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As a nutrition consultant, there are two things always top of my wish list on a dairy farm. 
One is a good stockman. The other is good forage and plenty of it. This year there is a 
shortfall of conserved forage on many farms. 
 
So how are we going to make it through the winter whilst keeping costs down? 
 
The first action is to calculate existing stocks. This means measuring the clamps, counting 
silage bales and estimating maize yields.  
 
Always work in dry matter tonnes. If your 1000 tonne (fresh weight) clamp is three 
quarters full of 35% dry matter silage, you have more than if it is completely full of 24% 
dry matter silage. Do the sums - you could be pleasantly surprised. 
 
Table 1. Volumes in a clamp 
Density of forage stocks per cubic metre 
Grass silage in a clamp 2-3m high 

Dry matter % Kg dry matter per cubic metre Kg fresh weight per cubic metre

18 135 760

20 145 725

22 150 700

24 160 670

26 170 650

28 177 630

30 185 615
 
 
Grass silage in a clamp 2m high 

Dry matter % Kg dry matter per cubic metre Kg fresh weight per cubic metre

25 195 770

30 215 720

35 230 660
 
Once you have a grand total of available dry matter, list the animals to be fed - and for how long. As an example:  
Table 2. Estimated usage 

Group Number Kg DM/day No. of days Total tonnes DM

Milkers 100 12 Oct-May = 240 288

Pre calvers 10 10 Oct-May = 240 24

Far off dries 10 10 Oct-May = 240 24

Youngstock 70 5 Oct-Apr = 180 63
 
This 120-cow herd with followers needs 400 tonnes of forage dry matter. Allow an extra 5-10% for measuring discrepancies and wastage 
etc. 
 
At this point you will know the potential shortfall and can make decisions on what is the best solution for your particular needs. It is 
unlikely there will be good forage available to purchase at low prices, so we have to look at alternatives. 
 
The best forage should go to the Pre calvers and early lactation group. These are the most important groups on the farm. If the milkers 
are all in one group, try to allow as much of the best forage for them as possible. Remember the ration should be well balanced and 
contain sufficient long fibre. Even if it looks good on paper, regularly check condition change, rumen fill, faeces consistency, milk yield and 
milk constituents. 
 

 



Before we look at forage replacers and extenders, there are certain management actions to consider. Consider sending young stock away 
to be reared. Are there any ex dairy farmers or arable units with plenty of straw? Clear out unprofitable animals. Now could be the time to 
get rid of those cows that you keep giving "one more chance". 
 
Some of you may be tempted to gamble on a late cut of silage, a mild autumn allowing extended grazing or an early turn out next spring. 
If any of these risky strategies actually happen, none are recommended for high yielding or early lactation cows. This forage is usually wet 
and high in protein. The failure to conceive figures a few months later will tell you this feed wasn't good enough. 
 
I am not going into any detail about brewers' grains, Trafford gold, pressed pulp, etc, as many others will have covered these. If they are 
available, calculate their worth and how they fit in your diets. On a dry matter basis alone, brewers' grains at £30/tonne means wheat is 
worth £112/tonne. A mineralised 18% protein dairy cake at £112 could be a better buy. Always check the ration with an independent 
nutritionist before making wholesale changes. 
 
The disadvantage of forage replacers is the lack of long fibre. Reducing the long fibre can have an effect on rumen function. Low butterfat 
is one possible outcome if you go too far. Here are a few options to consider: 
 
- Forage rye. Sown in September - October it can be strip grazed from February. Yields 5-6 tonnes dry matter/ha at 25% dry matter. An 
energy value of 10M.E. and a crude protein level of 11-12%. 
- NIS (nutritionally improved straw) pellets. Forage in a pellet form. Safer than concentrates and can be fed to high yielding cows. 
- Dried Lucerne bales. Convenience in bales, no chopping and higher energy than straw. No surprise that it is more expensive than straw - 
about the same price as a dairy cake. 
- Concentrates. Straights, compounds, cereals etc. 2kgs will replace about 7kgs of forage. If you take this route, select higher fibre 
products such as soya hulls, sugar beet feed and citrus pulp. Be careful when adding extra cereals to the diet in place of forage. 
- Chopped straw. Plenty of long fibre here. Needs to be 2-4 inches. Any longer than this it is not feed, it is bedding. Limit inclusion rates, 
particularly to the high yielding cows. If you are worried about the cost, I know a contractor who will deliver 20 tonne loads of bales to the 
Midlands, chop the straw to the desired length on farm at a cost all in of £55/tonne. This much straw requires big storage so sharing a 
load with neighbours could be the answer. 
 
Whatever route you take, you must regularly review stocks. On the same day each month mark your clamp at the silage point. It is easy 
to see how far you have gone back in a month. Just calculate how many months are left. 
 
Plan now, because it is better to replace 2kgs of dry matter now than replace 4kgs from January. 
 
I will happily discuss possible solutions to your forage shortages. Telephone 07966 987691 or E Mail Robert@cowfeed.freeserve.co.uk
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