
A large majority of dairies have a calving bias towards autumn. It is 
crucial to consider forages, both quantity and quality, and the overall 
dairy diet to achieve high lactation peaks and sustained milk production. 
The economics of producing milk in the autumn needs careful 
calculation, not only with respect to short term processor premiums, but 
for the benefit of the whole lactation. Autumn is recognised as the most 
difficult period to produce milk, so decisions around forage dry matter 
during this period are particularly important.

There are numerous options and strategies to maintain high levels of 
intake during autumn and early winter. Farms with a solid tropical pasture 
base have an ability to supply a large percentage of forage dry matter 
with the likes of Kikuyu, Setaria and Rhodes grass. These pastures are 
very economical at a cost of approximately $60-$90/t dry matter (DM), 
but this strategy requires a high degree of management skill. If pastures 
are available, they are well worth managing correctly. This resource is not 
always available, so alternative approaches to sustain a high lactation 
peak require consideration.

Homegrown conserved forages are generally the first option to fill the 
forage gap in autumn and early winter. The 2020/21 summer was a very 
mixed bag again across the sub-tropical region. Either feast or famine was 
the experience with numerous farms already at very low levels of forage 
reserves due to continual drought. Another dry summer had a further 
negative impact, resulting in purchased forage being required again on 
many dairy farms. Some homegrown silages were landed in the pit for 
less than $150/t DM, whilst many purchased silages were again over 
$300/t DM. Regardless of whether the forage is homegrown or purchased, 
it is important to test feeds and establish nutrient composition to assist 
with developing a ration to meet early lactation requirements. 

Some of the purchased hay from southern states this year has been 
hundreds of dollars cheaper per tonne than last year, but it has generally 
been of lower quality due to the extended wet spring experienced by 
growers. Testing this feed is important to help balance the diet. To extend 
silage and hay reserves, additional fibre sources such as soyhull pellets 
or whole cotton seed are an option to increase dry matter intake without 
sacrificing feed quality.

Sowing temperate cereals for late autumn/early winter feed may be 
another option to include quality forage into the diet this year. With most 
areas receiving useful rainfall in mid-March, it is an opportunity that could 
provide grazing and/or hay or silage for later in the season. There are 
options to graze the likes of triticale and forage wheats early in the season 
to fill dry matter gaps and then lock them up for silage or hay in the spring. 
A multiple cut dryland standout in the Gatton winter demonstrations in 
2019 was Southern Green cereal rye, which provided over 8 t DM/ha with 
26.4% crude protein (CP) and 10.8 MJ of metabolizable energy (ME) per 
kg DM. 
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Another option for pasture-based farms is forage 
brassicas which provide quick, low cost, high-quality 
forage for the autumn and early winter. When sown late 
February to late March, they are usually ready to graze 
within 4-6 weeks. They are best grazed at the six-leaf 
stage to optimise yield and avoid excessive nitrate 
levels in the leaf. The brassicas have similar nutrient 
quality to ryegrass, but are lower in fibre. To avoid 
rumen upsets, allocating brassica up to a maximum 
of 40% of total DM intake is advisable. Feed quality 
is often >11 MJ ME/kg DM, >25% CP, 15% neutral 
detergent fibre (NDF) and with growth rates up to 100 
kg DM/ha/day. There are initially some intake refusals 
due to palatability, however, once accustomed, cows 
graze without any issues. There are sometimes insect 
pressures on the plant, but monitoring and corrective 
spraying can prevent significant damage. The forage 
generally costs approximately $90/t DM, so brassicas 
are a very good option where applicable.

For farms with a dominant ryegrass platform, it is 
always a challenge to supply enough dry matter 
whilst paddocks are unavailable during planting. As 
mentioned, silage is a viable supply of dry matter, 
however the use of early cereals and brassica with the 
view to establishing ryegrass a little later in the autumn 
works well. Another strategy that has worked in recent 
years with warm autumn weather is to drill ryegrass into 
forage sorghum paddocks. The late season sorghum 
is open enough for ryegrass to establish and the mixed 
sward offers added dry matter above what ryegrass 
alone provides. 

Satisfying dry matter intake requirements is very 
important to bear in mind during the autumn period. It 
is an incredibly busy time on dairy farms with increased 
calving and winter pasture establishment in full swing, 
but it is critical to keep cows well fed. Feeding decisions 
during this time will greatly impact the whole lactation 
and overall dairy operating profit. The Department of 
Agriculture and Fisheries’ dairy team can assist with 
options to achieve a positive outcome. 
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