
Achieving maximum 
performance from 
replacement heifers
Alan Hurst, Technical Manager, 
Lakeland Agri

In dairy production systems, 
all research clearly shows that 
optimum lifetime performance 
and longevity is achieved when 
replacement heifers are mated at 
60 % of their mature body weight 
and calve down at 24 months 
at 90 % of mature body weight. 
Heifers that hit the target weight 
for age at breeding not only 
produce more milk (higher lifetime 
yield), they also mature into 
bigger cows with shorter calving 
intervals in subsequent lactations.  

In order to hit the target weights 
at the various milestones, 

replacement heifers must achieve 
an average daily live weight 
gain of 0.7 -0.8 Kg / day from 
birth through to calving. To 
achieve the required growth rates 
throughout the winter feeding 
period, the diet of the young heifer 
should be correctly balanced for 
energy, protein and minerals. As 
typical growth rates on silage 
alone equate to 0.3 kg/day for 
good quality silage (70 DMD), 
concentrate supplementation will 
be required on all farms to achieve 
the necessary growth required. As 
a starting point, it is essential that 
silages are analysed to establish 
the nutritional characteristics 
of the forage and from there a 
suitable feeding programme can 
be put in place for this valuable 
group of animals.

Winter milk diet’s 
for dairy cows
Christopher Cahill, Technical 
and Nutritional Support 
Representative, Lakeland Agri 

Due to fodder shortages that 
were anticipated earlier in 
the season, a large number of 
farmers will feed an array of 
different forage sources this 
winter such as maize, wholecrop 
and beet. As unfamiliar forages 
are being utilised in the winter 
diet, we would encourage all 
suppliers to get in contact and to 

get their silage tested to ensure 
that the animal’s diet is correctly 
balanced for energy, protein and 
fibre levels. 

Milk composition results can 
be examined for the following: 

1)Milk Butterfat: Milk Protein 
Ratios 

• The milk butterfat to milk 
protein ratio should be at 
approximately 1.15 to 1. For 
example, if butterfat is 3.80% 
and protein is 3.30%, the ratio 
is 1.15 to 1. 

TECHNICAL 
NEWS

When assessing the suitability of rations for feeding to 
replacement heifers, the following characteristics are required:

High Energy: Based on high levels of maize to ensure maximum 
energy density / kg of feed.

Crude Protein: As crude protein levels in grass silage are significantly 
lower than that of grazed grass, a minimum of 20 % crude protein is 
required in replacement heifer rations to ensure optimum skeletal 
growth is achieved during the indoor feeding period. As protein 
supply from quality protein sources is an absolute necessity for these 
young animals, ensure soya bean meal is the primary protein source 
in the ration being fed.  

Minerals: As we’re seeing elevated levels of molybdenum and iron 
now present in a high % of grass silages on our Lakeland farms, a 
protected copper component should be supplied in the heifer ration 
being fed to ensure optimum thrive is being achieved in the presence 
of these problematic antagonists towards copper.

November/December 2018

€ 20 / tonne off RRP on 
Lakeland Heifer Grower nut 
and Lakeland Heifer Rearer Nut 
between 15th November and 
18th January 2019. For more 
information, please contact your 
Lakeland Agri Feed Representative 
or contact our Customer Services 
Centre on 1890 47 47 20.  SP
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Continued on page 2

Mature 
Cow LW

6 month target
30% of mature cow 

live weight

9 month target 
40% of mature cow 

live weight

15 month target 
60% of mature cow 

live weight

500 150 200 300

550 165 220 330

600 180 240 360

650 195 260 390

Table 1: Target weights at the various milestones
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Dr Morgan Sheehy outlines five key 
areas for optimising results for the dry 
cow programme. The transition period 
is defined as the last three weeks before 
calving and the first three weeks of 
lactation. Over 80% of issues the cow 
experiences during her lactation cycle 
will occur during, or are caused by 
events during this six week transition 
period. 

The targets for the dry cow programme 
are to have a live healthy calf and 
colostrum produced that has high 
immunoglobulin content. It is also 
important that the cow is healthy, 
calves down easily and goes back in 
calf giving the farmer more options 
around breeding and culling. The cow 
should have minimum metabolic issues 
such as milk fever and ketosis, allowing 
her to proceed to a good lactation, 
reaching peak yield with optimum milk 
composition. 

Attention to detail is paramount to 
success but Dr Morgan Sheehy strongly 
emphasises the requirement to keep the 
programme simple at farm level. 

The key areas outlined are as follows:

Body Condition Score (BCS)

Body condition scoring is subjective but 
yet a very reliable way of assessing the 
fat cover of your animals according to 
Dr Sheehy. BCS ranges from 1-5 where 
1 is extremely low (very thin) and 5 is 
over fat. 

The target dry cow period is eight 
weeks for mature cows and for animals 
in optimal BCS. However, when one 
has first lactation animals and/or older 
cows in sub optimal condition or cows 
carrying twin calves, one should aim for 
a 10-14 week dry period. 

• Ideally assess cows 6-8 weeks pre 
drying off and modify feeding rates to 
adjust BCS.

• Dry cows off at BCS 3-3.25 and ideally 
they should lose no more than 0.5 
of BCS between calving down and 
reaching peak yield.

• Cows that are over conditioned at 
calving are four times more likely 
to have milk fever with increased 
chances of fatty liver, ketosis, retained 
placenta and displaced abomasum. 
These cows will have significantly 
lower feed intake in early lactation 
which is linked to negative energy 
balance. 

• There is also evidence of a link 
between the condition of cows and 
reduced fertility and longer calving 
intervals. 

Diet

The ideal situation is that an animal 
is dried off in the correct BCS and this 
is maintained until she calves down. 
However, Dr Sheehy went on to explain 
that when animals are dried off in 
sub optimal BCS they should be fed to 
increase their BCS in the dry period. 

• Straw, hay or haylage can be used to 
balance the diet when results of the 
silage analysis are known. 

• Cows that calve in excess BCS 
(i.e greater that 3.25) tend to lose 
excessive BCS in early lactation, 
whereas animals that calve in the 
optimum BCS maintain condition 
better in early lactation. 

• The target is to maximise dry matter 

intake (DMI) throughout the dry 
period. This in turn promotes higher 
DMI in early lactation, however the 
energy density of the diet has to be 
controlled to stay within the BCS 
guidelines. 

Dry Cow Minerals

Dr Sheehy outlines that a well-balanced 
dry cow mineral contains vitamins, 
trace elements and macro minerals in 
appropriate quantities to match the diet 
being fed and production levels of the 
cows.

• Analyse your forage for minerals and 
base your mineral specifications on 
this. 

• Focus not only on the quantity of 
minerals included but also the source 
of these minerals. The Lakeland Agri 
Dry Cow Mineral Range is designed 
to offer the customer choices and 
balances to match their requirements. 

• Ideally high Dietary Cation Anion 
Balance (DCAB) forages should not 
be fed to cows near calving. On 
problematic farms, close up transition 
cows (i.e. the last three weeks prior to 
calving) should be fed a DCAB mineral 
and diet. There are a range of options 
for DCAB diets and these can be 
monitored by measuring urine pH. 

• One of the main concerns with DCAB 
diets is that some of the products used 
may be unpalatable and could depress 
dry matter intake before calving. This 
can be problematic and stressful for 
the cow. Soychlor is a DCAB product 
specially designed to maximise dry 
matter intake. It also uses amino 
acids to boost the immune system and 
colostrum quality. 

Management

A number of management strategies 
can be employed according to Dr Sheehy 
and should be aimed at minimising 
stress to the animal. 

• Overcrowding, inadequate feed space, 
mixing of animals and uncomfortable 
lying conditions are the main stressors 

in the transition period. 
• The best herds aim for 80% occupancy 

of cubicles in the transition period i.e. 
80 animals with 100 cubicles and 100 
feed spaces. 

• Feed presentation is crucial to 
maximise DMI during the transition 
period. Always ensure that feed is 
fresh, clean, pushed up regularly and 
that water supplies are clean and 
fresh.

• If you are TMR feeding then ensure 
that particle length is approximately 
two inches and ensure cows are not 
sorting the diet.

Animal Health

• Ensure that cows are treated for 
worms and fluke as per veterinary 
instructions. 

• Ensure that all vaccination 
programmes are carried out at 
appropriate times to match the on-
farm vaccination protocols.

• Very high butterfat percentages 
along with lower milk protein 
levels in early lactation can 
indicate that cows are using too 
much body reserves with the 
exception of jersey and jersey 
cross cows which will have 
high butterfat levels arising 
from their genetics. 

• Where milk butterfat 
percentage is low, and 
especially where bulk tank 
samples are < 3.30%, this can 
indicate acidosis, possibly 
driven by a low level of dietary 
Neutral Detergent Fibre (NDF) 
in the diet. 

• In the scenario where low 
butterfat and low protein levels 
are seen together, it would 
indicate that the herd is not 
working efficiently.

2.) Milk Urea Levels.

• Milk urea levels should ideally 
be between 20 and 35. If milk 
urea is below 20 it can indicate 
a diet that is too low in dietary 
protein supply. Where milk 
urea levels are above 35 for a 
sustained period, it indicates 
a diet that has excess dietary 
protein supplied. In this 
situation, there is a risk that 
the cow will milk “off-her-
back” to try and utilise this 
protein, therefore losing body 

condition reserves which can 
result in infertility and also 
an increased risk of early 
embryo reabsorption in early 
pregnancy. 

Lakeland Agri: Supercream and 
Milkmaster Ration 

With these considerations in 
mind, it’s worth noting that the 
Lakeland Agri Supercream 
and Milkmaster Ration ranges 
are extremely energy dense, 
using maize and wheat as the 
main energy sources. Soya bean  
is also the primary protein 
source in both ranges, and 
both are available in 16-21% 
crude protein. They offer a full 
complement of minerals in an 
8kg feeding level and include the 
following protected elements; 
copper for fertility, selenium for 
increased immunity, zinc for hoof 
and udder health, and biotin for 
an improvement in hoof health 
and strength. 

Milkmaster and Supercream 
also supply the RumiSmart 
Sustain yeast, buffer and 
essential oil combination to 
optimise rumen function. The 
complete package offered in both 
ranges will assist in maximising 
feed efficiency and herd health 
throughout the winter period 
ahead.

Continued from page 1

Feeding & managing transition cows 
Dr Morgan Sheehy, Devenish Nutrition

Body Condition 
Score (BCS) Diet Dry Cow 

Minerals Management Animal Health

Over 80% 
of issues the 
cow experiences 
during her lactation 
cycle will occur 
during, or are caused 
by events during this six 
week transition period



The key to growing more grass 
is to improve soil health, by 
bringing life back into soils. 
Digest-it is a liquid biological 
additive that composts slurry 
and reduces ammonia levels by 
converting this volatile nitrogen 
form into the more stable organic 

form. Slurry odour is reduced, 
consistency is improved, which 
means less energy is required 
to stir and pump. Through its 
composting action, Digest-it 
increases the proportion of 
aerobic (good) bacteria, which 
are important for soil health, at 

the expense of anaerobic (bad) 
bacteria.
Results 

Over the past 3 years, grass 
trials have been conducted on a 
Co. Meath dairy farm in which 
Digest-it treated slurry has been 
compared with untreated slurry 
from the same shed, applied 
at 2000 galls/acre. Digest-it 
treated slurry increased 1st cut 
grass DM yield by an average 
of 1 tonne per ha or 18% over 
the period 2016-2018, which is 
worth an extra €173 in grass 
value per ha (Teagasc, 2017). The 
Cost- Effective Ratio was 11.9:1, 
which means for every €1 spent 
on Digest-it, the pay back was 
€11.90 in terms of extra grass 
value.

Usage 

Add 1 litre per 5000 gallons 
of slurry (1 x 20 litre can per 

100,000 
gallons). 

Alternatively, 
Digest-it can be 
poured directly into 
tanks (dilute with water 
to get good coverage across 
the tank) at a rate of half a 
can per 100 cows per month. 

“Treatment with Digest-it 
definitely improves the value 
of the slurry as we’re now 
growing significantly more grass. 
We’ve also seen a big increase 
in the earth worm numbers 
in the soils which is a strong 
indicator that the product is 
working for us”, Lakeland 
Dairies milk supplier 
Clive Reed, Mullagarry, 
Castleshane , Co. 
Monaghan. 

For more information, contact 
the Lakeland Agri Sales team or 
our Customer Services Centre on 
1890 47 47 20.  Delivering Sustainable Feeding Solutions
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Digest-it: The slurry treatment 
to grow more grass  
Dr. David Atherton, Thomson and Joseph

Concerns around silage pit stability   
Alan Hurst, Technical Manager, Lakeland Agri 

From initial silage testing carried 
out to date, we have noticed that 
a lot of silage’s are analysing drier 
than normal this year. With current 
temperatures, a lot of these higher 
dry matter silages are struggling 
with stability and are heating at 
/ or behind the pit face. A silage 
that is heating can create a serious 
mycotoxin challenge , which if not 
addressed will cause problems for the 
animal’s immune system and can have 
detrimental effects on overall health, 
production and fertility.    

Farmers can try and manage the 
situation by following the key steps 
detailed below: 
1. Check silage pits carefully to 

establish if they are heating at / or 
behind the surface of the pit face 
and monitor the temperature of the 
silage at feed out. 

2. If the silage is heating, ensure a 
highly effective mycotoxin binder 

is fed at the recommended rate to 
try and manage the challenge that 
exists. E.g. Devi-safe mycotoxin 
binder at 100 grams/head/day for a 
minimum of 10 days and 50 grams/
head/day thereafter for as long as 
the challenge exits. 

3. It is important to note that the 
use of a mycotoxin binder does not 
guarantee that the entire mycotoxin 
challenge is dealt with. 

4. DO NOT FEED SILAGE CONTAINING 
MOULDS. 

We would also encourage suppliers 
to get in contact and get their silage 
tested now as this will enable us to 
balance all diets correctly for energy, 
protein and fibre over the winter 
months ahead. For more information, 
please contact your Lakeland Agri 
Sales Representative or our Customer 
Services Centre on the number 
detailed below.   




