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Introduction

Wintering cows in the South Island absorbs an enormous amount of money from the overall operating costs of the dairy farming business. Winter grazing consumes approximately 20 to 25% of the farming working expenses in any one season.

Conditions in most cases do not allow cows to be wintered solely on pasture for the winter period. In the winter, the South Island produces frosts, rain, southerly winds, and undesirable soil temperatures and soil conditions. This forces most South Island and particularly Southland dairy farmers, to adopt a wintering strategy that protects the on-farm availability of feed and the condition of cows for the spring. Wintering cows in the South Island demands specific areas to be prepared for carrying cows for 60 to 70 days and in some cases longer. 

There are a considerable number of alternative systems for wintering cows. It’s often taken for granted that grazing-off cows incurs more cost than if cows were grazed on the milking platform. It is also assumed those wintering cows on the milking platform are substituting land and income. This is probably true in every case, but it is essential each business evaluate itself before comparing itself to others. The wintering strategy must be consistent with the overall business vision and objectives. Each business operation will have a different set of circumstances, financial position, overall direction, resources and location.

This paper intends to look at alternative wintering systems, to review common used wintering systems in the South Island and evaluate their impact on the overall financial business.

The objective of wintering the cow

The purpose of wintering is to: 

·  Re-build udder tissue to support the next lactation 

· Build body condition (body tissue) for calving to provide energy in the early part of 

       lactation 

· Provide a healthy situation for the foetus to grow and be born in a healthy state.

The wintering period of a cow influences a number of factors affecting the longevity and productivity of the animal. The body condition of a cow before and after the winter has huge consequences for the following season if you fail to meet suitable target condition scores before calving.

· Weight gain over the dry period

· Milk production in spring

· Dry matter intake post calving

· Condition score post calving

· Reproductive performance post calving

The wintering alternatives

Each farming enterprise has different circumstances and some of them change more frequently than others. Wintering cows is an integral part of the business that demands a strategic approach. The wintering programme should add value to the business and be able to be measured objectively on an annual basis. This will enable you to measure the overall success of the your wintering system over time, taking into account the price fluctuations in milk, grazing and feed.

When you evaluate your wintering system, the whole situation needs to be evaluated. These include:

· Human aspects, the skills required, time involved, ability to cope with the risks

· Physical and technical aspects of wintering

· Amount of capital needed to winter cows (if applicable)

· Risk and variability associated with the a particular wintering system

· Whole farm profit 

When evaluating and monitoring the success of your wintering system, some critical 

questions need answers.

· How do you measure the success of your wintering?

· How much does this really cost?

· What is control of your wintering worth?

· What are the critical factors that influence the success of your wintering 
                 system?
Five scenarios are presented to evaluate different alternatives using 2 bare farms each of 100 ha in size. Physical features, cow and replacement stock numbers and income and expenditure are outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Physical and productive features of two farms used to compare different cow wintering alternatives.


Farm 1


Farm 2




Total
Ha
Cow
Total
Ha
Cow

Total hectares
100


100



Grazable hectares
88
12

100



Total cow numbers
246
2.8

280
2.8


Production kgMS
88 560
886
360
100 800
1 008
360

R2 Heifers
49


56



R1 Heifers
49


56



Income $







Milk income
309 960
      3100
1260
352 800
3528
1260

Cow sales (20% cows culled

@ $200/cow)
14 760
148
60
16 800
168
60

Calf sales 65% @ $25/calf
3 988
40
16
4 550
46
16

Total income
328 718
3 2 87
1 336
374 150
3 742
1 336

Expenses $







Wages
25 000

102
25 000

89

Animal health
9 065

37
10 360

37

Herd improvement
6 860

28
7 840

28

Dairy shed
4 920

20
5 600

20

Electricity
4 428

18
5 040

18

Autumn/spring supplement
8 610

35
9 800

35

Young stock grazing R2   

       May – May
12 740

52
14 560

52

Young stock grazing R1     

       December – May
3 185

13
3 640

13

Regrassing 12% per annum
3 888
39

3 888
39


Fertiliser
31 600
316

31 600
316


Vehicles
15 000
150

13 000
130


Administration
5 800
58

5 800
58


Standing charges
7 500
75

7 500
75


Depreciation
20 000
200

20 000
200


Other expenses
1 900
19

1 900
19


Total cost
160 496
1 605
652
165 528
1 655
591

Scenario 1 (Wintering-on)

Cows are wintered-on crop (chou/swedes at an assumed 12 000 kgDM/ha). The feed requirement for cows to be wintered at home on crop/silage/hay = 11 kgDM/cow/day for 80 days (@ 80% utilisation factor on all feed = 9 kgDM/cow/day down the throat). The 11 kg DM/cow/day is made up of 7 kgDM/cow/day from crop, (this requires a total of 12 hectares, which is subtracted from effective grazing hectares) plus 3 kgDM/cow/day in silage for 70 days, [= 287 bales of baleage or 52 tonnes DM silage (206 tonnes wet 25%)] plus 1 kg DM in hay/cow/day [=115 10 bale equivalents]. The grazable area is 88 hectares @ 2.8 cow/ha = 246 cows.

Total
Ha
Cow

Total crop cost $




Cost of supplements




    Silage 62.5 tonnes DM @ 0.15
7 650

31

    Hay 140 bales 10 eq.
4 025

16

Total cost of supplements
11 675

47

    Direct cost from grazing on
18 342
183
75

    Total cost from grazing-on
178 838
1 788
727

Total EFS from grazing-on
148 879
1 499
609






Things to consider




Loss of production from 12 hectares
12 096
121
49

450 days (15 months) minus winter days




270 day lactation 1.4 x 1008 kgMS/ha
16 934
169
69

Total income lost @ $3.50/kgMS
59 598
593
241

Net income @ 55% FWE/GFI
32 598
326
133

Total EFS from grazing-on
117 281
1 173
447

Scenario 2 (Wintering-off)






The cows are wintered-off for 80 days (or 11 weeks) on crop, silage and hay. The cows are offered 11 kg DM/cow/day at 80% utilisation buying feed on a kgDM basis @$0.13/kgDM offered. The cows go away in condition score 5 and return in CS 5. If this doesn’t happen, then there will be addition costs when cows return home. Assume the grazing property is 15 km from the home farm and herd owner inspects the cows once a week.

Total
Ha
Cow

Winter 280 cows off - 80 days @ $0.13/kgDM
 32 032

 114

Transport return for cows
 4 200

 15

Travelling 30 km @ 1 visit/week
 135

 0.48

Total cost
36 367

 130

    Direct cost of wintering-off
36 367
 364
130

Total EFS from grazing-off
172 255
1 723
615

Things to consider




Interest/principal on 35 cows valued $900/cow @10% 
 4 028
 40
 14

Company shares extra production @$2/kgMS
 33 868
 339
121

Total EFS from grazing-off
134 359
1 344
480






Scenario 3 (Leasing a run-off)




This scenario involves wintering 280 cows on a 50 ha leased block leaving the 100 ha home block for the milking platform. Cows on the leasehold block are wintered-on crop, silage and hay. The assumed amount of feed to be fed is 7 kgDM/cow/day in crop, 3 kgDM/cow/day in silage and 1 kgDM in hay (ie. the same as Scenario 1). This scenario includes heifers and calves grazed on the lease block all year. The advantage of a lease block is that the costs are spread over the whole season. However, not all the costs below can be attributed towards the direct cost of wintering the cows.


 Total
 Ha
Cow

Lease payment/ha @$321/ha
 16 050
 161


Fertiliser maintenance 350 15% pot. Sup
 3 500
 35


P=32, K=32, S=27 




Nitrogen (urea) 60 units
 2 600
 26


Repairs and maintenance
 2 500
 25


Re-grassing
 4 536
 45


Rates
 2 500
 25


Crop 14 ha
 7 778
 78


Extra labour for 4 months
 6 666

 24

Silage 77 tonnes DM @ $0.10
 7 728

 28

Hay making 150 bales
 5 250

 19

Freight @ $1.50/head/week 
 4 830

 17

Travel - fuel @ $0.45/km @ 30 km
 1 080

 4

Direct cost from leasing a run-off
 65 018
 650
232

Total Cost of leasing a run-off
212 346
2 123
758

Total EFS from leasing a run-off
161804
1 618
578






Things to consider




Interest/principal on 35 cows valued $900/cow @10% 
 4 028
 40
 14

Company shares extra production @$2/kgMS
 33 868
 339
 121

Total EFS from grazing-off
123 908
1 239
 443

Scenario 4 (Purchasing a run-off)




The 50 hectare run-off is purchased @$4446/ha.





 Total 
 Ha
 Cow

Interest/principal on capital of run-off 10% interest
 22 230
 222


Fertiliser maintenance 350 15% pot. Sup. 
 3 500
 35


Nitrogen (urea) 60 units
 2 600
 26


Repairs and maintenance
 2 500
 25


Crop 14 ha @ 12,00 kgDM/ha
 7 778
 78


Re-grassing
 4 536
 45


Rates 
 2 500
 25


Extra labour for 4 months Aug-Nov
 6 666

 24

Silage 77 tonnes DM @$0.10
 7 728

 28

Hay making 150 
 5 250

 19

Freight @ $1.50/head/week 
 4 830

 17

Travel –fuel @ $0.45/km @ 30km
 1 080

 4

Direct cost from purchasing a run-off
 71 198
 712
 254

Total cost of purchasing a run-off
218 526
 2 185
 780

Total EFS from purchasing a run-off
155 624
 1 556
 556






Things to consider




Interest/principal on 35 cows valued $900/cow @10% 
 4 028
 40
 14

Company shares extra production @$2/kg MS
 33 868
 339
 121

Total EFS from purchasing a run-off
117 728
1 177
 420

Scenario 5 (Leasing a paddock from a neighbour)




 Total
 Ha
 Cow

Lease @ $321/ha 
 4 494
 45


Crop 14 ha @ 12,00kgDM/ha
 5 093
 51


Regrassing 14 hectares 
 2 268
 23


Hay making 150 
 5 250

 19

Silage
 10 080

 36

Direct cost from leasing neighbouring paddock
 27 185
 272
 97

Total cost of leasing neighbouring paddock
192 713
1 927
 688

Total EFS from leasing neighbouring paddock
181 437
1 814
 648






Things to consider:




Interest/principal on 35 cows valued $900/cow @10% 
 4 028
 40
 14

Company shares extra production @$2/kg MS
 33 868
 339
 121

Total EFS from leasing neighbouring paddock
143 541
1 435
 513

Summary

Scenario
Total

EFS
Costs ($)/Ha
Costs ($)/cow
c/kgDM
ROC

1 Winter on total EFS
149 879
1 499
 609
 0.08
9.0%

2 Winter off total EFS
172 255
1 723
 615
 0.15
10.0%

3 Lease a run-off total EFS
161 804
1 618
 578
 0.15
9.4%

4 Purchase a run-off total EFS
155 624
1 556
 556
 0.16
8.0%

5 Lease neighbouring paddock total EFS
181 437
1 814
 648
 0.11
10.5%








Note: The value of assets for calculating return on capital are equal except where additional land (Scenario 4, purchasing a run-off) and less milksolids dairy company shares are present. (Scenario 1- Wintering-on).

Conclusions

In practice, every situation has a different set of circumstances. This means that no set rule applies. Every business and the people who own and operate them put different values on different results within the business.

However, this does not mean that your business should not measure the performance of its sub-systems frequently. It is important to continually monitor and evaluate your wintering system. Your wintering program should have a purpose; it essential you understand the impact of the change milk price, grazing price and the length of wintering has on your overall business. 

Do you know the break-even milk price before you need to reconsider your wintering programme? 

116
118

