
34 LITRE AVERAGE FROM A BALANCED RATION 
 Robert Cope, Independent Nutrition Consultant 

 

The inclusion of high quality maize silage has lifted yields by 3 litres at Pen Y Graig, Abergwili, 

Carmarthen.  This is even more impressive when the previous yield was a pretty good 31 litres! 

 

Andrew and Julie Thomas milk 186 cows and heifers that calve all year round and have annual milk 

yields of 9,372 litres.  “This is moving up quickly with an extra 3 litres a day,” comments Andrew.  

“That’s an extra 90 litres a month, so we are expecting yields to be around 10,000 litres by the end of the 

winter.” 

At present, average days in milk are 203; butterfat is 4.0%; protein 3.20%; bactoscan 9 and cell count 

106.   

 

To assist with fertility, Andrew and Julie have been using the Genus RMS system for 3 years and serve 

cows from 42 days post calving.  The Calving index is 399 days with 2.3 straws per conception.  Getting 

more cows pregnant has meant fewer cows leave the farm.  Shorter lactations have increased the milk 

sold per cow per year. 

Before the maize was introduced, average daily yields of 31 litres were deemed acceptable.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The forage additive “First Choice” was used.  The maize is ice cold with no waste – very impressive at 

this dry matter and with this massive carbohydrate content. 

 

Andrew says, “When we introduced the maize silage, intakes increased and the milk followed.  It was a 

challenge keeping up with the cow’s intakes.” 

 

Ration planning 

Rationing here is a team affair.  Andrew and I review cow condition, faeces, rumen fill, forage quality 

and appearance of the mix.  Andrew, Julie and I then prepare a ration based on the findings.  With 

wholecrop that supplies rumen degradable starch, we feed crimp maize to supply bypass starch.  Once 

maize silage is introduced we stop the crimp and feed rolled wheat, thereby continuing to supply both 

starch types.  Beet pulp is used as a digestible fibre source.  A protein blend consists of equal parts HiPro 

soya, wheat distillers and rapeseed meal.  Wheat straw is chopped to thumb length to ensure it becomes 

part of the ration.  If straw is left at the bottom of the trough it is too long. 

Yes, we start with a ration plan calculated by the computer, but we do not rely on it.  Even the forage 

analyses are treated with suspicion until we are happy it is representative of that forage.  Following up 

what happens after feeding the ration is more important.   

I am comfortable we are supplying sufficient nutrients to the cows because:  Body condition loss is low 

from pre calving to 30 days in milk; there are low levels of metabolic problems such as milk fever, 

metritis and displaced abomasums; butterfat at first recording is not too high and weight of milk protein is 

not too low.  

 
Andrew Thomas with the maize clamp 

in the background 

At maize harvest, Andrew and I inspected the maize silage going 

into the clamp and then received confirmation of our assessment 

by laboratory analysis.  It was a very good (and well estimated) 

35% dry matter and 39% starch.  Pioneer variety D60 was sown 

in the first week of April under plastic.  It was harvested in the 

first week of October and yielded 17 tonnes per acre – nearly 6 

tonnes of dry matter per acre.  

 

Maize silage analysis 

Dry matter (%) 35.0 

Starch (%) 38.9 

M.E. (MJ/kg) 11.5 

NDF (%) 29.1 

 



Ration before parlour feeding 

 

Feed 

Kgs 

 Fresh weight 

Grass silage 23 

Maize silage 17 

Wheat straw 0.5 

Grainbeet 7.2 

Rolled wheat 2.2 

Beet pulp 1.5 

Protein blend 4 

Synergy blended fat 0.5 

Andrew says, “I stopped using Megalac because we were experiencing reduced intakes even at fairly low 

inclusion rates.  Changing to Synergy has improved dry matter intakes and energy status.” 

 

Dry cows 

The “far off” dry cows (8-3 weeks from calving) are fed the milkers mix with 4-5kgs chopped straw.  Pre 

calvers (2-3 weeks pre calving) are fed the milkers mix ad lib.  “We used to feed half the milkers mix and 

half chopped straw,” says Andrew, “but Robert was not happy with it because he saw a lot of negative 

energy results on this system, proven by blood sampling.  As we feed the outside mix without straw there 

is a very smooth transition.  We have had less metabolic problems and cows are greedier post calving.” 

 

Fresh cows 

Calves are removed after calving.  The fresh cows go into a straw yard for 7-10 days before they enter the 

main milking herd.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Future plans 

We would like to increase the maize acreage from 40 to 57 and hopefully buy in another 20 acres.  At 

present, the maize portion of the forage dry matter is nearly 50%.  I would like to see it at 70% and fed for 

longer. 

The youngstock are reared away and conditions there restrict them calving at less than 2.5 years.  Andrew 

says, “Ideally, I would like to have them at home and calve at 2 years as, at present, I am slowing down 

the genetic improvement of the herd.  We are also investigating an increase in herd size to 300 or more 

cows.” 

 

Robert can be contacted on 07966 987691 or robert@cowknowhow.co.uk 

 

Figures for the desk nutritionists 

Forage DM (kgs) 12.5 

DM of diet (%) 40.1 

M/D 12.01 

Crude protein (% DM) 16.67 

NDF (% DM) 36 

Starch & Sugar (% DM) 24.4 

Oil (% DM) 4.47 

 

 

Lots of cows lying down in comfort  

Tail Enders 

The milkers are in one group.  Rather than split 

them as even numbered highs and lows, I have 

suggested we take the bottom 25-30 cows and 

place in a separate “tail enders” group.  These are 

the cows that have long lactations etc. and gain too 

much weight on this high-powered diet.  Not only 

does this affect fertility efficiency, but also costs 

money to create a problem.  We now have a much 

cheaper separate ration for this group for 18 litres 

before parlour feeding.  As they are fairly low 

yielding, there is less risk of a large milk drop on 

moving to a new group.  We can also save the 

maize silage on this group, allowing more for the 

highs. 
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