
With corn, wheat, and bean prices at record high prices, controlling feed costs are on 
everyone’s mind. Grain costs are increasing because demand is outstripping supply.  Exports 
are up because of increased demand by China and other European countries and the weak 
US dollar.  In addition, usage of corn is up in animal feeds and for use in ethanol production. 
Couple these increased costs with other higher input costs and it makes good business sense 
to look at strategies to make the best of how to contain costs, especially feed costs. 
 
 
Maximize Income Over Feed Costs- Don’t Just Cut Feed Costs 
 
When looking at feeding strategies when feed costs are high, we need to remember to 
maximize income over feed costs while maintaining the health and longevity of our cows and 
not just cut feed costs. The old saying, “A penny wise and a pound foolish” is very appropriate 
in this situation. Sometimes, we need to spend some money to make money. For example, 
you might cut your grain bill by $10 per ton but if the cows do not have a balanced diet and if 
milk production drops by more than 0.6 lbs milk per cow, you have lost money. Yes, writing a 
smaller dollar amount for the feed bill will help this week’s cash flow. But for the month, cash 
flow will be stretched even further with the reduced milk income in the next milk check. 
 
 
Review Ingredients in Balanced Rations 
 
Various commodities can be used in grain mixes or TMR mixes to reduce the cost of the 

ration while maintaining milk 
production and milk income. The 
key is to work with your nutritionist 
to make sure that the ration is 
balanced for the nutrients the cows 
and the bacteria in the cow’s rumen 
need. Using the prices of corn and 
48% soybean meal, the nutritive 
value of a commodity can be 
calculated (See table for examples). 
If you can purchase a commodity 
cheaper than this dollar amount, 
then you need to work with your 
nutritionist to see if this feedstuff 
can effectively be used to reduce 
feed costs and maintain production 
and health of your cows. When 
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Nutritive Value of Various Commodities  

 
Corn Price 

($/ bu)  

48% Soybean meal (per ton)  

$350 $450 

Corn 
Gluten 
Feed  

$5.50  $237 $250 

$6.00 $248 $262 

Distillers 
Grains  

$5.50 $257 $277 

$6.00 $268 $288 

$5.50 $62 $67 

$6.00 $64 $69 

Wet 
Brewers 
Grains 
(25% DM)  



balancing rations, early lactation cows, in particular, need adequate amounts of starch for the 
rumen bacteria. Corn grain is one source of starch in a cow’s diet. The amount of corn grain 
that needs to be included in a diet depends on the amount of corn silage and other 
ingredients. Again, work with your nutritionist to see the best combination to control feed 
costs and maximize milk income. 
 
Prices for whole cottonseed have increased tremendously due to reduced supply. Cotton 
acreage is down because farmers are replacing cotton with corn grain. This trend is expected 
to continue. Remember that whole cottonseed provides fiber, cud chewing, protein and 
energy in the form of fat. In the future, we will probably need to rely more on commercially 
available ruminally inert fats (i.e. Megalacs, EnergyBoosters and others) to add fat to the diet. 
Again, work with your nutritionist to discuss and implement the best scenario for your herd. 
 
Harvest all Forages Early, Early, Early!!!! 
If there ever was a year that the quality of forages harvested will affect your bottom line, it is 
this year!!!!! It could mean the difference of whether you make or lose money!!!!  Forages 
harvested at the recommended stage of maturity result in lower grain costs since less grain 
needs to be fed and cows generally produce more milk.  Often times, weather does delay our 
best plans.  Farmers that harvest quality forages are getting their equipment ready in the 
winter months and start harvesting forages earlier rather than later especially in the spring.  
 

Stage of Maturity For Harvest in Spring 
Grasses................... Late Boot* 
Alfalfa.................... Early Flower 
Oats/Rye................ Late Boot* 
Wheat .................... Late Boot* and then soft dough** 

 
* Late Boot- Just before the seed head emerges from the stem ** Soft dough- wheat kernel is filled out and is 
soft when pinched with your thumb nail 
 
Review Feeding Program 
Before you get busy in the field, visit with your nutritionist and review your feeding programs 
for not only the milking herd but also, dry cows and heifers.  Make sure that you are using 
analyses of forages you are feeding currently and check to make sure your rations are 
providing the nutrients your cows need. Pay particular attention to the money makers on your 
farm– the fresh cows and early lactation cows. Take care of these profit makers!!!!  Make sure 
they get the best forages on the farm, have plenty of bunk and freestall space and the 
appropriate type and amount of grain. 
 
Work With Your Nutritionist 
During these challenging times, establishing and maintaining a two way communication 
between yourself and your nutritionist is critical. Both parties need to really listen to the needs 
and questions presented on both sides. If you have not visited with your nutritionist lately, call 
and invite them to come out to your farm and review your feeding program, milk records, and 
body condition of your cows. This is time well spent. You may save money on feed costs, get 
more production from those early lactation cows, and improve the overall health and 
reproductive performance of the herd. 
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