
Back in July 2010, having concluded my presentation at a Genus open day at Darren and Stuart 

McMurran’s farm, Banbridge, Co Down, on how my nutritional changes had improved milk yield and 

fertility, Dean Wright approached me.  “Can you do the same for my cows?” he asked.  Never 

knowing what to expect I said I would have a look and see what I could do. 

Dean farms at Brackagh Road, Portadown, Co Down. The farm used to be a beef unit, but in 1995 

there was a change of direction.  His father, Jim, travelled to Cumbria and sourced 37 cows from 

several farms to start a milking enterprise.  Added to these were maiden heifers purchased from 

dispersal sales to form the nucleus of today’s herd. In 1995 the herd was averaging 6,500 litres. 

Today, the farm consists of 90 hectares of mainly grass and 15 hectares of wheat for grain and straw.  

The 170 cows and heifers are averaging over 10,000 litres sold per year.  Replacement rate is a 

miserly 19%.   

Dean is ably assisted by his father, Jim, and Herdsman, Gary Rooney.  The three staff actually count 

as two labour units because Jim is semi-retired and Dean is involved as a consultant on animal 

welfare with Easyfix.  This is a company that markets rubber products for cows, such as flooring for 

slats, feeding passages, parlours and mattresses.     

Dean’s concerns were that the cows were losing too much condition in early lactation, faeces were 

loose and the calving index was slipping.  Milk yield and feed rate were acceptable.   

So in July 2010, we walked around and inspected all cow groups, the grazing, clamp forages, housing 

and the mix in the barrier.  I find inspecting the low group first, followed by the far off dries, then pre 

calvers and finally the highs gives an insight in how the cow progresses through the system.   

The herd has a potential to give high yields but the emphasis is on health and fertility.  Cows are 

robust and functional with good legs and feet. 

The lows were very lean with loose faeces.  A 25 litre cow was fed 4kgs/day in the parlour, thereby 

asking for Maintenance + 16 litres from grazing.  She needed to eat 77kgs fresh weight of grass.  In 

the unlikely event of her doing this, the protein in the diet was a massive 21%.  This was a recipe for 

weight loss.  We changed this and confined cows on conserved forage for 2-3 hours before the 

afternoon milking and allowed 12 litres before parlour feeding.  This reduced reliance on grazing, 

reduced dietary protein and increased dry matter intakes.  After 6 weeks, body condition had vastly 

improved and faeces were normal. 

Far off dry cows were fed 4kgs of straw plus grass silage.  Energy levels were adequate but the ration 

was low in rumen degradable protein which impairs rumen function and lowers dry matter intake.  

To save feeding unnecessary concentrates, we reduced the straw to 1kg and increased the grass 

silage to appetite, thereby raising the protein. 

Pre calvers were in good condition and had ample barrier space (insufficient barrier space is the 

most usual failing on managing this group) and were fed the same as the dry cows but also had 2kgs 

blend.  Intakes worked out at 12kgs dry matter, when we are looking at a target of 13-14kgs for this 

size of cow.  Once again, rumen protein was too low so the ration was altered to 1kg straw, 3kgs 

blend and grass silage. 



The high group had lost a lot of condition.  Body score loss was 1.5 points from pre calving.  A loss of 

more than 0.5 points has a marked effect on fertility.  Faeces were very loose on over 50% of the 

cows.  In the trough was a mix for Maintenance +26 litres, and topped up in the parlour.  Yields in 

this group can reach 50 litres so the parlour feed would have to be 11kgs/day, which is excessive.  

The lowest yielding cow was giving 32 litres so a ration for 26 was far too low (unless you are selling 

the parlour feed!).   

The overall protein in the diet was almost 19%.  This is far too high for early lactation cows.  There 

have been quite a few articles written recently about Dutch research in reducing protein to early 

lactation cows so as not to supply an imbalance of low energy and high protein.  This feeding 

management is not new, as anyone involved with blood profiling would have been applying this 

practice for at least the last 10 years.  I am going to stick my neck out here and say that the main 

culprits are the feed compounders.  How many dairy cakes have 16% or lower protein?  Look at one 

of their lists – it is virtually 18% and upwards.  Perhaps they are responding to demands from their 

feed reps as the first answer from most of them on farm to increasing milk is to add more protein. 

So, let us go back to Brackagh Road.  Part of the 19% diet was a premix containing fat which gave 

150g per cow - not enough to increase energy density (M/D) beyond a calculated 11.8.  Also included 

in the diet was urea.  The parlour cake was 18% protein and was high in starch.  I found this 

surprising as the feed plan suggested 11kgs per day in the parlour and high starch cakes would have 

an effect of lowering rumen pH, especially at these levels.  

To confirm my suspicions, I evaluated the milk recording figures with Interherd. There were over 

40% of cows (target less than 10%) in early lactation with butterfat over 5%. High fats at this stage 

point to rapid weight loss.   

The revised plan was to increase the outside ration to Maintenance +32 litres, drop the urea and 

increase the energy density by feeding 0.5kg of Synergy blended fat.  With a lower level of parlour 

feed the new diet was 12.2 M/D and 17.2% protein.  Forage intakes were increased by 1kg of dry 

matter. 

Did it work?  Cow condition loss was minimal.  Milk yields have increased and calving to conception 

days have been reduced. 

NMR figures June 2010 February 2011 

Milk sold/cow/year (litres) 9825 10537 

Calving to 1st service (days) 85 84 

Calving to conception (days) 136 113 

 

The table below shows how peak yields have increased whilst improving body condition and fertility 

at the same time. 

Peak milk yields (cows) 

Calving month Peak yield in litres (2nd recording post calving) 

July 2010 42.4 

August 2010 44.2 

September 2010 47.6 

October 2010 53.1 



November 2010 52.6 

December 2010 51.3 

 

November NMR figures showed there were 2 cows with high fats, both giving over 60 litres.  This 

was 13% of applicable cows – a much better figure than the 40% we were experiencing.  

As always, I like to check with irrefutable evidence by taking blood samples and conducting 

metabolic profiles with The Dairy Herd Health and Productivity Service (DHHPS) at Edinburgh 

University.  With the help of Vet, Mark Little, from Willows Veterinary Clinic, we sampled 17 cows in 

November.  Mark condition scored the pre calvers at 3.1 and the fresh at 3.0, indicating a loss of just 

0.1 of a body score.   

The 7 early lactation cows averaged 16 days in milk and 51 litres.  All were energy stable and we 

were achieving an average of Maintenance +10 litres from forage.  Who says energy deficit in early 

lactation is unavoidable?  The highest yielding cow was giving 54 litres at 15 days in milk, achieving 

10 litres from forage and perfectly energy stable.  Rolling feed rate is 0.34kg/litre. 

The financial implications of the improvements are worth £19,500 a year on fertility and £23,250 on 

the extra margin from the milk increase. That is a massive £42,750 on the bottom line.   

Dean’s plans for the future are to milk 170 cows at 10,000 litres sold a year whilst maintaining health 

and fertility.  A new parlour is being built to reduce milking times and a new race installed to take 

the stress away from man and beast.   

If you would like to discuss any points from this article, contact Robert on 

Robert.cope@cowknowhow.co.uk or telephone 07966 987691 
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