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The vast majority of dairy cattle on the east coast of the South Island are wintered off farm. Farmers argue that this practice generates greater profits and return on capital and provides the opportunity for a vacation for staff and to catch up on development work on the milking platform. Soil and climatic conditions make it essential for some farmers to graze off farm as the potential for pugging and pasture damage in the majority of winters is high.


A predicted squeeze on profit margins and the experience of wintering at home when there were no other acceptable options last winter has made many reconsider wintering options. Competition for suitable grazing has increased as the returns in other livestock industries have improved. Some farmers are reconsidering their wintering policies because of loss of control of feeding at a critical time, the poor condition of returning cows, the potential to spread disease, the better facilities and equipment now available for feeding out in winter and the desire to be self contained. For many the low return on capital from pursuing alternative wintering strategies is not as critical as they are in a relatively strong equity position.


In the absence of any published research some nutritional models have been used to examine the potential of some grazing on options. Some crude financial analyses and limited farmer experience has been used to contrast these predictions.





Wintering on


Two options have been examined, wintering on in a self�contained fashion where no additional feed is purchased or wintering on where the feed demand during the milking season is the same as if the herd was wintered off. In both options all young stock were grazed off the milking platform. Feed quality has been assumed to be moderate to high in all the options examined (>9.5 MJME/kgDM) to ensure that cows have the capacity to gain half a condition score in the dry period. A payment of $4.00 has been used.





Self contained option


The following assumptions were made when comparing a self contained with a grazing


off system: 


80% of pasture grown is consumed, assumes grazing management is optimum.


 65% of supplement is eaten.


All supplements are converted to pasture equivalents 2000 kgDM/ha is supplied as 


	supplement.


Cows calve at the same liveweight and condition. 


Similar pre�calving pasture cover.


Cows produce at 80% of their liveweight (MS = 0.8 x LW) (e.g. a 500 kg cow 


	would produce 400 kgMS for the season).


The predicted minimum decline in production ranged from 112 kg where the farm grew 14 tonne of drymatter per hectare (tDM/ha) to 136 kgMS/ha where 17 tDM was grown per year (Table 1). It is unlikely that grazing management would remain optimum especially where the stocking rate during the milking season was reduced to enable the herd to be self contained. Farmers would need to monitor pre� and post grazing residual pasture masses and be vigilant in maintaining pasture quality and growth. In my opinion the difference in production in favour of grazing off would be larger than shown in Table 1. The liveweight, which could be carried per hectare also declined from 125 to 150 kg/ha, as pasture supply increased from 14 to 17 tDM/ha annually (Table 1).





Table 1: The predicted production when wintering off and the minimum decline in production and stocking rate for a range of pasture supplies when self�contained. 





Pasture grown (tDM/ha)�
14�
15�
16�
17�
�
Production potential grazing�
1095�
1166�
1237�
1308�
�
off (kgMS/ha)�
�
�
�
�
�
Decline in production grazing�
112�
119�
127�
136�
�
on (kgMS/ha)�
$448�
$476�
$508�
$544�
�
Decline in carrying capacity�
125�
135�
140�
150�
�
grazing on (kg/ha)�
�
�
�
�
�



When the decline in production is expressed financially the decline in income increases from $448 to $544 as pasture production increases. There would appear to be little financial incentive for changing to a self contained wintering option at a $4.00 payout as the predicted decrease in income would be compounded when the increased costs associated with wintering at home are also considered.





Wintering on maintaining the current stocking rate


The assumptions made were the same as for the self contained option however supplement used was decreased to 60% and the cost of the additional imported feed required to winter the herd was set at $0.20/kgDM to reflect the need for good quality supplement. Wintering off costs were assumed to be $18/cow/week in Southland and $15/cow/week in Canterbury with a further allowance of $241cow for transportation and the herd was wintered off for 70 days


Wintering on was a more expensive option in both Southland and Canterbury at a $4.00 payout (Table 2) except at high stocking rates in Southland. However it must be emphasized that this comparison is only considering feed costs, production and utilisation and does not consider the other associated costs with wintering on or off farm.





Table 2: A comparison of feed costs for wintering off and on farm where the stocking rate was maintained as that for the wintering off option for a range of pasture supplies of fourteen to seventeen tonnes per year. 





Grass grown (tDM/ha)�
14�
15�
16�
17�
�
Wintering off Southland�
$561�
$594�
$628�
$661�
�
($/ha/l0 weeks)�
�
�
�
�
�
Wintering off Canterbury�
$479�
$506�
$536�
$564�
�
($/ha/l0 weeks)�
�
�
�
�
�
Wintering on�
$608�
$617�
$628�
$638�
�
($/ha)�
�
�
�
�
�



Additional costs associated with wintering on


It is very difficult to quantify the additional costs associated with wintering on farm. These costs are very farm dependant and are determined by soil type, climate, shelter, wintering facilities, supplement type, mob size and number, tracks and gateways, the ability to utilise pasture and the suitability, operating cost and depreciation on feeding equipment. In addition wintering on farms require greater supplement storage capacity and the depreciation cost and the opportunity cost of the monies invested in supplement and extra capital required for wintering at home must be considered.


There are inadequate sets of accounts for farmers who for whatever reason have wintered at home and maintained a similar stocking rate to when they previously had wintered off. Seasonal variation and payout also impinge on such data.


The major costs associated with wintering at home are related to feed supplement purchase, storage and feeding, pasture damage through pugging and compaction and damage to tracks. Damaging pasture has the potential for the greatest short�term disruption to production and profitability with such pasture often rendered unavailable until early November. Predicting the extent to which pasture production is constrained by wintering on poses the greatest problem when evaluating different wintering options.





What value can be placed on pasture?


The amount of feed supplied to produce a kg of milksolids from the wintering on and off options where the stocking rate was maintained was 15.6 and 13.9 kgDM/kgMS for the wintering on and wintering off options respectively (using same assumptions as for 


Tables 1 and 2). At a $4.00 payout the value of pasture was 25.6 and 28.8 cents/kgDM respectively for on and off farm wintering. For a farm growing 14 tDM/ha/year the additional potential income from grazing off was $448/ha and at 16 tDM/ha/year, $512. As before, such analyses only consider the returns from pasture and none of the other associated feed costs. They therefore only provide a guide to the potential differences in income from differing wintering options.





Annual budget comparisons


Earnings before interest and tax (EBIT) were calculated using local benchmark costs, for a Canterbury dairy farm run as a milking platform, grazing heifers on or wintering all stock on (self contained) at two payouts (Table 3). Pasture growth was 17 tDM/ha and 1800 kgDM/ha was supplied as pasture equivalent supplement. Farm working expenses as a percentage of gross farm income was 52% for the milking platform at the $4.00 payout and 64% at $3.20/kgMS. Wintering the herd was predicted to decrease profitability per hectare by $505 at a $4 payout and be marginally more profitable at $3.20. Again it is very difficult to predict the extent to which wintering on influences operating costs, capital expenditure and pasture damage and reliability of supply.





Table 3: Earnings before interest and tax for a Canterbury dairy farm where the farm is used as a milking platform and the herd is grazed off, where the heifers are grazed at home or where all stock are grazed at home for the winter at two payouts.





         Earnings before income and tax per hectare


�
Milking Platform�
Heifers on farm�
Wintering on�
�
Payout $4.00/kgMS�
$2919 /ha�
-$349�
-$505�
�
Payout $3.20/kgMS�
$1800/ha�
-$15 �
+$30�
�



Given favourable climate and ground conditions wintering off would not appear a viable option until payout fall below $3.20 in this example.





Other wintering options


Cottier and Tayles have provided a detail comparison of alternate wintering options in these proceedings. In my experience purchasing a winter block rarely shows an acceptable return on capital when compared to leasing. Growing crops at home is not a viable option as the land is out for too long which places severe constraints on spring feed supplies, production and herd in calf rates.





�
Conclusions


It is very difficult to quantify the true costs of wintering on versus wintering off options. Wintering on may provide some advantages in terms of control of feeding, staff training in equipment use and feed allocation but it also increases stress level and reduces the opportunity for holidays. In my opinion, at the current payout, it is still cost effective to graze off farm provided the cows are returned in the required condition. If lack of control is an issue locating and leasing a suitable property may be a very successful and profitable alternative to grazing off. From experience some 9 � 10 hectares is required per 100 cows to be wintered off.





Workshop summary


[Terry Hughes and Paul Burrows]





Presentation summary


Reasons to winter off to generate more profit: 


Best use of capital, conversion of pasture grown into milk, milking platform not suitable for wintering, so you and staff can have a break, to catch up with development work on farm.


Why reconsider wintering options:  


Profit margin being squeezed, availability and completion for grazing, condition of returning cows, loss of control - desire to feel better, potential to spread disease, reaching comfort zone - return on capital, better facilities now available.


To feed cows well in winter feed quality has a big impact on feeding levels and therefore weather they will grow and put on Cow Condition.


Self contained option - Model - The lower the amount of grass grown. 


Additional costs associated with wintering on - vehicle expenses ($14 - 15/cow), feed pad or standoff area - effluent disposal, Extra wear on tracks and raceways, extra storage facilities for supplement, pasture damage (10% regrassing, $50/ha), opportunity cost of money in extra supplement ($56/ha).


Value of grass - wintering on 15.6 kgDM/kgMS - returning 25.6 cents/kgDM and wintering off 13.9 kgMS/kgMS = Return 28.8 cents/kgDM supplied annually.


Factors impacting on outcomes - predicting production and stock numbers, feed utilisation, extra machinery usage and R & M, quantifying other benefits and costs.





Wintering 


Strengths - In control of feeding, cows calve in ideal CS, staff can be trained, re-evaluations of stocking rate, cannot hide mistakes, release of capital in cows.


Weaknesses - Pasture / track damage, quantifying true costs and returns, machinery and R & M, cost of capital in supplement and pad, pasture supplement utilization.


If wintering on - Organise additional feed well and early, soil type a factor, consider N strategy, feed costs, feed budget, consider utilisation and wastage, monitoring needed.


Can be problems - animal health e.g. acidosis, wastage in wet weather, a proportion of cows won’t eat some feeds, lane damage; stock and vehicles, high labour requirement; no holidays, areas have to be regrassed; slow to get back in milking round (early November).


Weaknesses and positives -  Only average cow condition at calving, start of calving cover lower than target.  Minimum cover 1600 kgDM/ha, lower peak than normal, only 70% SR at start of mating - 18% rate but only 7.5%, production similar previous season with 30 extra cows


Higher spring stocking rate (slow recovery from wintering paddocks). 


Monitoring of cows, imported fertility in extra supplement, build up of organic matter on paddocks used for wintering, re-grassed paddocks are great now. 





Discussion summary	


If wintering on, there is a value in the nutrients bought in via the extra feed eg P, K


The impact of growing a crop to winter on dairy platform is large, have to increase stocking rate over the rest of the platform for a long period of time, need high pasture covers.


Wintering on requires higher cover over winter, therefore follow last round with 


50 kgN/ha.


In the year Paul wintered on, his farm working expenses to income ratio was <45%, he would do it again, but with a smaller number of cows.


Need to have contingencies in place for wintering, as we are dictated to by climate.


Last season was exceptional; droughts, winter etc; options probably change year to year.
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