
HERE we are, at the begin-
ning of 2023 with record-
high feed prices. Overall, 

the fall of 2022 was a mixed bag 
of ingredient costs. Some produc-
ers were finishing up old contracts. 
Others were fully experiencing the 
brunt of record prices. In some mar-
kets, a few ingredients may have 
moderated a bit, but a good deal 
seems hard to find. 

Forages are as bad or perhaps worse 
in many areas that experienced sig-
nificant drought in 2022. High input 
costs to grow hay and silage with dis-
appointing yields makes for extremely 
expensive forage. 

The final step for some dairies that 
have significant inventory carryover 
from their 2021 crop will be felt when 
they finally start blending in the 
2022 crop. Cost per ton of 2021 ver-
sus 2022 silage is simply astounding. 

Returns will shrink
So, what is the correct response 

to these high feed prices? High 
milk prices in 2022 certainly insu-
lated many producers from the 
sting of the higher feed input costs. 
In 2023, it seems the transition is 
fully complete, and we are living in 
a new world. 

Is it business as usual or have the 
rules changed? It will take more 
capital and larger feed lines to keep 
purchases rolling. Margins will be 
tighter, the cull and beef lines will 
be higher, and shrink will be more 
costly. In short, it will take a larger 
investment to earn a smaller mar-
gin. In every part of the farm, we 
must improve this ratio of feed 
investment to milk revenue. 

Where should we start?
So much of this problem is truly 

out of the control of the dairy pro-
ducer. Sure, smart risk manage-
ment might help, but the majority of 
this change in cost is simply a new 
reality. We can control, however, 
what we choose to buy and feed. 

A key principle to lean on is that 
cows make milk from nutrients in 
the diet as opposed to ingredients in 
the diet. This difference may seem a 
bit nuanced, but the mindset of con-
sidering nutrients versus ingredi-
ents is notable in the dairy industry. 

We should just admit it, we all 
have our favorite feed ingredients. 
There is a long list of reasons why 
a dairy producer might feel most 
comfortable feeding this or that in 
a ration. Some of these reasons may 

be based on solid business sense. We 
all remember what has worked for 
us in the past. Other tendencies and 
comfort levels may actually be based 
more on coincidence and many ran-
dom influences. The point is that 
in times like these, we probably all 
need to open up our minds a bit on 
how we feed the cows.

Every ingredient has three sets 
of descriptors that determine the 
fit into a ration. The first set is the 
analytical composition for nutrients 
like starch, various types of fiber, 
protein, and minerals. 

The second set of descriptors 
relates more to the physical form of 
the ingredient. This would include 
measurements for length, particle 
size, and density. It is the blend of 
the nutrients and physical form that 
must be considered when looking 
at different options. The good feel-
ings and comfort level based on past 
feeding experience is likely attrib-
utable to both the nutrients and the 
way it looks in the bunk. 

Cost is the final descriptor
The tendency toward ingredient 

preferences by dairy producers has 
a logical explanation. When compar-
ing dairy rations to swine, poultry, 
or a feedlot ration, dairy producers 
know the importance of how a ration 
looks when being fed. It is not that 
it isn’t important that these other 
types of diets look a certain way, but 
it is likely much more important for 
a lactating dairy cow. 

This “correct-looking” dairy ration 
is a bit subjective but is based on sci-
ence. It describes rations that create 
healthy rumens, encourage suffi-
cient cud-chewing, discourage sort-
ing, and, overall, support healthy 
cows. Building diets to meet guide-
lines for nutrient content and using 
the Penn State Particle Separator 
(shaker box) to bring some objectiv-
ity to the physical characteristics 
works together for success.

Using a strong ration formula-
tion model will allow the skilled 
nutritionist to guide this process. 
The dairy producer should work 
alongside the nutritionist to supply 
information on forage inventories, 
ingredient availability, storage limi-
tations, and other logistics issues.

From there, the economic and 
biological modeling should deter-
mine, for example, if the starch 
comes from corn or milo, the pro-
tein comes from soybean meal or 

canola, and which by-product like 
distillers, corn gluten, or wheat 
midds have the best fit. An ingre-
dient like whole cottonseed per-
haps best describes the tendency 
for comfort in feeding. Depending 
on the cost for cottonseed and other 
approaches that also can supply fat, 
protein, and fiber, we need to make 
a decision without personal bias. 
The point here to remember is that 
cows have a requirement for fat, 
protein, and fiber, but they do not 
have a requirement for cottonseed. 

Including the new National Acad-
emies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine (NASEM) made avail-
able in 2022, there is no shortage of 
resources to be sure we target the 
correct nutrient supply in our diets. 
In reality, these nutrient supplies 
are very well established and should 
be followed. We should note that 
cows seem to have excellent meta-
bolic skills to produce milk with 
some level of flexibility. 

Diet need not be the same
Not every diet has to be the same. 

As an example, sugar and starch 
have some degree of flex in supply-
ing fermentable carbohydrates to the 
rumen. There are maximum levels of 
each to be aware of, but this flexibil-
ity might challenge a feeling from a 
producer that flaked corn must be in 
their milk cow ration. In some diets, 
ground corn and some added sugar 
might be a lower-cost solution. 

Just like there is no requirement 
for cottonseed in a dairy ration, even 
in Texas, there is also no require-
ment for alfalfa, even in Wisconsin 
or California. It is true that alfalfa 
has a unique and very positive fit 
into a lactation diet. I am often 
amazed at how alfalfa hay has a 
higher shadow price than expected. 
Being bearish on alfalfa inclusion 
in dairy rations has been trendy as 
of late, and out West where thirsty 
crops need to be on the decline, 
that’s rightly so. However, just like 
any ingredient, alfalfa must stand 
on its own with a beneficial cost, 
nutrient supply, and a physical form 
profile. It may or may not be the 
right fit for your ration.

Some flexibility and limits
One of the benefits of having cli-

ents from Florida to Washing-
ton is the constant reminder that 
though there are some hard and 
fast roughage guidelines to follow, 

rations don’t always look the same. 
Way back in the 1991 Dairy Nutri-
ent Requirements of Dairy Cattle 
(NRC), the concept of longer, hay-
based rations having lower ana-
lytical fiber and shorter, silage or 
roughage by-product based rations 
needing higher fiber levels was 
established. The marriage of this 
principle to the shaker box has 
resulted in physically effective neu-
tral detergent fiber (peNDF) guide-
lines that should be followed as we 
consider ingredient flexibility. 

Yet another option
How about the dreaded tub 

grinder for changing grass-type for-
ages into silage-type lengths? Can 
this option be a solution to sky-
high forage costs? In my experience, 
when I bring up the option of grind-
ing forage, most producers are not in 
favor of this solution. However, tak-
ing long and stringy grass hays with 
good fiber digestibility might be a 
perfect solution to corn silage that 
costs twice as much as it did in the 
past. The cow does seem to like wet 
rations, so having a strong water 
supply into your feed mixer might 
allow for greater flexibility on non-
fermented, well-processed forages.

Cow sense and tracking
A strong, dynamic, ration-balanc-

ing software program is key to the 
entire process. It is true that with-
out good cow sense, the optimizing 
ration program is a dangerous tool. 
It can suggest “balanced” rations 
that meet the nutrient specs but 
have any number of problems in 
real feedability. 

However, using the linear pro-
gramming function in the nutrition 
model along with a shaker box and 
good cow sense, you can save sig-
nificant feed costs while delivering 
the correct nutrients in the correct 
physical form. In today’s economic 
reality, this process is not optional. 

Do the math, run the scenarios, 
and closely track the results. The 
economic sustainability of your 
dairy depends on it. 

Can we overcome the escalation in feed costs?

The author is the founder of DNMCmilk, which 
works with dairy producers and heifer growers in 
several regions of the U.S. and around the world.
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