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Take Home Message

There are always going to be problems on a dairy farm, finding the rate
limiting problem is the key. Solving that problem, opening that bottleneck, will
be the solution to achieving higher performance and profit.


Introduction

One of the very first things you must know about me is my reverence for the
dairy cow. She is the reason we have civilization; she truly is the fostermother of the human race. Without her we do not have civilization; she gave
us milk, cheese, other dairy foods, and her meat. She has protected us from
smallpox, the most deadly disease known to the human race. Her fat in the
form of CLA’s (conjugated linoleic acid) protects us from cancer. So all of us
owe the dairy cow a great debt and I have devoted my dairy Veterinary career
to taking care of her and making her comfortable.


Lessons Learned from the Past 20+ Years of Trouble
Shooting Dairy Farms

Dairy farms of all sizes have bottlenecks and these bottlenecks keep farms
from achieving their goals. No matter the size of the dairy farm, there are
bottlenecks that keep it from performing at the dairy farm’s potential. When
you release a bottleneck, performance can increase until the next bottleneck
is reached. As dairy farms across the world increase in size from the 40-100
cow size to the 1,000+ cow size, they can become overwhelming to everyone.
They become difficult for some people to understand. One simple thought to
help dairymen, Veterinarians and Nutritionists understand all dairy farms, is to
break them down into circles. If we understand the circles of dairying we can
look at any size dairy farm and find the bottleneck without being
overwhelmed.
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There are three circles on every dairy farm that we need to understand, and if
you completely understand them, most bottlenecks become apparent. The
first circle is the 24 hour circle or what does a cow do for 24 hours a day.
Things like how often is she milked, how long does she spend in the parlor
and holding area, how long is she locked up to be found in heat? When does
her feed arrive and how long is the manger empty? Does the dairy farm feed
to a clean bunk or do they feed to an extra “weigh back” feed, that is used
somewhere else? All of these questions are easy to answer when we know
the 24 hour circle of a herd or pen of cows. Just keep asking yourself what
does 24 hours look like in the life of a milking cow, and also what does 24
hours look like in the life of the dry cows and heifers.
The second circle starts at the maternity pen, and it is: what does a year look
like in the life of a cow? Another way to ask about the circle is how does the
just freshening cow get back to the fresh pen a year later? The questions
about the year circle might look like these. Where does she freshen, when is
she moved into the fresh pen, how long is she in the fresh pen, when is she
moved into the breeding pens, when does breeding start, when does breeding
quit, how many rations does she get fed? More questions would include
when is she dried off, how long is she dry, how many dry cow rations is she
fed, what are the rations? And, how is labor detected, when is she moved to
be by herself to calve?
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The third circle also starts at the maternity pen and this circle belongs to the
calf. The circle is: what does 2 years look like in a calf’s life? Questions
include, when is she fed colostrum, how much colostrum is she fed, where is
she housed and fed until weaning, how many calves are together in the
weaning pens?
What is she fed, when is grain introduced, how many heifer rations is she fed,
where is she housed until breeding age? More questions include: when is she
bred, is she bred by size or age or both? When does she move into the close
up pens, how is she handled at calving for the first time?
Think about those three circles on all size dairy farms and if you really
understand your circles, or circles on the farms you work with, you can start to
identify the bottlenecks to the performance you are trying to achieve and
correct them. You can see that any size dairy farm is now much easier to
understand and you will not be overwhelmed by large dairy farms.

