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Mother Nature sure has played havoc with many planned dairy feeding programs for the upcoming feeding season.  
Lack of timely rains and higher than normal temperatures at key corn plant development stages have resulted in 
reduced corn silage yields and/or variable grain-fill within and between fields at some locations.  The weather also has 
resulted in an earlier than expected feeding of stored forages to grazing heifers and dry cows for some; thus further 
reducing forages available for feeding this winter season.  Recent rains and moderating temperatures may help reverse 
some of these trends, but a lot of the damage to crops has already occurred.  To add insult to injury, grain commodity 
prices are currently higher than a year ago; more than likely increasing contracted-grain costs this fall on top of the 
need to feed more purchased grain mix to replace the lower energy content of “less eared” corn silage.  All of these 
feeding program challenges are occurring along with higher overall input costs.  Thank goodness, milk prices are more 
favorable at this time.  

From a farm business management standpoint, these multiple challenges can be overwhelming.  To design economical 
feeding programs which concurrently maximize income over feed costs, one must step back and develop a proactive, 
not reactive, feeding plan for not only the milking herd, but dry cows and heifers.  By breaking this process into 
manageable pieces, one can more easily develop a plan for feeding this fall and winter which capitalizes on stronger 
milk prices and uses one’s stored forages most efficiently.  

Begin by Taking Stock of Your Situation 
Managing the unknown, or worse yet an assumed situation, often results in inefficiencies and higher costs in the end.  
Without accurate assessments of the quality and quantity of forages available, one could easily run out of forage before 
the next crop is ready for harvest, have even greater feed costs than necessary, or misuse your forage supply on cattle 
not requiring a particular quality of forages.  Thus, taking stock of one’s assets and using them wisely can pay 
dividends in more optimal feed usage, feed costs, and resulting milk production for the upcoming winter feeding 
season.   

One of the first indications the amount of forages or corn grain in storage may be limiting, revolves around noticing 
that storage structures (i.e. barn, silos/numbers of bags, bins) are “less full” than normal.  Although this assessment 
indicates the forage supply may indeed be limiting, no clear shortfall amounts can be discerned and then used for 
planning purposes.  At the conclusion of the forage harvest season, the first step, regardless of the year’s crop growing 
conditions, is to take an accurate inventory of stored forages (and corn grain, if grown on-farm) on hand (i.e. alfalfa 
hay, corn silage, small grain silage), including those harvested this year or left over from previous years.  This 
inventory should be sorted and labeled regarding different cuttings, crops, and whether different amounts of grain-fill 
were noted for corn harvested as silage.  Different types and quality of forages then can be allocated for feeding to 
different classes of dairy cattle on the farm.  This approach allows one to best match the nutritional needs of different 
groups of cattle with the best choice of available forages and to prevent running out before the start of the next harvest 
season. 
Forage samples should be taken such that they reflect the different qualities of forages available.  With this 
information, one can parcel out the available forages to various groups of milking cows, dry cows and heifers, 
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determine additional amount of grain needed, and decide the best way to correct for the shortages of various nutrients, 
i.e. energy or fiber, usually provided by forages.  The highest quality forages need to be reserved for the milking herd, 
especially the fresh and early lactation cows.  For example, if one field harvested as corn silage has less corn grain, it 
would be best used for the heifers and dry cows versus the milking herd, if it was stored or can be accessed separately.  
Older heifers and dry cows do not have as high of energy needs as cows in the milking herd, and are a better fit for the 
lower energy corn silage.  Besides the routine analysis for nutrient content, nitrate content should be measured to avoid 
problems at feeding. (Nitrates are reduced by approximately 50% in the fermentation process for silages.)  Most feed 
companies routinely ask for this component to be included in lab testing, especially in years with drought conditions, 
but check to make sure it was run.   

Think Outside the Box When Developing a “Feeding Plan” for the Year 
Once one has a true understanding of what quality and quantity of forages are available to be fed, a game plan can be 
developed with the help of your nutritionist which best utilizes the available forages along with the addition of 
economical commodities available for purchase.  Remember that cows require nutrients and not ingredients per se in 
their diets.  Different combinations of forages, byproducts, and grains can be used to meet the nutritional needs of the 
group of cattle.  From a price standpoint, byproducts, i.e. soyhulls, corn gluten feed, or wet brewer’s grains, tend to 
move with the prices of corn and soybean meal, so all have seen price increases along with increased prices for corn 
and beans.  
Nutritionists balance rations that optimize performance at a reasonable cost.  From year-to-year, different amounts and 
ingredients are used to reflect the nutrient content of forages, availability of byproducts, and advanced-purchase prices 
of commodities.  If your corn silage is lower in energy this year, understand that additional commodities and by-
products will need to be purchased to replace the missing corn grain in the silage.  Thus, these diets will have more 
purchased feeds and carry higher cash outlay for them.   
Some considerations to decrease feed costs or replace forages in the diet could include:   
• Corn silage with less than optimal corn kernel development contains less energy and this reduced amount of energy 

(i.e. starch) needs to be replaced if milk production, reproduction, and overall health is to be maintained.  In normal 
years, 50% of the weight of corn silage comes from the corn grain itself and thus the energy associated with this 
crop.  Generally, these rations contain more grain than those in normal years, and cost more unfortunately. 

• If balanced to provide adequate, but not excessive amounts of starch in the diet, greater amounts of commodities, i.e. 
grains, can be fed to replace forage as well as provide the missing energy content.  However, adequate amounts of 
effective fiber, i.e. chew factor, are needed in the diet for sufficient cud chewing activity and saliva production to 
maintain butterfat production and prevent health problems associated with acidosis.  Butterfat is at a premium in 
today’s market, so this should be a priority to maintain. 

• Wet by-products can replace some of the forage in the diet.  When pricing the use of this by-product, the moisture 
(dry matter) content and expected shrink needs to be considered.  Generally, shrink (or what some call waste) is 
higher with wet-commodities, usually at 20 to 30% compared to dry commodities at 3 to 5%.  A concrete pad is 
needed to store this product, it works best in a TMR, and unless stored in a bag, needs to be fed out within 2 to 3 
days in the summer and less than a week during the colder parts of the year. 

• Purchase additional forage in the form of hay or late-planted standing corn from a neighbor as long as the corn plant 
is not too dry. (Moisture content of the chopped corn plant needs to be greater than 60% or less than 40% dry 
matter.) Plant additional/different crops for supplemental forage production this fall or spring.  Rye is harvested 
earlier than wheat in the spring.  Winter mixtures of forages (i.e. brassicas- turnips) can be grazed by heifers to 
extend forage supplies for the milking herd, but timing for planting these is getting late. 

• Remember to review rations with your nutritionist on an on-going basis to reflect changing forage availability and 
quality. 

• Review production records and sell cows that are no longer profitable.  If one raises their own replacements, make 
sure that an adequate, but not excessive, number are being raised.  Commonly, dairy herds have 75 to 80% the 
number of replacements compared to number of mature cows. 

• Make sure to balance rations for the dry cows and heifers.  If one can reduce the amount of grain needed daily by 2 
lbs per head, a savings per head of approximately 550 lbs of grain can be realized over a 9-month feeding period per 
head.  Just think of the feed cost savings this would result in over the stored feeding season.  
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• Limit feed heifers a specially formulated diet.  Heifers are usually fed forages, hay, or grass-based silage more or less 
free choice.  With limit-fed type diets, heifers are fed a higher energy diet that might contain less total pounds of 
forages.  Thus, these heifers are fed less total pounds of feed, but receive the nutrients they need in a smaller 
package.   

 
Don’t Take for Granted Ongoing Feeding Practices- Poor Habits Can Be Costly 
Feeding practices impact the cost and amount of forages, grains, and other feeds used on a dairy.  Feeds must be kept 
fresh and free of mold, stored in a manner to reduce waste, and fed in the correct amounts to ensure cows and 
youngstock get the nutrients they need for optimal milk production and growth.  By reviewing feeding practices with 
those directly involved in feeding the cows and heifers, one can make the best use of financial and forage resources.  
Remember that this review process is one that must be continuous throughout the year. 
• Make sure that the milking cows can easily reach and consume “quality feed” at all times.  Pay attention to the 

amount of feed remaining at the next feeding, but especially at the morning feeding to ensure that feed is available 
over-night.  If you are one that likes to feed for minimal feed wastage, cows should be fed when the bunk becomes 
close to “empty” and not just at the scheduled feeding time. 

• If cows consume all of their TMR feed, the group should be fed as if more cows are in the group with an increase in 
the amount of all feeds, not just the forage or cheaper component.  A feeding sheet with different numbers of cows 
can help make this process easier at feeding times.  Feeding software programs are available to track amounts fed to 
groups of cows, calculate feed usage and feed shrink on farm, and thus provide a valuable piece of information when 
managing the feeding program. 

• Review that the proper amounts of all ingredients are added to the TMR mixer or fed to individual cows in tiestall 
barns.  Scales should be checked for accuracy and the contents of scoops and “5-gallon buckets” should be weighed 
to make sure adequate, but not excessive, amounts are being fed. 

• Minimize feed shrink or feed wastage at feed out (i.e. spillage) and when placed in the grain or commodity shed bin 
(minimize wind losses). 

• Cover all silage storage structures with plastic and oxygen barrier film so that the “plastic” is in constant contact with 
the silage top surface (the role of tire walls that touch).  Ensure that plastic remains in tight contact with the silage 
surface throughout the feeding year. 

• At feedout or when loading silage into a TMR, remove silage from the storage structure such that a smooth, fresh 
silage face is left at the conclusion of removing silage for a feeding.  In bunkers and piles, silage should be removed 
using a top down action with either a skid steer/tractor bucket or defacer.  Removing silage by inserting the bucket 
into the middle or bottom floor of the face and lifting upward allows air to enter the silage directly behind the face 
and initiates silage heating and silage losses.   

 
Don’t Become Complacent 
Forage inventories, rations, and feeding practices should be continually reviewed.  Many times, it is easier to put a 
feeding plan in place in the fall and just assume that nothing has changed as the feeding season progresses.  Today’s 
financial climate requires that one constantly look for ways to more frugally use one’s resources, in this case 
homegrown and purchased forages and commodities.  Sometimes challenges that Mother Nature provides us may be a 
blessing in disguise.  By re-examining feeding programs and being willing to alter tried-and true previous practices, 
the end result may be better and result in as, if not more, economical business practices.  Sometimes we just need to 
make lemonade out of those lemons we are challenged with.  


