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Summary

FeedPlan is a feed budgeting computer programme that was developed by Dexcel and is available on the Dexcel website: www.dexcel.co.nz. It is a product of the Dexcel Feed4Profit project, which aims to help farmers feed cows better, therefore achieving profitable increases in production per cow and healthy, well-fed cows. User feedback sums up the value of FeedPlan to dairy farmers: “A brilliant little programme that is quite simple to use.”

Background

Dexcel, in conjunction with the Waikato—Bay of Plenty Young Farmers Club has developed a feed budgeting tool called FeedPlan. The project committee consisted of dairy farmers, researchers, extension staff and farm consultants.

The programme is distributed through registration and download from the Dexcel website and as compact discs. Over 1250 users tested the programme during the trial period (April–October 2002). 84% of the users were farmers. Other users included students and rural professionals. Based on the user feedback, FeedPlan was improved and a new version was released in October 2002.

Using the programme

The programme runs as a stand-alone programme on a personal computer. It consists of a “Start FeedPlan” page (Figure 1) where the farm size (effective hectares only) and initial pasture cover are entered together with the budget start date and period size (monthly, ten or fifteen days). For an autumn-winter or a 4 month feed budget use ten day or fifteen day periods. For a 12 month budget use month periods. 

Pasture Growth

Default values of pasture growth rate (with no nitrogen response) for various regions around New Zealand are available for use or modification. Defaults for Nelson & Marlborough, Canterbury irrigated, the West Coast and Southland and Otago are included. Select the one that best suits your farm and adjust the individual numbers as you see fit. 
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A manual for using FeedPlan and reference information as Farm Facts and conference papers are available. Select “GO TO INDEX”. This will split the page in two columns: contents and the information.
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Figure 1: Starting window of the FeedPlan software.

Stock Numbers

The average numbers of animals on farm in each period are entered.

Feed Demand

Default values for the feed demand of yearlings, calves, milking cows and dry cows can be modified for each period. Work out if you assume feed demand to be feed offered or intake. Assuming feed demand = feed offered accounts for wastage of pasture (through treading damage) and supplements.  Assuming feed demand = feed intake means that you need to account for wastage by having higher pasture cover targets and increased supplement quantities. Check your figures with those in the Dexcel Feed Information Sheet (available from the Dexcel website) or in the Information section in FeedPlan.

Pasture cover graph

This graph shows how the average pasture cover for the farm changes over the budget period (Figure 2). Check the pasture cover graph with your own targets for the year (e.g. 2200 kg DM/ha at calving). In order to feed cows well from pasture alone, average pasture cover should not fall below a minimum value of ~1800 kg DM/ha, otherwise bite size will be restricted and pasture growth compromised (Brookes, 2003).

It is likely that pasture cover will be below your targets for some periods of the budget. The next step is to lift pasture cover by filling the feed deficits in the most economic and sustainable way possible. This can be done in a variety of ways: adding nitrogen fertiliser, supplements, grazing off-farm, reducing stock numbers and drying off early. Check the impact of each input on the pasture cover graph.
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Figure 2: Average pasture cover graph from FeedPlan.
Nitrogen fertilisers

The type and pattern of nitrogen fertiliser applications are specified. A database exists for different nitrogen fertiliser products to be added. A Farm Fact on nitrogen fertiliser use is available in the Help and Information Section. It is recommended that no more than 50 kg N/ha be applied at any one time.

Supplements

The supplement type, amount and period of feeding are specified. The daily amount “units/day” refers to the unit that the supplement is most commonly measured out in. e.g. wet tonnes for grass silage, square metres for swedes. A database of 33 different supplements is built into the programme. The user can add different supplements to the database.

Feed supply and demand graph

This shows the feed supply and feed demand as kg DM/ha/day standardised to pasture equivalents (1 kg DM pasture = 11.5 MJ ME). The graph can be used to check the practicality of the fertiliser and supplement inputs. Totals can be found by clicking on the red diamond or green bar on the graph.

· Pasture grown from N-fertiliser (blue box on graph) should not be more than pasture grown without N-fertiliser.

· If supplements (red box) are more than total pasture grown (with and without N-fertiliser) check which stock are receiving the supplements and the supplement type. Generally, supplements should not be more than a third of the diet. 

Reports

Three different reports are available for printing:

1. Summary report, showing totals for feed supply and demand and the feed surplus/deficit for the whole budget.

2. Details report, showing feed supply, demand, pasture cover and feed surplus/deficit for each period.

3. Graphs report, showing the feed supply and demand and pasture cover graphs. 

Monitoring and updating the feed budget 


How will you know if you are in line with your feed budget? Monitoring pasture cover and your production will allow you to check if you are on track. Pasture cover can be assessed quickly using a variety of techniques: 

· Assessing the cover of 2 paddocks at the start, middle and end of the rotation

· Assessing the cover of at least 90% of paddocks using a tally sheet (Table 1)

Table 1: Tally sheet to assess farm pasture cover. 

	Kg DM/ha
	No. Paddocks
	Average of Range
	Total kg DM/ha

	<1000
	
	x 900 =
	

	1000 – 1500
	
	x 1250 =
	

	1500 – 2000
	
	x 1750 =
	

	2000 – 2500
	
	x 2250 =
	

	2500 – 3000
	
	x 2750 =
	

	3000 +
	
	x 3200 =
	

	No. Paddocks assessed =
	(B)
	Total kg DM/ha =
	(A)


Average Pasture Cover = Total kg DM/ha (A) divided by no. paddocks assessed (B)

The difference between actual and budgeted pasture cover is likely to impact on your farm management.  Update the budget and consider management appropriate to the new budget.  To update the budget in FeedPlan:

1. Identify the most likely causes in variation in pasture cover

2. Change these factors in FeedPlan until the budgeted pasture cover is the same as the actual

3. Adapt future periods to still achieve pasture cover and production targets.

Example:

Actual pasture cover at the start of June is 2000 kg DM/ha.  Budgeted pasture cover was 2400 kg DM/ha. Likely causes:

· Milked 20 cows for 2 weeks in May more than had budgeted 

· May was colder than normal. Pasture growth was only 70% of that budgeted

The feed budget is adjusted for these changes by changing the numbers of milkers and dry cows and reducing the May pasture growth rates to 70% of those budgeted. The farmer decides to graze off 60 more cows during the dry period and feed more supplement to those remaining on farm to achieve target pasture cover at calving.

Dropping paddocks out for silage and crops

To implement a silage cut or take a paddock out for crops there are two options:

1. Do a new feed budget with the reduced area just for the period that the paddocks are taken out

2. Keep the same feed budget and reduce pasture growth by the % of area out of the rotation

Example:

On a 140 ha farm, 25 ha are taken out for maize silage in October. 

25 ha divided by 140 ha = 18% of farm area out of pasture.  

This is the same as reducing pasture growth by 18 %. 

Pasture growth in October is normally 40 kg DM/ha/day.  

18 % x 40 kg DM/ha/day = 7.2 kg DM/ha/day.

40–7.2 = 33 kg DM/ha/day.

Using FeedPlan in decision making 

You can use FeedPlan to help you in strategic farm decision-making. Working out how many cows you should farm using Comparative Stocking Rate (CSR) is one example (Speight, 2002). An optimum stocking rate is 80-90 kg LWT/ t DM. To work out the CSR for your farm, follow the steps below:

1. Do a feed budget for the year.

2. Print out the Summary Report.

3. From the Summary Report find the Total Feed Supply kg DM/ha for the year.

4. Divide this number by 1000 to give t DM/ha and put this and your other data into the calculation below to work out your CSR:

Kg LWT/t DM = 
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Example: 
85 Kg LWT/t DM    =  
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FeedPlan was funded by AGMARDT and NZ Dairy Board Farm Systems Global Research Programme.
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