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Increasing intake of the 
fresh cow

Takeaways

• Key to success is maximising intake after calving

• High quality forages lead to high intakes

• Having high intake in the fresh period leads to 
persistent milk production benefits

A lot of farmers’ attention focuses on the nutrition 
of cows prior to calving but there are also 
significant opportunities in the after calving period. 
To assist farmers to take advantage of these 
opportunities the First 100 Days project, part of 
the DairyFeedbase program – a joint initiative of 
Dairy Australia, Agriculture Victoria, and Gardiner 
Foundation – has been targeting improved 
profitability in the first 100 days of lactation 
through nutrition. 

“We know that cows that have a higher peak yield 
tend to have greater whole of lactation yield” said 
project leader, Agriculture Victoria researcher and 
The University of Melbourne Professor Bill Wales, 
“what we have been designing are ways to improve 
peak milk yield and carryover benefits even when 
cows are on a common diet.”

The biggest challenge in the fresh cow period (1 to 
21 days in milk) is to maximise dry matter intake as 
quickly as possible after calving. “If cows are eating 
well in the first three weeks they also tend to have 
less health problems through the rest of lactation” 
said Professor Wales. 

The team at Ellinbank tested fresh cow feeding 
strategies used in total mixed ration (TMR) 
systems overseas to see if they worked in 
our pasture-based systems. This included 

Kilos of dry matter per cow per day

Experiment 1 Experiment 2

Wheat mix Maize mix Wheat mix Maize mix

Wheat grain 5.4 6

Maize grain 5.2 6

Canola meal 1.5 1.7 1 1

Almond hulls 0.8 0.8

Vit, min/additives 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4

Totals 8 8 7.4 7.4

incorporating maize grain into the diet as it has been highly effective in 
improving milk yield in overseas systems as opposed to wheat grain. 
“It is important to look at this as we know that around half of pasture-
based systems in Australia would be feeding a wheat-based supplement 
in that fresh period” Professor Wales said. “When we conducted the first 
experiment, we didn’t get the performance from the maize grain and canola 
meal-based supplement that we were expecting. However, low quality 
pasture silage was fed as the main forage source.”

Once the team swapped the silage for a higher quality, lower fibre legume 
hay with the wheat grain as a supplement, the cows ate over 20kg of dry 
matter per day which included 8 kg DM of supplement within 14 days of 
giving birth. “We haven’t seen this demonstrated in our environment before” 
Professor Wales said. “Then we trialled it with maize grain and canola meal-
based supplement and legume hay. Within nine days the cows were eating 
20kg of dry matter, and by 19 days they were eating over 24kg of dry matter. 
That is phenomenal.”

In the experiment incorporating legume hay there were differences in milk 
production of up to 2 litres per cow per day during the first 21 days of 
lactation, but more importantly this benefit persisted from 22 to 70 days in 
milk when cows were on a common diet.  

Figure 1. Dry matter 
intake of cows fed 
wheat or maize 
plus pasture silage 
(experiment 1) or wheat 
or maize plus legume 
hay (experiment 2). All 
supplements contained 
approximately 21% 
canola meal plus 
mineral mixes and were 
fed at a rate of 8 kg DM 
per cow per day.

Find out more about the First 100 Days at dairyfeedbase.com.au/first-100-days
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