
What a difference a year makes - an increase in margin over purchased feed of £269 a cow in one year. 

Charlie Weir farms in Warringstown, N Ireland. Back in 1930 his father, John, ran a mixed farm of 58 acres.  Charlie 

milked 60 cows in 1988 when he was 18 years old and numbers increased to 115 in 2001.  He continued to expand to 

the present level of nearly 600 cows on 670 acres. There were 640 cows on the farm but TB has recently claimed 70.  

The herd was registered as pedigree two years ago. Genus RMS has been used for the last 4 years with sire selection 

based on 50% production and 50% type.  The bottom 30% are served with a beef bull and sexed semen is used on 

the heifers. 

Increasing milk yield by 1529 litres a cow in a year is no mean feat.  It is certainly easier from low yields, but when 

that increase comes from a start of 8046 litres up to 9575, it is impressive.  When it is an average on 565 cows it is 

sensational. And, that is not all; calving index has reduced in that time from 411 to 385 days. 

So how did this improvement happen?  In the autumn of 2010, Charlie asked me to review his herd performance as 

he had seen a marked improvement on a friends unit since I had been involved there.  His objectives were clear – 

increase milk yield and reduce calving index.  I was given the green light to ascertain where we could improve and 

not hold back for fear of upsetting him. 

We walked around the farm looking at the cows, buildings, forage and feeding management.  Recommendations are 

in italics 

The cows calve all year and are milked 3 times a day.  Forages are grass silage and alkalage.  The lows are allowed 
out to graze.  The herd are grouped as Far off dries, Pre Calvers, Fresh, Highs and Lows.  All are fed a TMR plus 1kg 
parlour concentrates at each milking. 
 
The main issues were an excessive loss of body condition post calving. Other problems were milk fevers, left side 
displaced abomasums, acidosis, foot ulcers and digital dermatitis.   
 
The grass silage analysed at 35% dry matter but felt like 24%.  It had a reasonable energy level at 10.7.  The Alkalage 
was low energy at 9.7ME, but high starch.  Heating and moulding was evident.  
Cut silage early and tedd to 30% dry matter.  Use a proven additive that can handle wet and dry forages 
 

The footbath is situated immediately at the parlour exit and is for 500+ cows.  After 100 cows the solution is 
contaminated with slurry and ineffective. 
Reposition the footbath away from the parlour.  Wash feet before using a bath with solution.  Prepare a protocol 
with your veterinary advisor. 
 
Far off dry cows were fed from two trailers for 50 cows in a field with no grass.  The trailers were positioned on an 
incline with water supply a long walk away.  The ration was 13kgs grass silage, 4kgs long straw and 2kgs of an 18% 
blend.  Dry matter intakes were too low at 8.33kgs/day.  Diet protein was too low at 11%. The presentation of the 
ration, the distance to water and low protein were affecting intakes. Over 20% of this group had lower than ideal 
body scores. 
Body score of this group should ideally be 3.0. Move trailers into the main field area nearer the water trough.  An 
extra trailer would aid space for feeding and increase intakes. Feed grass silage with 1kg chopped (thumb length) 
wheat straw well mixed in, and dry cow minerals.  This provides adequate energy and protein.  No need for 
concentrates.  The new diet is better and costs less. 
Pre calving cows had first class accommodation for these very important girls.  There was sufficient room and barrier 
space for 50 cows.  The ration is balanced but the straw was too long and limiting intakes.   
Body score the same targets as far off dry cows. Space and barrier are good.  Reduce straw to 1kg and chop to thumb 
length.  Ensure blend has sufficient rumen degradable protein.  Feed yeast and minerals separately.  Use a partial 
DCAB mineral to assist against milk fever. 
The Fresh cows stay in their group for 20-30 days. This may be too long as cows need 14-21 days to adjust to a 
change such as moving groups especially in early lactation.  Cows are served at 40 days so, in this instance, cows are 
being served before recovering from stress.  The same ration is fed as the highs but with 3kgs less blend.  1kg parlour 
concentrate (20% protein) is fed at each milking.  Diet protein was OK at 17.3%.  Starch was low at 14%.  The blend 



included Megalac, which depresses intakes, particularly in fresh cows.  Barrier space was 0.45m – less than half of 
what is required.  There were sufficient cubicles but body scores were low. 
Move after 14-20 days.  This will reduce stress at serving and allow more barrier space for the remaining animals.  
Numbers in this group should drop from 50 to 25/30, approximately doubling barrier space to 0.9m, which is close to 
the target 1.0m. Feed new ration as per the high groups but with less blend. Replace Megalac with Synergy blended 
fat.  Monitor body score change which should be no more than 0.5.   
 
In High Group 1 the 100 cows have 0.43m barrier space.  The target is 0.75m.  There were only 96 cubicles.  The 
ration with parlour feed at 3kgs/day flat rate was set for 35 litres.  Protein was too high at 18.4%.  The energy density 
of the TMR was very low at 11.34.  The dry matter of TMR was low at 41%.  Body scores were low. 
Reduce numbers to 90 to allow extra cubicles.  This is important for reducing standing time and lameness.  Ration as 
other high group. 
 
In High Group 2, the 220 cows had 0.35m barrier space and target is 0.75m.  There were sufficient cubicles.  Ration 
was the same for group 1.  Body scores were also low. 
 Ration as other high group. 
 
The lows were averaging 17 litres.  The ration is grazing, refusals from other groups and 1-2kgs blend.  The poor body 
condition of these later lactation animals suggests weight loss over a period of some time.  
Increase silage to 20kgs/head/day to gain condition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The feeding is a virtual TMR as there is only 1kg parlour concentrates at each milking for all cows.  The idea of a TMR 
is that if a cow yields more than the average, she will eat more mix as her intakes are higher.  This is fine if: 

 The diet has the correct dry matter.  Too wet and insufficient dry matter is eaten, too dry and this also 
lowers intakes.   

 The diet energy density is high enough to support the extra yield 

 Barrier space is sufficient so that all cows can consume enough mix easily 
 
The diet dry matter was too wet; the energy density too low and there was insufficient barrier space.  In my opinion, 
these three factors were reducing energy intake.  This, coupled with a high protein in the ration, was driving milk 
yield and causing body condition loss.  
 
My suggestion was to reduce the outside ration to M+26 litres and feed to yield in the parlour.  This alleviates the 
need for higher yielding cows to consume so much at the barrier.  It also reduces the cost of feeding lower yielding 
cows. 
The blend could then be a standard 12.8-13.0ME feed without any costly additives.  Products such as fats, yeast etc. 
can be fed to the groups that need it as a separate product.  Another cost saving. 
Fats should be excluded from pre calvers and fresh cows.  Another cost saving. 
Protein levels to be reduced.  Another cost saving. 
Blends and compounds, plus fat, yeast etc. should be sourced on a quote basis from several suppliers.  I have 
extensive trial work proving certain products superior to others. 
 
Following my report I evaluated the data via Interherd.  Having entered the milk figures on to lactation curves it was 

evident that cows were very slow to achieve peak yield, thereby losing 400 litres of milk they should be producing.    

As we could not feed to yield in the parlour, we have increased the flat rate to 4.5kgs/day from 3.0kgs/day to take 

pressure off the cows having to eat more TMR mix if they give more milk.  

Pictured from left:  Robert Cope; Charlie Weir; 

Son Alexander; Herdsman Alan Turkington and 

Mr Weir Senior. 



 

Charlie made the changes he could and we saw a response almost immediately.  Milk increased but we monitored 

feed rate to ensure it was profitable.  Peak yield is now being achieved much earlier.   Feeding as a virtual TMR has 

meant we have overfed the lower yielding animals in their groups, which will be eliminated when auto ID is installed 

in the parlour.  We can then feed to yield to further improve energy intake and increase peak yields.   

Lameness has been reduced by foot trimming at drying off and at 70 days in milk.  Feet are regularly washed and 

sprayed to control Digital Dermatitis. 

Wholecrop has replaced Alkalage thus eliminating heating and moulding. 

 

 

 

Comparison of rolling figures  

 January 2011 January 2012 

Cows in herd 569 566 

Milk/Cow/Year (Litres) 8046 9575 

Feed rate (kg/litre) 0.40 0.40 

Increase in margin over purchased feed/cow (£) - 269 

Increase in margin over purchased feed/herd(£) - 152,254 

Calving index (days) 411 385 

 

We will also make changes to the low group management.  They normally graze to save costs but the result is lost 

condition that is costly to put back on.  They will remain inside and be milked 3 times a day.  This should also reduce 

the drop in milk when moving between groups. 

 

This has been an extremely satisfying improvement.  It has been easier to accomplish as I have had full support from 

Charlie and his herdsman Alan Turkington to implement the changes I have advised.  James Woods from Genus has 

also been an important member of the team. 

We can still improve.  The low group should respond to planned changes with better body condition and more milk.  

Auto ID in the parlour will reduce costs and increase milk.  Contractors will be used to produce faster harvested and 

drier silage.  This will also release Charlie to spend more time with the cows.  A new Keenan mixer wagon has just 

arrived with the Pace system for monitoring feed efficiency.  The future is bright. 

 

   

 


