
Using “Cow know how” and Science to diagnose and solve nutritional problems, by Robert Cope 

 

Darren and Stuart McMurran farm around 500 acres at Castlevennon Road, Banbridge, Co. Down, about 20 

miles south of Belfast.  In the five years they have been here, they have increased cow numbers to 300 and 

installed a new 24:48 Dairymaster parlour to cope with the herd expansion.   

This all-year calving herd is fed a partial TMR of maize silage, wholecrop, grass silage and straights.  Cows are 

then fed to yield in the parlour.  The groups consist of Far Off dry cows; Pre Calvers; Fresh calved up to 15 

days; Highs and finally Lows.  Only the lows go outside to graze. 

The herd is NMR recorded, with Interherd used as a management tool. NMR services are used for PCR testing 

on persistent high cell count cows to find the types of mastitis causing pathogens, and for whole herd testing for 

Johnes. 

 

For the last three years farm business consultant, Jason McMinn from FarmGate Consultancy, who identified 

areas where improvements could be made, has ably assisted them.  On his advice they moved from using 

outside contractors to making their own silage.  This allowed them to dictate their own harvest times with an 

emphasis on high quality – cutting grass silage early and tedding to 30% dry matter.   

Jason instigated saving one labour unit through a move towards relief milking.  He also advised the use of 

Genus Reproductive Management Services (RMS) to improve heat detection and fertility efficiency. 

The implemented changes brought noticeable improvements as milk from forage and fertility efficiency 

increased whilst semen and AI costs have remained the same. 

 

All was going well, but in the summer of 2009, things started going wrong.  Milk yield was falling, feed rate 

was increasing and cows’ faeces were very loose.  Diet changes had been implemented with minimal success. 

Concentrates had been increased to rectify the falling yields but this made matters worse. 

 

With no improvement in sight, Darren and Stuart contacted me in July 2009 requesting my help.  I was 

reluctant to impart any nutritional advice without physically inspecting the cows, their housing, feeding space, 

ration at the barrier and the forages.  Many systems and rations work on paper but not on the farm.   

 

However, I agreed to review the rations from home to see if we could improve things.  

 

The forages were all high energy and plentiful.  So what was causing the problems? 

 

I felt the level of straw in the Pre Calvers ration was too high at 3kgs, when the Far Off dry group were only on 

1-2kgs.  In my experience, increasing straw at 3 weeks prior to calving reduces intakes, so we dropped from 

3kgs to 1kg.  I also increased the concentrate levels to the Pre Calvers.  Intakes improved and fresh cows were 

healthier with more milk.  

I thought the milking groups’ rations had an excess of concentrates and protein, and was too wet because the 

grass silage was only 22% dry matter.  I advised taking out 2kgs of concentrates from the outside mix which 

lowered the protein and increased the forage intakes.  I recommended changing the Megalac to a blended fat, 

which from my experience improves intakes.   

Darren and Stuart were trying to use up the wet silage before starting on a clamp with higher dry matter, but 

similar energy and protein.  I urged them to open the drier clamp and feed it to the Pre Calvers, Fresh and High 

groups.  The changes had the desired effect as we cured the looseness and milk increased. 

 

By this time, curiosity got the better of me and I decided to pay a visit. When I visited the farm in October, 

there were far too many cows with low body condition scores.  There was a lack of feed barrier space for all 

cows, especially the Pre Calvers and Fresh group.  Pre Calvers had 0.3 metres, were fed every other day and 

made to clean up.  My advice was to feed every day and overfeed by 10% - the refusals given to the Far Off dry 

group. 

The milkers had a similar restriction of space at the barrier, so I suggested moving more cows into the low 

group.  This freed up feed space for the Fresh group and, following the change, dry matter intakes increased by 

1kg/cow/day with a milk increase of 2 litres/cow/day. 

 

 



 

 

Performance is continually improving from August ’09. 

Calving month Number of cows 

calved in that month 

Peak yield (L) 

of those cows 

August ‘09 6 36.38 

September ‘09 19 39.20 

October ‘09 9 37.88 

November ‘09 15 38.43 

December ‘09 20 40.23 

January ‘10 22 43.08 

February ‘10 11 43.91 

March ‘10 11 45.56 

April ‘10 17 50.58 

  

Peak yields were improving dramatically, but we needed to ensure the cows were not in negative energy at 

these high yields.  To check this I used Interherd to monitor milk yield and plot lactation curves and to look for 

high fats post calving, which can indicate rapid weight loss.   Low weight of protein up to 60 days post calving 

was monitored to ascertain energy stability. 

These constituent figures are used as a guide rather than a definitive answer.  Blood profiling is more accurate 

and informative.  

For Dry Cows and Pre Calvers, blood profiling is essential and unbeatable.   

 

Although the fat and protein figures from Interherd were within my comfort range, to check what the cows 

were thinking of their diet, we took metabolic blood profiles in April. The results showed the milkers were 

happy.  Even cows giving 49 litres at 18 days calved were energy stable.  Body condition scores had improved 

dramatically.  There was a slight grumble of marginal energy problems with a few Pre Calvers as they were still 

coping with an average of 0.3m of feed space. 

The table below illustrates the improvement we have made 

 Rolling March 2010 Rolling March 2009 Difference (+/-) 

Milk yield/cow (litres) 9192 8678 +514 

Feed rate (kg/litre) 0.38 0.39 -0.01 

Butterfat (%) 3.91 3.92 -0.01 

Protein (%) 3.22 3.27 -0.05 

Calving interval (days) 394 418 -24 

 

Following building alterations, the Pre Calvers now have superb housing with ample feed space. 

 

Future plans include amending the heifer rearing.  They are slightly smaller than required at calving.  We are 

achieving the correct weight at service, so it is from 15 –24 months of age we need to improve.  With 

competition at the feed barrier it is important the heifers are big and strong enough to compete. 

 

Targets set by Jason McMinn are 350 cows, 9500 litres/cow and a reduction in costs by 3p per litre (2p from 

overheads due to scale efficiencies and 1p per litre from feed costs as feed rate falls). 

 

We have used the science of forage analyses, ration programmes, Interherd and blood profiling, and combined 

it with the art of “cow know how”.  We have not used any fancy raw materials such as protected rape, protected 

starch, linseed or any other “cure all” promoted by the feed companies.  Understanding cows and applying this 

knowledge is far more important. 

   

I estimate the financial improvement from nutritional changes in the last year is £220/cow.  Using both art and 

science together results in happier, healthier, more productive cows – and happier, profitable dairy farmers. 

 

 

 

 
Stuart and Darren McMurran 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Genus RMS at Castlevennon Road 

Before the breeding management was taken on by 

Genus, the calving interval was 440 days.   

A Genus ABS technician came onto the farm every day, 

tail chalked the cows, detected heats and carried out the 

necessary inseminations. After 18 months of using RMS, 

the calving interval was down to 418 days.   

Pregnancy rates (PR) were averaging around 16% 

(National Average 12%) but peaks and troughs in the 

figures were preventing the herd from reaching the 

rolling goal of 20% PR.   

By analysing the data from RMS it was found that the 

ability of the cows to conceive in early lactation was not 

high enough. The evidence was showing a problem 

relating back to the dry cow/transition period.  

One year later with improved nutrition the Key Fertility 

Performance Indicators are: 

Calving Interval    394 Days 

% Herd Pregnant @100DIM   46% 

Conception Rate (all services)  34% 

Current Average DIM for Herd  181 

Current Pregnancy Rate   19% 

 


