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Current nutritional management and monitoring philosophy 

Nutritional management on a large dairy is complicated by variations in feed, feed inventory, cow 
population dynamics, feeding equipment, feed delivery, personnel performance, housing 
constraints, and anything else you can think of on the dairy. All of above are important in 
maintaining a nutritional program; and watching/monitoring all of these areas developes into a 
daunting struggle. Numerous strategies, data points, data summaries, and software programs have 
been used to develop a information system for nutrition on a dairy, some of which are discussed 
below. However, the number one tool I have found is the education and training of the dairy 
management and employees! The more they understand the important factors affecting the 
nutritional program, the more likely positive factors will happen and negative factors will occur 
less often and for a shorter duration. 

When, how, and what information is presented to a dairy producer has a major impact on the value 
and success of a monitoring system. Production, feed delivery, feed cost, and feed inventory 
information should be available at the end of each day of production. Real-time production 
accounting systems allows for the detection of changes in feed inventory, feed delivery, feed 
efficiency, production, and profitability as they happen. These changes can then be compared 
with current or recent changes in management conditions on the dairy to assist in the decision 
making process. 

What information is presented should be related to the data's reliability, impact on profitability, 
and/or measure of labor efficiency. As examples, once a month test day information commonly is 
0-15% different from milk shipped that day, not very reliable data. Measuring feed cost per cow 
has a poor correlation to profit per cow. Rolling herd averages are influenced by data from 12 
months previous. 

The price of gathering data relative to the benefit should be considered, if not calculated. The 
"price" can be in terms of dollars (fixed and operating), labor's time, or management's time. As 
an example, knowing the pounds of milk produced per cow on a daily basis is one of the most 
important sets of data that can be obtained. The cost is labor's time to count the cows being 
milked daily and management's time to do the calculation and plot the data. This is a minimal 
cost, yet I seldom find accurate records of daily milk production per cow on a dairy in the 
Midwest (50-1,000 cow dairies). The dichotomy is that often the same dairy management will 
spend several hundred dollars a month for once a month testing. What piece is missing? 

A 700 cow dairy in the Midwest had three sources for milk production per cow -daily, individual 
cow weights, daily milk shipped, and DHIA test data. None of the three sources for milk 
production per cow showed a reliable comparison. Therefore which set of information should you 
or the dairy use for management decisions. 
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Lack of management time, amount of effort, duration to feedback, and motivation are major 
reasons management programs fail. The more management time and effort a monitoring system 
requires, the more likely it is to fail. Similarly, the longer the interval between the time/effort of 
obtaining information and the presentation/utilization, the more likely it is to fail. Finally, 
information needs to be utilized in decision making and accuracy assess/measure the impact of 
changes in operations relative to factors that are motivating management. 

The following is a list of guidelines I use to determine the what, how, and why for a nutrition 
monitoring system. 

1. What is the cost in dollar, labor, and management to obtain the information? 
2. What is the benefit of the information obtained relative to cow health, milk 

production/components, feed cost, labor, and management? 
3. How will the information be obtained, presented, and used? 
4. How does this fit into the current dairy operations? 
5. Should the monitoring be on going or only for a specified period of time? 
6. Why are the changes being made? To increase profit, reduce labor, reduce risk, and/or 

improve health? 

Enough on theory, what do I use or not use to monitor nutrition programs? I've marked the 
pieces of information I have found the most useful with "***". As a further guide to the relative 
importance of each source of information I've included a table estimating the time to obtain the 
information and the relative value of the information obtained. (Table 1) 

Table 1. Nutrition Time versus Benefit 
Nutrition Information Time Usefulness Importance 

estimate estimate 
Daily Information 5-10% 20-30% Understanding changes that 

occur over time and relative 
importance 

WanderinR Around 10-15% 20-30% Notice what is really hapJ>ening 
Ration balancing 30-40% 10-20% A starting point, price 

comparison, guessing which 
direction to go, and estimating 
usage 

Listening 15-20% 5-15% Depends on questions asked and 
relationships (can save time or 
lead to unproductive time) 

Monthly Meeting 15-25% 10-20% Good for comparing 
performance relative to 
management, motivating change 

Specific Data 5-10% 10-15% Understand reason for tests and 
actions planned based on test 
results 
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Cow Information: 
***"Wandering around" Infonnation: 
• Body condition score/hair coat/attitude (not recorded) 
• Manure consistency (not recorded) 
• Feet condition, Foot Trimmer's comments, if needed visual inspection during trimming 

(not recorded) 
• Current pen (or freestall) conditions, cow behavior (not recorded) 
• Visual particle size of forages, concentrates, and TMR, if necessary use of the particle 

size separator for illustration purposes (not recorded, unless needed) 
• TMR consistency within and between pens; throughout the day 
• Mixing times and feed ingredient returns by the feeder during the mixing process (not 

recorded) 
• Availability of water, salt, bicarbonate (not recorded) 
• Pen crowding (not recorded) 
• Cud Chewing, in relation to feeding time (not recorded) 
• Bunk management- Timing, feeding volume, competition, 
• Perfonnance offeeder, teat dip application, pushers, sick cow/lame cow detection 

***"Listening" Infonnation (from labor (most important) then from management) 
• How are the fresh cows doing? Number ofDA's, milk fevers, ketosis, offfeed, 

metritis, and mastitis cases in last 2 weeks? In the last month? Are the cows 
responding well to current treatments? 

• How are the lame cow numbers doing? Have you changed the foot baths treatments? 
What did the Foot Trimmer say? 

• How is reproduction going? Has the number of repeat breeders increased? Are they 
showing good heat? 

• Any problems with the computer entry, infonnation, or backups, load or feeding 
sheets? 

• Notice any changes in the forages (moisture/particle length), concentrates 
(color/texture), and minerals. Any delivery problems? 

• How much weighback is being removed? From which pens? Which pens are receiving 
the weighback and how much (range and average) are they receiving? 

The criticism can be made that much of this ''wandering around" and "listening" infonnation 
should be quantified, recorded, and/or graphed. I would agree a log of these notes should be 
recorded during the process. However, I would have difficulty justifying the time and expenses of 
additional efforts in tracking this infonnation. 

Specific gathering of information on preventive or problem situation: 
• ***Urine pH's for the close up cows (recorded, lx/week) 
• ***Rumen pH's of close up, fresh, high milk or other pens (recorded, as needed) 
• ***Partic1e size of TMR and/or forages (placed in plastic sleeves, at harvest time and 

as needed for discussion purposes) 
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• ***Individual pen MUN, Fat percent, Protein percent, and SCC (weekly to monthly, 
recorded) 

• Forage, concentrate, TMR, mineral testing (chemistry, aflatoxins, gossypol) (recorded) 
• Blood/urine chemistry (limited basis- Magnesium deficiency problem; gossypol 

toxicity, blister beetle) (recorded) 

Feed purchasing information: 
• ***Forage- costs, quality, inventories, and projected needs (recorded) 
• ***Fat sources - Cottonseed, protected fats, tallow, oils; costs, source, and projected 

needs (recorded) 
• ***Energy sources - costs, quality, source, and projected needs (recorded) 
• ***Protein sources - costs, quality, source, and projected needs (recorded) 
• ***Relative values based on "Feedvalue spreadsheet vs. least cost shadow pricing" 

(recorded) 
• ***Estimated minimum and maximum needs of feed sources based on current prices 

and estimated forage high and low quality. 

Routine information gathered: 
• Once a month testing - Fat percentage, protein percentage, SCC (recorded), milk 

production 
• ***Dairy Comp 305 - Cowfiles (infonnation processed) 
• ***Current feed inventory, cost, usage rate, and total cost/day (recorded) 
• ***Current rations, feeding rates, and cow numbers (recorded) 
• ***Estimated ration chemistry analysis (recorded) 
• ***Daily herd production, herd average milk/cow, pen average milk/cow (recorded) 
• ***Daily average dry matter intake/cow for each pen (OMI, recorded and graphed) 
• ***Daily feed cost per cow and cwt. of milk for each pen (recorded and graphed) 
• ***Daily Cow numbers in milking, hospital, and dry cow pens 
• ***Daily income over feed cost and projected profit for the herd and individual pens 

Monthly meeting 
• ***Monthly report with previous 14 months history 
• * * * 10 dairy 3 month comparison report 
• ***Nutrition ration and cost comparison between dairies 
• ***Research topics/articles 

New Data (available or soon to be available and the ability to correlate feeding data with 
production data) 

• Scale interface to detennine actual amounts of individual ingredients placed in TMR 
versus expected amounts (accuracy of feeder and loader) 

• Cost and chemistry of actual TMR mixes delivered to pens versus expected 
• Recorded of mixing time and/or count of revolutions for each TMR load delivered 
• Recorded time of deliveries, daily 
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The above sources of information can be sorted into three types: Data, Visual, and Verbal. Each 
of these types of information has positive and negative attributes shown in Table 2. Combining all 
these sources of information together results in more complete picture of what is or is not 
happening on the dairy. 

T hI 2 Th d a e e a vantages an dd· d f .m; lsa vantages 0 vanous 1 ormatIon sources. 
Sources Advantages Disadvantage 

Data Information 
DHIA, Dairy Comp 305, Factual, Used to Estimate May not see in total 

Dairy Feed Programs, Feed Financial Impact, Ability context, accuracy?, 
and Diagnostic Labs, Specific to measure, Ability to use Misinterpretation, Unable 
gathered data overtime to question, Tendency to 

take as truth. 
Verbal Information 
Dairy employees, Managers, Ability to question, Reliability?, Factual vs 
Veterinarians, Nutritionists Caveats are expressed, impression based, Time 

Understand the thought dependent, forgotten 
process 

Visual Information 

Personal observation See as is, see within Seen only at point in time, 
surroundings, visualize May not see all factors that 
verbal and data have an impact, unable to 
information, visualize question, unknown impact 
impact 

The longer you work with an individual dairy, the more you develop the correct combinations of 
informational sources that work for that dairy. For each dairy you need to understand the 
nutritional limitations based on both traditional factors (forage quality, grouping constraints, feed 
storage, facilities, etc) and the nontraditional factors (employee/management quality and quantity). 
An aggressive, high concentrate ration works well on a dairy where feeds and feeding is constantly 
observed and adjusted based on observations, where on other dairies the same ration would be 
devastating. Similarly something as simple as the type ofTMR mixer or how the same type has 
been adjusted will allow a ration to work on one dairy but not another. 

As dairy sizes continue to increase the financial return to the dairy begins to easily justify the costs 
of a dairy consultant spending more time on fewer dairies. This allows the consultant to better 
understand each dairy and develop an optimal strategy for each dairy, rather than a set of blanket 
recommendations for all. 
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