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When his farming contract agreement began, Shropshire farmer 
Jon Barber made achieving milk production from home grown 
forage without compromising yields a key aim. Over the last six 
years, he has invested heavily in the farm’s infrastructure and 
designed his system to meet these aims. The results speak for 
themselves…

On 600 acres near Market Drayton, Jon milks 400 autumn-calving 
Holstein Friesians and Norwegian Red crosses that yield 7,600L at 
4.2% butterfat and 3.3% protein, with 4,000L coming from forage. 
Also focused on driving fertility, he keeps a tight 12-week breeding 
block with 60% in calf in the first 6 weeks. Cows are dried off in June 
or July and placed in paddocks where they calve out on grass. 

The rotational grazing platform comprises of 350 acres of perennial 
ryegrasses, and cows are turned out around 1st of March, remaining 
on grass until 1st of November. Maize is grown on 70 acres, and 
a separate block of 110 acres is dedicated to multi-cut silage. To 
ensure productivity from grass, Jon monitors grass growth carefully 
to manage grazing rotations, reseeding and other inputs.

“We measure our grass weekly and use that data to manage 
everything from feed to fertiliser,” he explains. “I really enjoy walking 
through the fields with the plate metre – it gives me time to think and 
see for myself how the grass and soil is doing.” The land at Friend 
Farms was previously used for arable and potato production, so Jon 
includes maize in the 10-year reseeding cycle to help reset the soil 
before planting new grass seed, starting with poorer condition fields. 

“In my opinion, you have to re-seed grass in order to get the yields 
you want. Our newer fields are outperforming the rest, so it’s been 
worth the effort,” Jon adds. “We see 14 tonnes DM/ha in a typical 
season, and despite the challenges last year we still were able to 
achieve 12 tonnes DM/ha.”

During the winter, the milking herd is given grass silage with maize 
and around 8kg concentrate fed through the parlour and in the TMR 

ration. “We feed the cows consistently through the winter, then taper 
down the concentrate as we turnout to grass so that by Magic Day, 
feeding rates are at a minimum.” 

HJ Lea Oakes Feed Advisor Phil Jackson has supported Jon from 
the beginning and believes that the key to Jon’s success lies in his 
planning. “Jon’s progress has been brilliant over the past few years, 
and that’s due to the fact that he made a plan and stuck to it. He 
feeds the right amount of concentrate for yield potential, pulling 
back during grazing to make the grass work for him.”   

Cows are fed two different concentrates depending on the time 
of year, both of which contain Actisaf live yeast to support feed 
efficiency and promote rumen function. Ahead of grazing turnout, 
cows are introduced to Actigraze, a lower protein HDF nut designed 
to complement grazed grass, which they are fed throughout the 
grazing period.  In October the herd is transitioned onto Premier 18, 
a high energy feed containing wheat, soya and beet pulp to support 
increasing nutrient requirements in early lactation.

“Our Actigraze line is a great feed for dairy farmers wanting more 
milk from grass, achieving excellent results for the price,” Phil adds. 
“The range includes Actisaf at a higher rate for supplementing cows 
at grass, which works by scouring oxygen in the rumen and getting 
the most out of spring grass.”

“We have included Actisaf in the cows’ diet for the last 6 years and 
it is in their feed year-round,” Jon says. “By keeping the rumen 
functioning well, the cows can utilise the grass better and are able 
to manage diet changes like grazing turnout more easily. It’s worked 
brilliantly to drive performance from forage and keeps the cows 
happy in our system.

“Cows don’t like change. It’s important that any changes to their 
management are made slowly so they can cope, and Actisaf plays 
a part in helping them do that. We’ve never gone off using it as it’s 
been part of the plan from the start – if it isn’t broken, don’t fix it!”



Every farmer will have noticed that protein prices have surged 
over the past months, driving up the cost of other raw materials 
and resulting in more expensive compounds and blends on farm.  
As the most expensive component of any ration, farmers may 
be looking to reduce the quantity of bought-in protein this year. 
Grazed grass can be a rich source of readily available protein,  and 
getting energy-dense and protein-rich spring grass into dairy cow 
diets can help alleviate the cost of feed. 

For farmers thinking of grazing this year, the amount of land that 
can be allocated to grazing will principally dictate stocking rates 
and potential DMI per cow per day. This will also indicate the 
proportion of the diet that grazed grass can satisfy and dictate the 
need for buffer feeding, whether lower yielders are grazed full time 
and whether higher yielders can be grazed by day (and possibly by 
night). Calculating the amount of milk that can be produced from 
grazed grass will allow a farmer to identify any shortfalls that can 
be filled by buffer feeding and parlour feeding. What is critically 
important is that the appropriate balance is struck between actively 
grazing and meeting a cow’s nutritional needs, due to the potential 
risk to cow health such as poor fertility and lameness if too much is 
expected from freshly calved cows at grass in particular.

If you are thinking of grazing this spring and summer, ideally the 
grazing platform should be grazed on an 18-21 day rotation to 
ensure optimal covers and maintain grass quality. Good quality 
swards with high levels of perennial rye grass allow for higher levels 
of milk production, compared to older swards. Farm infrastructure 
- especially access to temporary or permanent roadways, water 

REPLACING BOUGHT-IN 
PROTEIN WITH GRASS

troughs and water flow rates – should also be sufficient. 

When cows are let out to actively graze, their indoor diet needs to 
be reduced in line with expected grazing intakes and adjust the 
PMR to complement what grass is supplying.

Once out, time at grass can be increased daily over the course of 
7-10 days up to evening milking, and then full-time once grass 
growth rates allow.

Here are some top tips to make the best use 
of spring grazing…
• Gradual turnout – Turning cows out to grass creates a big 
change in diet and imposes a stress event on the cow. It takes 
around three weeks for rumen microbes to adapt, so the transition 
to grazing must be made gradually to avoid digestive upsets and 
loss of performance. Aim for a few hours per day initially - cows 
should be able to consume 5kg DM in approximately 3 hours in 
suitable grass covers  and weather conditions.

• Dry matter intakes – The moisture content of grass can vary 
significantly in spring, and this can have a major impact on DMI. 
At 15% DM a cow estimated to consume 15kg of grass dry matter 
needs to eat 100kg of fresh grass! It is important that you don’t 
overestimate potential DMI from grazing, or body condition score, 
performance and fertility will be compromised.

• Excess crude protein – Lush, leafy spring grass can often have 
CP in excess of 250g/kg DM, particularly after fertiliser application, 



(Butterfat % + Protein %)  X  Milk Yield 

= Milk Solids

Adding Actisaf live yeast to your cows’ ration minimises dips in rumen pH and increases rumen 
efficiency, delivering improved milk constituents and more consistent dungs. It should be included 
at a recommended rate of 1kg/tonne of grazing compound, assuming a feed rate of 4-8kg 
compound/cow/day in early lactation.

Optimise feed efficiency and rumen function with Actisaf… No other live yeast can compare.

Does your herd’s production add up?
Efficient rumen function drives your herd’s milk solids,  

as well as your revenue.

Find out more at www.yeastsolutions.co.uk 
or call us on 028 9334 3900. 
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which is mainly rumen degradable protein (RDP). Rumen microbes 
are unable to utilise this much protein particularly if there is a 
shortage of fermentable energy available to them. Excess RDP 
is broken down into ammonia in the rumen, absorbed into the 
blood stream and converted to urea in the liver. Elevated blood 
urea nitrogen (BUN) levels from excessive CP can increase body 
condition score loss, reduce fertility and impact on hoof health.

• Buffer feeding – During the gradual transition to grazing, 
supplement cows with forages with a high energy content and 
digestibility to maximise DMI and performance. High DMD grass 
silage (>28% DM) and starch-based forages like maize silage 
enhance nitrogen use in the rumen and increase microbial protein 
synthesis due to the added fermentable energy. This will help to 
maintain milk constituents and protein, in particular, as well as 
ensuring sufficient dry matter intake, which is critical in early 
lactation. For higher yielding herds that are going partial grazing 
and may require a night time or mid day feed these forages will 
compliment grass well and formulated blends, brewery, distillery 
and bakery / confectionary by-products can all also play an 
effective role.

• Highly digestible grass swards can challenge rumen 
function - Lush spring grass with a high proportion of leaf to 
stem, will lower structural fibre levels in the diet. This lack of 
‘scratch factor’ impacts on cudding rates and saliva production, 
compromising rumen function. While the nutrient analysis of grass 
can vary wildly, can also be accompanied by high sugar levels – 
often more than 18% during sunny, dry weather. High sugar levels 
are great for rumen fermentation, good milk proteins and strong 
yield. However, low structural fibre accompanied by high sugar 
levels can further challenge rumen function, leading to acute or 
sub-acute rumen acidosis (SARA). Consequently, milk solids can 
be compromised as a result, whilst prolonged challenges can 
impact fertility. However, high levels of unsaturated fatty acids in 
spring grass can also cause butterfat % to be reduced, so lower 
butterfat doesn’t always mean SARA is a problem. 

• Compound feeding – Compound feed fed through the parlour 
should provide the DM that grass and forages do not supply to 

meet energy requirements for a given yield. Nutrient content 
of the compound feed must also balance that of the grass to 
optimise rumen fermentation and maximise performance; this is 
particularly important when cows are not given buffer feed or a 
midday feed. Aim for a feed with around 14-16% CP, high digestible 
fibre content (sugar beet pulp and soya hulls), a balanced source 
of cereals including maize and barley and a source of bypass 
protein. It should also contain minerals that grass is deficient in, 
for example magnesium. 

• Monitor what the cows are telling you – Assess rumen fill 
2-3 hours after milking to determine whether adequate grass has 
been allocated; monitor cudding rate – you are looking for more 
than 65% of the herd to be lying down chewing the cud 2-3 hours 
after milking; check dung consistency – loose, bubbly dung with 
undigested fibre in it is indicative of poor rumen function, as is 
the presence of cud balls in collecting yards or cubicles; monitor 
condition – cows losing excessive body condition can point to 
insufficient feed intake, a possible metabolic disorder, health issue 
or sub-optimal rumen function.

• Milk quality – Monitor bulk tank milk collections for average 
yields and constituents. A fall in butterfat or protein of 0.3% or 
greater in one week is a warning sign for poor rumen function and 
SARA.  It is also useful to keep an eye on the butterfat to protein 
ratio to ensure this falls within the optimum range of circa 1.2:1. 

• Feed Actisaf live yeast – Adding Actisaf live yeast to your cows’ 
ration will reduce setbacks in performance at turnout by helping 
the rumen bugs adjust to grazed grass faster and more effectively, 
thereby improving rumen function. Actisaf also reduces the risk of 
SARA, both at turnout and throughout the grazing period. Actisaf 
helps to stabilise rumen function and promotes milk solids and 
milk yield. 

Actisaf is the only live yeast on the market that has consistently 
been demonstrated to stimulate the exact microbes identified by 
international research to be positively correlated with higher feed 
efficiency in dairy cattle. By supporting these and other rumen 
bugs, Actisaf helps cows produce more milk from forage and 
reduces setbacks in performance at turnout by helping the rumen 
microbes adjust to grazed grass more quickly and effectively. 

It also helps maintain milk yield persistency for cows at grass, 
and limits sudden drop-offs in yield post-peak, supporting a more 
persistent lactation curve. It should be included at a recommended 
rate of 1kg/tonne of grazing compound, assuming a feed rate of 4 
- 8kg compound/cow/day.


