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Milk Protein
How did your milk protein average over the past year? If it was disappointing or below the co-op average then you should be planning a campaign to rectify the matter.
Milk protein will be determined mainly by two factors:
· Genetic potential of the cow

· Dry matter intake
Firstly, you should have an idea of how your cows are performing by regular sampling to test for protein – find out what cows are producing the goods! This will tell you the cows from which to breed replacements and which cows to avoid if you want to improve your milk protein. When breeding from your better cows check out the EBI of your chosen bulls. This is the ‘economic breeding index’ which can indicate how much better a heifer from this bull is expected to perform. 
Breed the best from the best and hope for the best – this works so it is worth making an effort at selecting the right bull. We are now in the era of total solids produced and there is plenty of information available from the breed societies as to which bulls heifers is most likely to produce more solids in her milk and put more money in your pocket.
Dry matter intake is the key to performance – dry matter contains all the energy and protein that the cow needs so it is important that she eats enough of it! An average cow will eat up to 18 – 20 kg dry matter per day at 4-6 weeks after calving. This could be 50kg of silage + 10 kg dairy nuts or its equivalent in fresh grass, maize, fodder beet. Whatever the form of feed, she must get it or else she is seriously in danger of being under fed. And it is normally the better cows which suffer as they have the highest requirement.
Many factors affect dry matter intake at grass. On the grass side there must be an adequate cover of good quality grass available. This includes factors such as digestibility, sward height, and sward density. Grazing conditions, i.e. ground and weather must be good if grass intakes are to be maximized and grazing conditions
On the cow side she must have the appetite to eat it. Factor affecting the cows ability to eat will be the milk yield, length calved, presence of metabolic disease. 
It is difficult to give blanket-feeding recommendation for cows at grass. The amount of feed required would be dependant on factors mentioned above. Turnout involves a change in diet from silage to grass - care should be taken when making this change. Try and avoid putting cows out and taking them in again. Many farmers will have a high proportion of freshly calved cows in the herd at turnout. These cows need to be treated similar to cows on silage, as intakes will be much lower than cows calved 6 to 8 weeks.       
In terms of determining how much feed should be fed - cow condition and milk protein should be monitored closely. Cow condition can only be monitored by condition scoring at some time interval e.g. once per month. A good target for milk protein in a spring calving herd is 3.1% for March increasing by .05% each month for the remainder of spring and summer. If condition score drops by more than 1 unit or milk protein is not reaching target your feeding program will need to be looked at.  
For further information contact your local Arrabawn rep or ring Tom Starr

(087 6697010)

