B R E E D I N G

Breeding is key to improving productivity and
feed efficiency
Troels Björn
Feed efﬁciency and
health are at the top of
the list when this
Danish producer selects
sire to use on his
350-strong herd.
Herd size:
Average yield:
Unit size:

D

Better – not bigger

Hobro
Denmark

The focus is on improving efficiency – not increasing cow
numbers – on one Danish unit. And careful sire selection

350 cows
11,500 litres (4.1% fat
and 3.4% protein)
310 hectares

enmark-based producer Troels Björn
has plenty of plans for his herd. But
he does not want to milk more cows. “We
want to be ‘better’ – not bigger,” he says.
And he says that breeding provides a
solid base for a healthy, high-productive
herd with good feed efficiency. The
numbers certainly seem to support his
story.
Troels’ goals and his strategy are clear in
his mind. Three years ago, the Danish
producer became the owner of his dairy

is the foundation for greater productivity, both in terms of
milk production and longevity.
text Wichert Koopman

unit, based in Hobro. He also took on
the herd from the previous owner. At
the moment there is no room for
expansion, but Troels still sees plenty of
opportunities for developing the herd
and dairy business.
“The unit is at capacity, in terms of cow
numbers, but within the existing size we
can still produce a lot more milk,” he
says. “We have plans that we will roll
out during the next few years to optimise
the business. Key objectives here are

increasing labour productivity and
improving feed efficiency.”
He adds that just small changes can
make a big impact on a herd of 350 cows.
The day-to-day management is in the
hands of a herd manager and regular
staff feed and milk the cows three times
a day. By establishing clear protocols, a
uniform working method is guaranteed
and this also frees up time for Troels to
focus on improving herd and business
efficiency.

Troels Björn bought his 310-hectare dairy unit three years ago
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“Together with the employees, we will
continue to work on improvements in
forage quality, as well as cow and young
stock management, and the housing
and milking environment.
“They are all key to ensuring that the
herd achieve high milk production,”
explains Troels. An example of this
using sand to bed the cubicles. The
cows’ hooves are also cleaned and
disinfected after each milking. Activity
measurement via the heat detection
system Ovalert supports the herd
manager and staff with herd fertility
management. And fresh cow milk yields
are closely monitored on a daily basis.
“If their milk yield does not meet our
expectations then we separate the cow
to investigate what is going on with
her,” adds Troels.
He says that the cows are currently
averaging annual yields of 11,500kg of
milk and that this level of production
must increase during the next few years.

Breeding makes all the difference
Breeding for improved health and
efficiency works. This is shown by an
analysis of the performance of the
cows in Troels Björn’s herd. Since
2000, an extensive cattle registration
system has been maintained.
As a result, not only have all the
production figures and fertility
results been recorded, but also
all the data on udder and hoof

health from a total of over 700 cows.
The top 25% for Better Life Efficiency
produced more than 1,500kg of milk per
lactation than the lowest group.
The top 25% for Better Life Health had
compared to the lowest group:
• 54,000 less somatic cell count
• 20 days shorter calving interval
• 31% less cases of mastitis
• 20% less cases of digital dermatitis.

Breeding goals
Breeding plays an important role in his
future plans for the herd. “A healthy and
highly productive herd is the foundation
for an efficient and profitable dairy
business. Cows that easily achieve a high
lifetime production are efficient. They
are more economical to manage because
they require little labour and convert
more feed into milk,” says Troels. “My
ideal cow is an invisible cow. She
continues to produce milk lactation
after lactation and rarely appears on
attention lists.”
Differences in genetic inheritance go a
long way to explain the differences in
the performance of animals within the
herd, according to an extensive analysis
(see box). “When selecting a bull, we put
a lot of emphasis on health characteristics
and feed efficiency. Breeding can help us
to further optimise our dairy herd and
business as we move forward.” l

What are Better Life Efficiency and Health?
Better Life Efficiency is a trait that says
something about the genetic inheritance
of an animal to efficiently convert
feed into milk.
Breeding values for milk and longevity
are important parts of this breeding trait,
but persistence, late maturity, fertility
and weight are also taken into account.
A score of 1% higher Better Life Efficiency
corresponds with an extra 1,500kg

milk production in a cow’s lifetime.
Better Life Health indicates the extent
to which an animal is able to produce
milk without problems. In this breeding
number the breeding values for ketosis,
udder health, hoof health, daughter
fertility, calving ease and calf vitality
are combined. Bulls with 5% Better Life
Health or higher improve every health
trait.
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