
In the last year, nutritional changes have added 800 litres per cow 

and improved fertility on a Norfolk dairy unit. 
 

By Robert Cope, Independent Nutrition Consultant 

 

All too often, increased milk yield per cow means lower fertility efficiency.  We have 

bucked the trend following nutritional changes at Mill Farm.  My clients, Mark 

Barnes and his father John, milk 135 Holstein/Friesians on a 300 acre farm at 

Tharston, south of Norwich. All herd replacements are reared on the farm with male 

calves sold to a local beef finisher.  Cows calve all year and the milk is sold to ARLA.  

The grassland includes 50 acres of meadowland that is only suitable for grazing. For 

the first time this year there are 28 acres of Wholecrop plus 90 acres of maize silage 

and 3 cuts of grass silage. 

 

We follow a schedule on my visits to the farm.  The first thing I do is measure the 

silage clamps and calculate forage stocks whilst Mark is finishing off milking.  Mark 

and I then head off to look at the cows to review body condition, rumen fill and faeces 

consistency.  We look for signs of swollen hocks, laminitis, any evidence of cud balls 

and general well being.  The partial TMR is visually inspected for dry matter, chop 

length, signs of heating and palatability.  Water supply is reviewed for cleanliness and 

adequate supply.  Calculations are made on feeding space, forage quantities and 

quality.  We then discuss present performance and future objectives. 

 

Mark explained, “Up to a year ago the yields had been hovering around the 8,500 litre 

level and we had been looking at ways of improving them in conjunction with Robert.  

Various changes were made such as increasing maize silage levels in the diet to 66% 

of the forage dry matter and keeping high yielding cows inside.  Robert said because a 

blend is fed in the parlour, and like most blends is low in oil, we should include 

Synergy Blended Fat in the outside mix to add energy from oil.  Synergy does not 

inhibit intakes as commonly experienced when using a calcium soap.  The inclusion 

of Synergy Fat in the diet has definitely helped to increase yields by 800 litres over 

the last year.” 

 

John commented, “We have to keep the system as simple as possible as Mark and I do 

the majority of the work ourselves.  Also, we need to monitor the costs and be sure 

any changes are giving a reward over and above the cost of the input.  Purchases are 

through Anglia Farmers and The Jigsaw Group.  This keeps costs down by cutting out 

the middleman and his margin.” 

 

Lactating cows lie in Newton Rigg cubicles.  “They are not ideal,” says Mark.  “We 

make the best of them by being very liberal with the straw bedding.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark Barnes with some of his cows 



Pre calvers have a long feeding area and loose housing.  They are fed a portion of the 

milkers ration diluted with maize silage.  Very little straw is fed unless the mix is 

wetter than desired.  Even then, only 1kg is fed as a maximum.  I am happy with the 

housing for this very important group.  They have plenty of loafing area and 1 metre 

of feed barrier space per cow. 

 

In winter, the cows are all in one group and fed a ration twice a day for M+25 litres 

with a top up in the parlour to yield.  Cows giving less than 25 litres will be overfed.  

There is a cost to this – but moving cows to a lower group when housed will lose 2-3 

litres, which is about the same financially. 

In summer the highs stay in on a ration for M+30 before parlour feeding.  Lows are 

out at grazing and topped up in the parlour above the estimation of litres from grass.  

Moving highs to lows at grass does not incur severe drops in milk as the cows have 

more room at grazing to keep clear of dominant cows and therefore suffer less stress. 

 

Typical 30 litre ration before parlour feeding 

Feed Fresh weight (Kgs) 

Maize silage 28 

Grass silage 12 

Brewers grains 7 

Rape:Soya (60:40 blend) 4 

Wheat 2.5 

NIS Pellets 1 

Synergy Blended Fat 0.5 

 

The protein blend is weighted in favour of a higher percentage of Rape and less Soya.  

This provides sufficient quality protein and reduces costs.  NIS is used to aid rumen 

stability.     

 

A fortnightly Vet visit ensures a proactive service, rather than a reactive one. 

On the fertility side, cows are served as soon as possible after 42 days in milk.  In the 

last year calving to conception has reduced from 136 days to 115 days, which is worth 

about £100/cow. 

“We have 12 more animals in the herd than this time last year and are all heifers,” 

says John, “So the percentage of heifers is greater.” 

 

Current performance 

Milk produced/animal/year (litres) 9216  

1
st
 lactation heifers (% of herd)   38 

Butterfat (%) 4.04 

Protein (%) 3.28 

All purchased feed cost (p/litre) 7.17 

Calving to conception (days)* 115 

*Adding the calving to conception days to gestation length gives an up to date calving 

index of 398 days. 

Cost per litre includes feeding heifers for growth as well as yield.  

 

I recommended using a particular forage additive that I am impressed with to reduce 

heating in the trough.  Contrary to the marketing mantra of most additive suppliers, 



this product treats all forage types with the same additive at the same rate.  At just 

over £1/tonne treated for this “one fits all” product I have to question the prices 

charged by other additive companies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
st
 cut grass silage 2009  

Dry matter (%) 41 

ME (MJ/kg) 11.1 

Crude Protein (%) 15.5 

Sugar (%) 13.4 

NDF (%) 46.1 

The silage is very well fermented and has a low acid loading with very high intake 

potential.  It is cold even at this high dry matter. 

Wholecrop is being grown as the maize ran out because yields were low in 2008.  The 

grass silage was very good last year but even so when the maize finished we lost 2 

litres/cow/day.  Ideally, I would like to see maize in the diet all year to the highs.  

 

Future plans 

“Heatime is something we are looking at,” says Mark.  “I live away from the farm and 

would expect to see an improvement in heat detection with this as an aid.”  

 

Comment 

Adding fat has made the biggest impact on yield and fertility.  It goes along with good 

forage, excellent stockmanship and attention to detail.  It is more difficult to increase 

yields by 800 litres from a starting point of 8500 litres than from say 7000 litres.  To 

increase this amount with 38% heifers and improve fertility is a testament to the skills 

and commitment of Mark and John. 

 

If you wish to ask any questions regarding this article, please contact Robert Cope on 

07966 987691 or E Mail Robert.cope@cowknowhow.co.uk 

 

mailto:Robert.cope@cowknowhow.co.uk

