
Changes on a Gloucestershire unit have brought improvements, but not without several 

problems to solve along the way. 

Chris Shield and his father, Richard, run 250 milkers and 240 young stock at Arlingham, 

Gloucestershire.  In October 2010 he contacted me as he was unhappy with the performance of the 

herd and he wanted independent advice.  Chris also thought he would benefit from lower costs by 

being a member of my buying group.  His stated objectives were to improve yield whilst maintaining 

fertility and reducing costs.  My first thought was that this was ambitious as the current performance 

was pretty good, although falling.  The current yield of milk per cow a year was 9281 litres with a 

calving to conception of 119 days.  Heifers made up 35% of the herd. 

 

The farm was growing maize as the main forage crop as they achieve high yields of 22t/acre (7.5 

tonnes of dry matter).  Cows calve all year round with milk sold on a Dairy Crest/Sainsbury level 

supply contract.  All heifer calves are reared and bull calves are sold on a veal contract.  Chris was 

using a non-visiting advisor who prepared rations from an office base.  Falling yields with constant 

ration changes having no effect prompted Chris to contact me.   

 

The single group of milkers were fed a TMR which was topped up through out of parlour feeders 

(OOPF’s).  Cows and heifers were averaging 27 litres with the TMR set at maintenance plus 32 litres.  

This overfed far too many cows and was confirmed by a feed rate of 0.466 kg/litre.  Not only was this 

costing money but also piling condition on late lactation cows.  This has grave consequences if cows 

calve down over conditioned as they invariably lose weight rapidly.  Increased metabolic problems 

are the end result. 

The system was further flawed because the mix was too wet, thus reducing dry matter intakes.  As in 

many cases, the silage analysis was not representative of the silage.  It reported much drier than it 

actually was and is one reason why desk rationing is dangerous.  To make matters worse, there was 

only 19 inches of barrier space per cow, against a need for 30 inches.  Fresh cows need 36 inches as 

this group’s intakes are compromised the most by a lack of barrier space.  

There are ample cubicles with 220 for 200 cows, but I noticed another area that was reducing 

intakes.  The cubicles were positioned so the furthest away had a long walk of over 100 feet to the 

feed area.  Cows dislike walking more than 50 feet for water and feed.   

 

Dry cows were fed as one group but intakes were low.  The ration protein was low at 12% so we 

reduced the straw and increased the grass silage to correct this problem.  Once again barrier space 

was limiting intakes.  They had 13 inches against a target of 36 inches.  Dry cow condition was ideal 

at 2.5 – 3.0, but early lactation animals were losing over 1 body score.  This has severe effects on 

fertility efficiency.  This loss confirmed my thoughts that dry matter intakes were limiting.   

 

Maize silage forms a very high percentage of the forage dry matter in the diet – some 85%.  The 

blend included high levels of wheat and other starch sources plus 2kgs of molasses.  This was a fizzy, 

low fibre, low dry matter diet.  Also included was the ubiquitous protected fat, a proven intake 

depressant (Davis 1993; Harvatine & Allen 2002, 2003; Chilliard 1993; Allen 2000). 

 

So how did we go about putting things on track?  Milking cows were given a new ration at the 

barrier for M+25 litres and fed to yield above that at 0.45 kg/litre through the OOPF’s.  I was trying 

to take pressure off the cows from eating large amounts at the barrier.  Although this has worked in 



many cases it did not work here as the cows did not eat their increased allocation through the 

OOPF’s.  Milk fell and we were puzzled as to why.  We assumed it must be the palatability of the 

compound feed, so we changed supplier.  This made no difference.  From my experience, cows like 

compound feed and I could only assume there was a problem with the OOPF’s.  Chris preferred to 

stop using them and go full TMR.  With the restrictions previously mentioned, I was concerned that 

the cows would suffer if we embarked on this without making changes. 

Barrier space was increased, drier forages used and a more rumen friendly diet put together.  

 

Ration changes 

 October 2010 December 2010 

 M+40 
(M+32 before OOPF’s) 

M+35 full TMR 

Maize silage 29 23 

Grass silage 7 10 

Straw 0 0.5 

Blend 9 10.5 

Molasses 2 1.5 

Protected fat 0.5 0 

Blended fat 0 0.5 

Compound through OOPF’s 3.6 0 

   

Diet Dry matter (%) 40 48 

Protein (%) 19.0 17.4 

Energy (M/D) 12.31 12.12 

Forage DM (kgs) 9.72 11.13 

Starch & sugars (%DM) 29.9 25.71 

NDF (%DM) 30.2 34.3 

The rations above are not to illustrate % changes.  The changes were needed, but are not as 

important as barrier space, water availability, cleaning out feed areas etc.  The figures can lie.  One 

of the most important parameters is diet dry matter, yet the original diet on paper is a reasonable 

40%.   This is masked by the large amount of concentrates and the feel of the diet is much wetter.  

You cannot assess that from a desk.  Having said all that, I am happier with the new diet on paper. 

 

Milk started to rise immediately and steadily increased.  As I said earlier, Chris’s objectives were to 

increase milk but with no reduction in fertility efficiency.  To ensure we kept on track, we needed to 

check if the cows were coping with this increased yield. 

To monitor nutrition we used blood profiling through The Dairy Herd Health & Productivity Service 

(DHHPS).  I used Interherd to compare lactation curves against target.  It was used to evaluate early 

lactation fat % and protein yield to ascertain rapid weight loss and energy supply.  This is not the 

fat:protein ratio report printed by Vets and Consultants by just pressing a button on the computer.  I 

consider the data I use is a far more accurate picture of energy status, and is aligned closer to blood 

results. 

Prior to making changes, there were large numbers of high fats and low protein yields, confirming 

my view of a lack of energy. 

After the changes, we had early lactation fat percentage and protein yield within target – the first 

sign energy was adequate.  Blood profiles taken in December validated these figures. 

 

 

Chris and Richard Shield 



We have had to overcome a few problems as they cropped up.  By April 2011 milk had risen to 9500 

litres but the butterfat dropped below 3.6%, which was reducing the milk price.  We tried all the 

usual suspects –adding wheat straw; dried Lucerne; reducing starch; increasing fibre.  None of these 

had any real effect.  Reluctantly, we added C16 fats as I calculate them not to be cost effective.  

There was a small benefit but not financially.  The problem was solved by including yeast, good 

quality straw and increasing the grass silage.  We have now ceased using C16 fats.   

 

Another issue was milk fever.  Even though the dry cow ration is low in grass silage, there were 

incidences of milk fever that manifested themselves into displaced abomasums.  We solved this with 

the use of X-Zelit dry cow nuts.  This product can be fed with virtually any forage and feed. It is a 

revelation.  There are no milk fevers and metabolic problems are reduced markedly. 

 

Comparison of rolling 12 month figures  

 October 2010 March 2012 

Milk/cow/year (litres) 9281 10193 

Calving to conception (days) 119 119 

Butterfat (%) 3.80 3.74 

Protein (%) 3.10 3.19 

1st lactation heifers (% of herd) 35 45 

 

The farm has come a long way since Richard started milking at nearby Frampton in 1971 with 100 

cows. A new building has recently been completed to house in calf heifers.  It has solar panels on the 

roof to take advantage of the 2012 tariff.   

Chris is an excellent client to work with.  He is enthusiastic and willing to follow advice.  This makes 

my job much easier and ensures we reach objectives sooner. 

 

One of the bottlenecks still to be resolved is the dry cow housing.  We need much more barrier 

space.  There are plans to erect a new building with 10,000 square feet of loose housing that will 

incorporate a calving box. 

I would like a 21 day fresh cow pen and a late lactation (stale cow) pen as well.   

 

To improve the bottom line, I would recommend keeping more cows by having the heifers reared 

away on contract.  Milking 3 times a day should be considered. 

Chris is helping me to keep his butterfat up by growing more grass silage.  We will need this 

assistance if we go 3 times a day milking as the extra yield can reduce butterfat percentage. 

 

Chris summarised, “We have increased milk rapidly without jeopardising fertility.  The 900 litres per 

cow increase has been achieved with an increase in heifers from 35% to 45%.  Many savings are 

made on inputs by using the buying group.  We have a young herd and I am very pleased with the 

performance.” 

 

 

 

 

 


