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Rising input costs and major flooding 
events have put additional pressure 
on dairy businesses in recent months. 
The 2021 Queensland Dairy Accounting 
Scheme (QDAS) report indicates feed-
related costs are more than 50% of 
total operating costs across all farms 
surveyed.

The percentage of feed-related costs is 
being exacerbated further by fertiliser 
costs. Fertiliser usually represents the 
largest cost to cropping activities and 
all nutrient categories have continued 
to climb to record highs over the last 
six months, with no indication of any 
correction in the short term. 

However, with soil profiles and irrigation 
storages generally full, there should be 
a good opportunity to turn water into 
dry matter (DM) this season. Thorough 
input cost and yield analysis will help with 
decisions around this winter’s cropping 

options.

Ryegrass and cereal silages such as 
barley and wheat are grown extensively 
as quality forages for dairy herds 
throughout the Subtropical region. Each 
has differing agronomic management 
and nutritional values, so comparing and 
evaluating their application as forage 
sources in a high-input cost environment 
is important.

The C4Milk project has developed the 
Proportion of Ungrazed Pasture (PUP) 
grazing strategy. Reported experimental 
results indicate a 34% increase in 
utilisation of ryegrass pasture where the 
PUP methodology of grazing at the 2-leaf 
stage and leaving a 10cm residual was 
employed.

Increasing residual height from the 
traditional recommendation of 5cm has 
increased animal bite size and pasture 
DM production. With rising input costs, 

increased pasture utilisation and cow 
intake are key factors in reducing feed 
cost and delivering a higher margin over 
feed cost. The experiments reinforced 
that high levels of pasture intake are best 
achieved when cows are grazing leaf only 
and not being forced to graze stem. Early 
in the ryegrass season there is minimal 
stem, but as we move through winter and 
into spring, stem elongation increases. 
This is where you need to be vigilant in 
managing the residual height to avoid 
stem intake.

Table 1 outlines the costs used in this 
example to demonstrate the cost of 
ryegrass DM. The machinery costs 
include fuel, oil, repairs and maintenance. 
The figures assume the machinery is 
owned and no labour has been attributed 
to the example. Regarding irrigation 
pumping costs, low-pressure systems 
will be generally lower and high pressure 
systems more expensive.

Utilisation critical to navigate 
high fertiliser prices 
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Table 1 Costs used to calculate ryegrass $/t DM.

Table 4 Cost of winter cereal silage at differing yields with harvesting/ensiling 
costs of $25/t (wet) and silage at 33% DM.

Table 3 Costs used to calculate winter cereal $/t DM

Table 2 The 
influence of urea 
price and ryegrass 
utilisation on 
pasture cost.

$/ha

Mulching 19.87

Direct drill 30.21

Seed 257.71

Chicken litter (preplant, includes spreading) 150.00

Irrigation (5ML/ha at $75/ML) 375.00

Spreading urea (100kg/ha Jun, Jul, Aug, Sept, Oct, 
Nov) 5.02

TOTAL 837.80

Winter cereal silage 
t DM/ha $/t DM

$/t DM (Rain-grown 
crop)

8 210 180

10 180 160

12 160 150

$/ha

Spray glyphosate 35.65

Discing 22.93

Power harrow 33.76

Planting (drill) 30.21

Seed 135.21

Fertiliser (blend) 600.00

Spray 2-4-D 16.05

Irrigation (3ML/ha at $75/ML) 225.00

TOTAL 1098.80

Harvest and ensile ($25/t wet)

Urea price 
$/t

Ryegrass DM 
utilisation t/ha $/t DM

1,500

8 220

10 170

12 140

1,800

8 240

10 190

12 160

2,000

8 250

10 200

12 170

Urea prices are around all-time highs. Table 2 indicates the effect 
of an increasing urea price and pasture utilisation on DM cost. It 
is very clear that pasture utilisation makes a big difference to the 
cost of forage. Three levels of utilisation have been used in Table 
2 as examples. Measuring and managing utilisation on farm is 
very important. Results from the C4Milk ryegrass experiment at 
the Gatton Research Dairy (GRD) in 2019 reported a utilisation 
of 16,841 kg DM/ha using PUP principles, cutting at the 2 leaf 
stage with a 10cm residual. Using the input costs in this example 
and urea at $2000/t, the reported utilisation of 16,841 kg DM/ha 
would result in a ryegrass cost of $120/t DM.

Planting some of the cropping area to silage crops may be 
considered an option if the resources, machinery and feed-out 
facilities are available. The winter crop demonstrations at the 
GRD indicated that very good yields and quality are achievable 
from a range of crops. Barley and wheat are the reference crops 
used for this example.

Table 4 outlines the cost of DM for barley and wheat silage 
crops at differing yields. Irrigation and rain-grown crops have 
been attributed to this example. With reasonable soil moisture 
profiles across most of the region, rain-grown crops may prove 
to be a viable option this season. Additionally, there has been 
no wastage recognized. This will vary greatly from farm to farm 
but increasing the cost of silage by 10% would be reasonable to 
assume. For those grazing rain-grown oats, $180/t DM would be 
an indicative figure for a high-utilisation operation, assuming 8t 
DM/ha.

There are numerous cropping options to explore, however, it 
is very clear that utilisation/yield is an extremely important 
consideration when determining the cost of any crop. 
Establishing soil nutrient levels through soil testing is 
recommended. With record fertiliser prices it is even more critical 
to obtain an analysis this season. Silage crops and ryegrass each 
have differing applications and nutritional values. Feed testing 
and seeking advice from a nutritionist to balance the diet and 
work through options is beneficial. When choosing your best 
winter options, we recommend using the feed cost calculators 
available at www.northernaustraliandairyhub.com.au. 

As we move through winter 
and into spring, stem 
elongation increases. This is 
where you need to be vigilant in 
managing the residual height 
to avoid stem intake.
Table 3 outlines an example of the costs associated with 
growing a barley or wheat crop for silage.
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