
 

How Nutritionists Help Dairy Farmers 
Reduce Feed Costs 
Feed is one of the largest expenses on a dairy farm, and when milk revenues drop, every dollar 
spent on feed comes under scrutiny. A dairy consultant brings a different perspective to that 
challenge. Instead of simply cutting the ration or buying cheaper ingredients, a consulting 
nutritionist prioritizes margins so the farm stays profitable even when markets shift. Helping 
dairy farmers reduce unnecessary feed costs while maintaining strong herd performance and 
milk production is the core of this work. It requires looking at the whole system, from the quality 
of forage going into storage to how feed moves through the bunk each day. Their value shows 
up in both the feed bill and the milk tank. 

Income Over Feed Cost Is the Starting Point 
One of the first things a dairy consultant looks at is income over feed cost, or IOFC. This metric 
compares milk revenue with the cost of the feeding program and reveals whether the herd is 
actually generating profit from the ration. A consulting nutritionist helps interpret these 
numbers and connects them to the feeding program. When IOFC narrows, the consultant can 
identify whether the problem is a high feed price, a production shortfall, or an inefficient ration. 
That is the kind of detail that separates ongoing cost management from simple cost cutting. Milk 
markets move quickly, and feed prices do not always move with them. A consulting nutritionist 
who prioritizes margins helps the farm stay profitable through those fluctuations. This approach 
focuses less on chasing the cheapest ingredient and more on getting the best return from every 
input. It is a mindset that keeps herd performance and the farm's finances aligned. 

Where Feed Cost Savings Actually Come From 
A feed cost reduction checklist often starts with practical areas that consultants examine on 
every farm visit. These checks are not complicated, but they are easy to overlook when day-to-
day operations demand attention. The opportunities generally fall into a few clear categories. 

Ingredient Shrink and Feed Storage 

Shrink refers to the feed that is lost between purchase and consumption. It can happen through 
spoilage, wind, rain, or poor storage conditions. Evaluating ingredient shrink is one of the first 
steps in lowering feed costs because every kilogram lost is money spent with no return. A 
consultant can assess storage structures, recommend improvements, and help track how much 
feed actually makes it to the bunk. Many farms are surprised by how much shrink they were 
tolerating before they started measuring it. 
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Forage and Ingredient Testing 

Forages vary in nutrient content depending on harvest time, weather, and storage method. 
Testing forages and ingredients takes the guesswork out of ration balancing. Without accurate 
test values, a ration may be over-supplemented to compensate for unknown quality, which 
raises cost. Consultants use test results to fine-tune the ration so cows get exactly what they 
need, not more. Regular testing also helps producers compare forage crops and make better 
choices for the coming season. 

Bunk Management and Refusals 

Reviewing bunks and managing refusals are practical checks that prevent waste. If cows are 
consistently leaving large amounts of feed, the ration may be overmixed, stale, or simply too 
generous. Calculating weighbacks helps the team see how much feed is actually being consumed 
versus what is being pushed to the bunk. A consultant can set targets for refusals and adjust 
delivery amounts to reduce waste without limiting intake. These checks also reveal whether 
feed is sorting or spoiling before cows have a chance to eat it. 

Rumen Health, Forage Quality, and Locally Sourced Feed 
Several key strategies for cutting feed costs start with the cow herself. Prioritizing rumen health 
is one of the most effective ways to get more value from every load of feed. A healthy rumen 
extracts more energy and protein from the same ingredients, which improves feed efficiency 
across the herd. When the rumen is stable, cows maintain intake, produce more milk per 
kilogram of feed, and stay healthier overall. Forage quality is equally important. Higher quality 
forage means less concentrate is needed to meet energy demands, which lowers the cost of the 
total ration. Consultants also help producers choose optimal forage crops for their region and 
conditions. Using locally sourced feed can reduce transportation costs and storage costs while 
supporting the farm's bottom line. The final step is formulating cost-effective diets that balance 
performance with expense, a task that requires both nutritional science and a clear 
understanding of the farm's financial goals. 

Feed Additive Decisions in a Lower Milk Market 
When milk prices weaken, feed additives are often the first items on the chopping block. 
Removing certain feed additives can save 6 to 20 cents per cow per day, which adds up quickly. 
However, the economics of recommended and effective feed additives are profitable even when 
milk prices are lower. That means blanket cuts can actually cost money in the long run. A 
nutritionist plays a key role in deciding which additives stay and which go. Some additives pay 
for themselves through improved milk production, better feed efficiency, or fewer health 
problems. Others may be marginal and can be removed without hurting performance. The 
consultant reviews each product against current milk prices and herd goals, so cost reduction 
does not become a short-term fix that leads to long-term losses. 

Practical Changes on the Farm That Add Up 
Some of the most effective cost reductions come from daily management changes rather than 
major ration overhauls. Moving to twice a day delivery of fresh feed can increase milk 
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production by 1.5 litres per cow. The change did not require new feed or more expensive 
ingredients. It simply improved the freshness and accessibility of what was already being fed. 
Another important area is feed space. When cows compete for space at the bunk, intake drops 
and social stress rises, both of which undermine feed efficiency. Correcting feed bunk space can 
improve dry matter intake and reduce waste. Cow Signals management training have also 
helped farm teams see how cow behavior and comfort are linked to feed efficiency. Farmers 
who used the approach found that small changes made the cows' lives easier and made the 
farm money at the same time. These observations often lead to further improvements when 
reviewed alongside key performance indicators. 

Monitoring, Record Keeping, and Fine-Tuning 
Feed cost management is not a one-time fix. Regular monitoring, record keeping, and 
collaboration with a nutritionist are key to implementing and fine-tuning a feeding program over 
time. The most successful farms treat the feeding program as a dynamic system that needs 
constant attention. Reviewing key performance indicators helps identify areas for improvement 
and keeps the whole team focused on the same goals. When everyone understands what the 
numbers mean, small changes become routine and feed costs stay under control without 
sacrificing herd performance. The focus remains simple: help dairy farmers reduce unnecessary 
feed costs while maintaining strong herd performance and milk production. 

 
 


