
BRITISH DAIRYING June 2014 39

Getting more from grass
Dr George Fisher of the British Grassland Society believes that any UK farmer that grazes 
cows can gain some benefit from measuring grass growth.

Why do only rotational pad-
dock grazers use a plate me-

ter to measure their grass growth 
and manage grazing?  Surely if 
measuring a feed input into your 
milk production system helps you 
to manage it, then all farmers that 
graze cows, regardless of system, 
should be using some sort of meas-
urement to increase milk from the 
cheapest feed on-farm.

It’s all about getting more milk 
from your cheapest energy source.
If we focus on the energy required 
to produce milk, we should have 
in mind that every litre takes about 
5.4 MJ of ME to produce.

We are used to looking at 
silage analysis and aiming for 11 
to 12 MJ ME/kg DM (that’s mega 
joules of metabolisable energy per 
kilogram of dry matter), but we 
don’t tend to translate this into li-
tres of milk.  And we don’t tend to 
think of grazed grass in the same 
way as any other feed like silage 
or concentrate, where we measure
the energy content to judge its 
quality.  But we should do, because 
the more milk we can get from the 
cheapest mega joules on farm, then 
the more profitable our systems 
will become on a per litre basis.

Of course the numbers in 
the table are approximate and 
don’t account for the impact of 
feeding management, diet mix 
and maintenance energy for your 
cows.  We are also only focussed 
on energy here and protein is also 
so important for milk yield.  How-
ever, any dairy farmer should be 
able to work out their own costs 
of producing energy from differ-
ent home-grown and brought-in 
feeds. And the comparison of the 
numbers clearly shows that well 
managed grazed grass produces 
cheap litres.

The numbers also show that 
once you can’t get any more from
grass or silage due to intake get-
ting in the way, more concentrated 
feeds like parlour concentrates and 
barley can also produce profitable 

litres if managed appropriately.
We wouldn’t make up a ration

through the mixer wagon without 
knowing the dry matter, energy 
and protein of the feeds we put 
in.  Farmers get the measurements 
to manage the job.  But many will 
turn their cows out to grass and 
hope it goes okay without caring 
what the quality of the grass is 
now, next week, or next month.

The challenge is that manag-
ing grazed grass takes time, but 
the rewards are worth having in 
any system.  The dairy farmers 
who focus hard on grazing will 
have a paddock system, turn cows 
out to graze at around 2,900kg 
grass DM/ha and graze down 
to a 1,500kg DM/ha residual all 
through the year, taking out pad-
docks that get ahead for silage and 
altering the speed of rotation to 
keep to the measured targets.

But even if going the whole 
hog doesn’t suit your system—
there are financial rewards in get-
ting more milk from grazed grass 
by planning grazing and manag-
ing the amount of grass in front of 
the herd with a plate meter.  Tak-
ing measurements in conjunction 
with controlling the grazing area 
will help to ensure that cows op-
timise their intake of grazed grass 
through the season.  Even just by 
using an electric fence to allocate 
grass in strip grazing and taking 
the surplus for silage, rather than 
letting the herd have all of an area.

Most farm costings suggest 
that the average milk from grass 
and forage for a British dairy cow 
is around 1,500 to 2,000 litres.  This 
is disappointing when you con-
sider that it should be possible for 
any system to get 4,000 litres from 
grass and forage.  Just raising milk 

from grass from 1,500 to 2,500 litres 
and maintaining yield so that more 
comes from the cheapest energy 
on-farm can reduce costs by £40 to 
£80 per cow by the figures in the 
table.  That’s £10,000 to £20,000 for 
250 cows.

Feed Typical
£/t DM to 
make/buy 
and feed

Typical
energy

content (MJ 
ME/kg DM)

Pence per 
MJ energy

Cost to 
produce 
one litre 
milk (p)

Maximum 
litres from 
one kg DM

Well managed grazed grass45 12.0 0.375 2.0 2.2

Standard grazed grass 45 10.5 0.429 2.3 1.9

Poor grazed grass 45 9.0 0.500 2.7 1.7

Maize 65 11.2 0.580 3.1 2.1

1st cut silage 80 11.5 0.696 3.8 2.1

2nd cut silage 120 10.5 1.143 6.2 1.9

Barley 150 13.0 1.154 6.2 2.4

Parlour concentrate 250 13.5 1.852 10.0 2.5

• The British Grassland Society, along with partners Germinal Seeds, 
Dow Agrosciences, Sil-All, DairyCo and Volac will be at the Forage Field 
stand at the Livestock Event to discuss getting more milk from grass and 
forage and we look forward to continuing the debate with you then.
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