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Reducing Winter Cowherd Costs 

Dr. Karl Harborth kharborth@agcenter.lsu.edu 

 

The feed cost forecast does not look good for livestock industries in the immediate future. To 

reduce feed cost this winter, it is crucial now more than ever to work towards reducing 

cowherd cost to maintain profitability. There are many things that you can do to reduce costs, 

such as anticipating supplementation needs, supplementing accurately, feeding efficiently, and 

purchasing supplements properly. 

 

Supplement accordingly 

Deciding what supplement you need is directly correlated to the type of forage base the herd 

will have access to. It can be as simple as knowing how much and what color the grass your 

cowherd will be consuming during the supplementation period. Also, you will need to access 

the herd body condition and adjust your supplementation according to its needs. 

 

A flow chart developed by Dr. Clay Mathis of the King Ranch Institute of Ranch Management, 

starts out by asking the question “will you have enough forage to comfortably make it through 

winter?” If your answer is yes it will depend on the quality of the pasture that you plan on 

providing. If it is a dormant pasture that is brown, a high protein supplement will be needed. An 

example of a high protein supplement is whole cottonseed, distiller’s grains, or a 38-40% crude 

protein cube. If you have ryegrass available you will most likely not need to supplement 

anything, unless your cows need to gain body condition.  If so, they will need a supplement that 

is energy dense. Corn is the standard for energy supplements, but products like rice bran, 

wheat midds and soy hulls also can be substitutes and are actually more rumen friendly.  

 

If you do not expect to have enough forage or need to stretch the forage you have, purchase 

supplements that are more moderate in protein (15-20% CP) and supply additional energy. 

Corn gluten feed would be an example of a feedstuff that fits this category. 

 

Even though mineral needs are small, relative to the requirements of other nutrients, make 

sure to supply enough of a balanced mineral mix to meet the needs of the herd. During the 

winter adding vitamins A and E to the mineral mix is usually warranted. 
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Feed Accurately 

A dry late-gestation cow will consume 1.8-2% of her body weight. Once she calves she will need 

approximately 2.3-2.5 % of her body weight to reach satiety. A 1200 pound cow will need 1.6-

3.0 pounds of protein and 11-16 pounds of TDN a day to meet her requirements depending on 

physiological status. Peak nutrient requirements will occur 45-60 days post-partum and the low 

will be shortly after weaning. 

 

Purchasing Supplements 

Regardless of the type of supplements that you need you should purchase the needed nutrients 

in a nutrient dense form. In other words, purchase supplements on a nutrient basis. For 

example, if a protein supplement is needed, evaluate the possible supplements that you can 

purchase on the cost of each pound of protein available in these supplements. Be sure to 

compare feed ingredients on a dry matter basis. An example of this is in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Typical protein supplements on a $/lb of protein basis 

Item $/ton
a
 CP%

b
 $/lb of protein 

Dried Distillers Grains w/ solubles 350 30  0.58 

Soybean meal (Bulk) 550 49 0.56 

20% breeder cube 480 20 0.54 

Corn Gluten 350 20 0.88 

Soy Hulls 250 12 0.54 

Whole Cotton Seed 350 24 0.72 

Cooked Protein Tub  782 28 1.39 

a
Prices in this table come from many sources and may not be current. Prices are for demonstration purposes. 

b
 $/lb of protein=($/ton of feed ingredient)/(2000 x Crude Protein %)  

 

As shown in Table 1 some feeds may be more expensive, but when compared on a nutrient 

basis they may be a more economical choice. The best supplement may not always be the 

cheapest one on the list, even though we would like it to be. If your operation cannot handle 

the form of supplement or you cannot purchase the volume required to obtain the discounts 

you may need to reevaluate which supplement works best. The same can be done when 

comparing energy supplements by using the TDN or NEm %. You also must keep in mind the cost 

of delivering these supplements. Self-fed supplements may be more expensive but can save you 

considerable time and money, especially if you do not need to check those pastures daily, or 

they are a good distance away.  
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Reduce waste 

Along with feeding accurately another way to save during the winter supplement period is to 

reduce hay and/ or supplement wastage. A practice as simple as the use of a hay ring can 

reduce hay wastage dramatically. Investment in the more expensive hay rings can pay for itself 

rather quickly with today’s hay value. 

 

Parting Thoughts 

From a feed cost stand point, it is going to be a very trying year for most of us in the livestock 

industry. This year, possibly more than ever, our forage base is what will pull us through. Of 

course Mother Nature will have a lot to say about that.  

 

 


