows rest 12 to 14 hrs daily) reduce 
feeding behavior with cows eating less and giving less milk. Besides how dairy cows 
allocate their time to various activities, Dr. Grant specifically talked about the benefits of 
separating first-calf heifers from mature cows in a herd. These include:  
 

• When first-calf heifers are comingled with mature cows, resting time of heifers is 
reduced.  
 

• When heifers are housed separately, a study showed a 10-15% improvement in 
eating and milk production. Heifers housed separately rested 20% more than 
those comingled.  
 

• Heifers take smaller bites and spend more time eating than mature cows.  
 

• When housed separately, heifers ruminated and drank more.  
 

• First-calf heifers are affected more by higher stocking rates than mature cows.  
 

• In addition, lame cows and pre-fresh cows are the most severely affected by high 
stocking rates.  

 

 
Article 5 

“Improving the welfare of dairy cattle: Implications of freestall housing on 
behavior and health” by Marina von Keyserlingk and Dan Weary at the University 
of British Columbia. 
 



Educational programs of Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of race, color, age, 
sex, religion, disability, or national origin.  

Cow comfort directly impacts not only milk production but also the health (decrease 
incidence of lameness) and well-being of dairy cattle. Cows prefer softer lying surfaces 
with more bedding

 

 and spend more time lying down in well-bedded stalls. Freestalls that 
are more comfortable have higher occupancy rates and are more likely to contain 
feces!!! Cows should spend about 12 hours daily lying down but remember the 
remaining 12 hours they are standing. Thus, additional research is needed to design 
standing surfaces which are soft and dry. We know that cows prefer some stalls over 
others, but we need to be reminded that these preferences impact stocking densities 
within facilities. 

The amount of feedbunk space impacts feeding behavior. Essentially, less aggressive 
behavior at the feedbunk (i.e. more feedbunk space) is associated with increased 
feeding activity and less health problems especially in submissive cows. The debate 
regarding headlocks versus post and rail feeding barrier continues. Cows are displaced 
more from the feeding area when stocking rates increase and cows spend less time 
eating. Cows are more likely displaced from headlocks (21% less displacements) than 
post and rail feeding barriers. Submissive cows (heifers and fresh cows) benefit the 
most from additional bunk and freestall space. 
 


