
That means heifer numbers will be 
low and you really won’t feel like 
sexed semen is an option either due 
to poor fertility performance. Milk 
output is compromised and your 
return will be lower.

So is there no down side to 
improved fertility?
Over the last few years we have 
worked really hard alongside our 
progressive farmers to give advice 
and diets that help to promote 
increased fertility. This has enabled 
our farmers to use sexed semen in 
herd and not just on heifers on many 
units over the last 8-10 years. The 
reward has been high numbers of 
replacements and higher output of 
sold milk per 365 day period. This 
specifically drives farm profit.

However, this is increasingly causing 
us a dilemma, especially on a year 
like this when forage stocks are tight. 
That dilemma is excessively high 
numbers of replacement heifers. 

Before you laugh and skip over this 
article, read on as there is a very valid 
point to this. We have a number of 
units where heifer numbers more 
than exceed milking cow numbers 
in fact sometimes by as much as 
30%. Most of these units are secure 
financially and so just except the cost, 
but in an environment where margins 
are tight, is it good policy to consume 
cash flow with surplus stock?

Of course some of this hinges around 
fears over TB losses and that is a 
very real problem that undoubtedly 
means people carry extra stock “just 
in case” and there will also be some 
looking to expand. There is however, 
a difference between a safety blanket 
and excessive numbers. An average 
200 cow herd, calving heifers at 24 
month average and looking to cull at 
30% (which is a reasonably average 
cull rate) and holding 5% surplus 
to cover extraordinary occurrences 
requires 140 heifers on the ground 
give or take a few calves being born 
and you could except 150-160 
youngstock kicking around at any 
one time. If however you actually 
have 260-280 heifers is that a bad 
thing?

Not if you are looking to expand, 
but my point is that they are eating 
and requiring housing management, 
time, water, bedding, vet and med, 
electricity etc. and that may be 
stifling your business. Unfortunately, 
high numbers of heifers means 
a higher risk of poor stocking 
densities, so now numbers increase 
further due to competition affecting 
their ability to grow and enter the 
herd at 24 months. This can lead to 
variable heifer production and high 
heifer cull rate in first lactation.

The great thing about a problem like 
too many heifers is that it isn’t really 
a problem it’s a massive positive.  

If we use the information that we 
have to make the best decisions for 
our herd, profitability and lifestyle, 
then we have loads of choices. 

Don’t be afraid to sell animals prior 
to calving. You may not make profit 
on them but if they are surplus to 
requirement, then everything else 
will do better as you have more 
feed and time and space to manage 
them properly. On top of that you 
have a cash injection to boost any 
improvements that you wish to do to 
your business.

If you decide to take them through 
to calving and cash in on them then, 
make sure you have the facilities, 

feed and finances to do this without 
affecting the ones that you really 
want to keep. Overall good fertility is 
still top of the pile when it comes to 
key ingredients required to achieve 
high profitability. It increases output 
and gives you the ability to grow 
your herd or cull on your terms. 
Evaluate though it’s affect on your 
business and challenge whether 
those stock numbers actually make 
you money.  If they don’t, then find a 
solution, reduce numbers and reap 
the rewards that the cash injection 
will deliver to your business……or 
put up another shed and gain the 
benefit that way!

Does enhanced fertility really drive farm profit or is it a poison chalice? 
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Fertility...Boom or Bust? 
For such a long time now fertility improvement has been 
high on the agenda of most UK and undoubtedly most 
global dairy herds. Reality says that in general, fertility is 
still a major challenge with UK average pregnancy rate 
still at a miserable 14%. 

PETE DAVIS  07872 970635 
RUMINANT NUTRITIONIST



more time to find a roosting position.

Preliminary results from Stratmann’s 
study suggest that a longer dusk 
duration leads to fewer failed 
landings.

Adding ramps in laying aviaries has 
been shown to reduce problems 
regarding movement in an aviary, 
affirms Stratmann. Ramps also have 
the potential to address associated 
health problems – fewer falls and 
collisions lead to fewer keel-bone 
fractures – probably because 
they provide a continuous path 
connecting the different tiers of an 
aviary and allow birds to walk up and 
down instead of having to jump or 
fly down, which means they might 
crash into walls and other hens.

Ramps in rearing aviaries
Until now, ramps have not been 
tested in rearing aviaries, but the 
researchers assume they would be 
beneficial in terms of how the chicks 
distribute and develop in the aviary. 

They believe having access to ramps 
from an early age will lead to a more 
even distribution, which should 
result in better access to feed and 
water. 

Ramp access from an early age 
could also aid in improved cognitive 
development and increased bone 
health and strength due to the 
added physical exercise and in 
providing the opportunity to move 
up and down on an incline. 

“Preliminary results show that pullets 
reared in an aviary with ramps have 
wing bones that are stiffer and less 
prone to deform under pressure 
compared with pullets reared 
in aviaries without ramps,” says 
Stratmann. “Also, laying hens that 
were reared with ramps and had 
access to ramps in the laying aviary 
had fewer keel-bone fractures and 
fewer footpad problems than hens 
without access to ramps either 
during rearing, laying or both.

“Although this is based on 
preliminary data, our efforts suggest 
hens with ramps during rearing and 
lay had about 10 percent fewer keel 
fractures at 35 weeks compared to 
hens with ramps during only rear 
or lay or not at all,” she continues. 
“The take-home message is that it 
seems like ramps in lay and rearing 
decrease fractures.”

Stratmann still needs to fully analyse 
the data, particularly to see what 
happens after the age of 35 weeks.

“Ramps are cheap and easy to 
install in any type of aviary system 
and due to their various benefits 
for pullet and laying-hen welfare we 
recommend them to every poultry 
farmer,” she concludes.
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Why installing ramps can ease 
stress on new arrivals to aviaries 
Swiss research shows ramps can improve transition 
from one phase to the next

WILL WHITE  07545 504138
POULTRY SPECIALIST 

The transition from rearing to laying can be a stressful time for 
a young laying hen. Following transport to her new home on the 
layer farm, she must quickly acclimatise to the environment 
around her by figuring out where to eat, lay and perch. In the 
laying environment flocks are often mixed, which means she’ll 
also have new roommates to contend with.

Re-published with permission from the Poultrysite.com first published  
18 November 2018. 

Original article can be found: www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/3837/ 
why-installing-ramps-can-ease-stress-on-new-arrivals-to-aviaries/

The beginning of egg production is 
marked by a change at the hormon-
al level, which means she’ll have to 
manage all of these challenges while 
her body goes through changes too. 
To make matters worse, sometimes 
the new habitat is so different from 
the rearing environment that the 
shock of transition becomes a fur-
ther source of stress for the bird as it 
adjusts to its new home.

Under the supervision of Michael 
Toscano, poultry researcher Ariane 
Stratmann of the Center for Prop-
er Housing, Poultry and Rabbits 
(ZTHZ) in Switzerland is looking at 
the challenges of cage-free, tiered 
aviaries and has shared her pre-
liminary results on how to make 
the transition from rearing to laying 
smoother.

Problems associated with 
aviary systems
When kept in aviary systems, pullets 
and layers must move through a 
three-dimensional environment. The 
design of tiered aviaries means that 
birds will have to move vertically – 
sometimes for the first time – which 

can be difficult to do since they’re 
not good at flying. Hens prefer to 
walk and jump, explains Stratmann.

“Dimensions of the aviary are often 
not designed for hens in terms of 
angles and distance between tiers 
and perches,” she says. “If pullets 
do not learn how to use such a 
system during the rearing phase, this 
can cause problems when the birds 
move to the laying barn.”

Currently, Stratmann is working on 
figuring out what the ideal rearing 
and laying environment should look 
like. She suggests with confidence 
that ramps could improve movement 
through high-traffic areas, like the 
nest box.

“Additional perches positioned close 
to each other at angles of less than 
45 degrees may also help facilitate 
movement,” adds Toscano. “But this 
needs to be considered among other 
factors. For instance, ramps over the 
litter are likely going to contribute to 
build-up of faeces and ammonia.”

The Swiss researchers are also 
looking at lighting to see if lengthening 
dusk duration would allow the birds 
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Fertility and fertility monitoring has historically 
been the soul responsibility of the Vet, apart from 
when there is a poor PD session and it becomes 
a problem that is firmly placed at the nutritionists 
door. So how do we go about monitoring and 
managing this a bit more regularly in conjunction 
with the vet to ensure progress and what figures 
should we be looking at. 

Analysing and planning are important for all 
businesses in order to optimise performance 
and drive profitability. On the dairy farm the are 
a variety of Key Performance Indicators that allow 
us to identify factors that may potentially restrict 
the ability of that business to be successful. It is 
also important to use KPIs that are relevant and 
simple to interpret, giving us information that tells 
us what’s happening right now, and not something 
that happened last year, which influences the 
figure we’re looking at currently. 

One such figure is Calving interval that tells us 
the time span between the last two times the 
cow calved. This is very historical and it is not a 
measure of how successful we are at creating 
pregnancies at this moment in time. 

Conception rate at 1st service; this tells us how 
many pregnancies were created the 1st time a 
cow was served. It doesn’t tell us what her Days in 

milk were when she was served, nor does it tell us 
how many other cows should have been served at 
the same time; therefore if one cow was served for 
the first time at 200 DIM and became pregnant, 
we have a 100% success rate, don’t we? 

There is a direct correlation between pregnancy 
production and profitability, although any 
improvement in reproduction performance today 
will only result in an increase in cashflow in 11 
months time, when the cow has calved again and 
is reaching her peak yield. 

Successful transition of the cow from the dry 
period into lactation is extremely important as 
everyone in the industry is constantly reiterating. 
Cows culled before 60 DIM are costly. Being able 
to identify and measure the KPIs that demonstrate 
it’s success or failure in a concise and simple 
manor are important for performance in the 
ensuing lactation. 

Recording any and all metabolic disorders 
at calving are very important, but what about 
subclinical issues? There are a number of issues 
that may not present obvious symptoms and they 
will only become apparent when the cow’s yield 
is limited, and a delay to 1st oestrous followed 
by repeat service after repeat service. Prevention 
is always better than cure, and we need to use 
the right measures to identify where we need to 
improve, if at all.

Looking at the 305 yield or the lactation yield is 
great to tell us what the cow has done, but what 
is she doing now? What is her peak yield? How 
many days until she reaches her peak yield? If the  
group of animals that calved in December aren’t 
performing as well as the November calvers, why 
not? Do cows milk really well in the 1st month after 
calving and then drop? We need to investigate and 
prevent the issue from happening again. 

Using Dairy Comp 305, Crediton Milling has 
the ability to download milk recording files from 
NMR, CIS and QMMS, and produce a report on 
the whole herd performance, including: heat 
detection/heat expression, conception rates in 
early lactation, pregnancy production, transition 
success, peak milk yield trends, energy supply 
in early lactation, SCC analysis for new infection 
rates and chronic infections. Being able to pull 
a variety of information together and provide a 
“Herd Appraisal Report” allows Crediton Milling 
to support and assist diary producers with 
analysis and planning, therefore maintaining
performance and 
profitability. 

Picking the right Fertility Key 
Performance Indicators (KPI)
The concept of herd performance 
through Nutrition Driven Fertility, is 
not a new one. However the approach 
of joining up all the key people 
involved on farm has been one that 
has been more difficult to establish. 

MATT HUTCHINGS  07711 780858
FEED & FERTILITY SPECIALIST



 N* P K Total/application

 Units £ Units £ Units £ £

5 t FYM/acre 6 2.43 32 11.82 79 18.10 32.37

2000 Gallons/acre 16 6.49 21 7.76 57 13.06 27.32

The Nitrogen, Phosphate and Potash in an 
average 5 tonne application of Farm Yard 
Manure is worth £32.37p at today’s fertiliser 
prices, and a 2000 gallons application of 6% 
slurry equates to £27.32p.

This makes the muck heap and lagoon two 
of the best assets on the farm.

Target Applications
Organic manures are a rich source of 
nutrients, but the ratio of the nutrient content 
isn’t balanced, especially where sheep and 
cattle are concerned. 

If we look at the table again we can see that 
for FYM at 5 tonnes an acre we are applying 

6:32:79 units which gives us a  N:P:K  ratio of  
roughly 1 : 5 : 13  (for a fertiliser like 20.10.10 
this would be 2:1:1),  and for slurry 1: 1.3 : 3.6. 

If we exclude the nitrogen we can see that 
in both cases ever unit of P we are apply 
we are applying roughly 2.5 units of K.  So 
targeting organic manures to crops and soils 

which will benefit from potash applications 
is vital (silage ground and low K index soils).  
By doing this, we can start to reduce fertiliser 
costs and/or improve quantity and quality of 
grass production.  

Consistent over application to the same 
fields over time will increase soil reserves, 
but with this comes potential problems such 
as staggers risks and dry cow problems. 

The other thing here to consider is 
replacement cost. For example, grazing 
grounds on K index of 2 has no requirement 
for extra Potash, due to the recycling of 
nutrients of the animals grazing it. 

Conversely Silage grounds with a K index 
of 2 still have a large potash requirement. If 
we look a the values of potash in the table 
above every 5t of FYM we apply to grazing 
ground at a K index 2 we are applying £18 
(£12 for 2000 gallon of slurry) of potash that 
isn’t needed, and could be applied to silage 
ground.

DAIRY
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Maximising use of 
Organic Manures
With fertiliser price once again moving, it is important to remember the value 
of your organic manures, and balance your fertiliser application accordingly.
Making the most from what you already have...

*Assumes: 10% of total availability for FYM and 35% for Slurry

forage products ... update ... 

SiloSolve® FC 
improves DM recovery

For information on these products give us a ring

New Grass Seed partnership at CMC
This season we are pleased to announce that we 
will be supplying Barenbrug Grass seed. With over 
39 grass variety’s on the recommended list and 
decades of experience in breeding and production.

We will be supplying the BarForage Range.

• Agricultural grasses bred in Britain  
(in partnership with AFBI)

• Grasses are tried, tested and proven with  
British farmers (including at their own  
Cropvale Research Site)

• Over 2,000 hectares of British farmland 
producing our grass seed making it a true  
British product

• Mixtures are designed and formulated to ensure 
continuous improvement for British farming

SILOSOLVE® Silage additives
SILOSOLVE®FC has been available for a couple of 
years now, and has become a quick favourite with 
many due to its ability to keep ensiled crops very 
cool at feed out. It is one of the best selling silage 
additives in the US.

Targeted crops for SILOSOLVE® FC include whole 
crop, small grain, grasses and Lucerne/grass 
mixtures. SILOSOLVE® FC is particularly effective 
when there is a risk for fungal growth and across a 
broad range of moistures. 


