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Measuring, monitoring and reseeding are key to grazing success

Grass focus turns green
into gold
It’s plate meter at the ready for another grass-fuelled season
on one Cornwall-based unit. We spoke to a producer, who’s
spring-calving herd is producing an impressive 85% of total milk
production from forage, to find out how he does it.
text Rachael Porter
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rass is king on Chris Knowles’ St Ivesbased dairy unit and March sees him
preparing for the full swing of summer
grazing. He’s already busy with his plate
metre and keeping a close eye on the leys,
that make up the grazing paddocks on his
110-hectare unit, as well as on his cows.
But it’s not always been this way
at Trink Farm. Chris, who farms in
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partnership with his father Robert and
wife Rachel, went on a trip to Ireland in
2000 with his local discussion group and
what he saw there changed his view of
grass forever.
“The producers we visited treated their
grass with the precision that we were
giving to a TMR and not just turning their
cows out into a field to get on with it,” he
says.
“Like so many producers, I always had
good intentions at the beginning of the
year to make more from grass and
grazing. But a late or wet spring would
knock my confidence, grass quality
would get away from me and I’d lose my
bottle.”
But he returned from his trip to Ireland
resolving to change all that. And today –
17 years later – he’s seeing at least 4,500
litres of the 310-cow Friesian Jersey cross

herd’s 5,500 litre average coming from
forage. That’s an impressive 85% from
grazed grass and silage.

System switch
Chris admits that making such radical
changes to his herd feeding and
management system was daunting at the
time. “Not many producers were taking
that route and it felt like I was entering
unchartered territory. But our unit’s soil
type and topography lent themselves to
that kind of set up. I just needed to believe
in it and put aside my fears.”
Back in 2000 the predominantly Holstein
Friesian NMR-recorded herd was grazed
on a semi-set stocking system: “We were
rotating, but on low covers. I was playing
it safe and not pushing the cows – or the
grassland. It certainly wasn’t as well
managed as it is today, now we know

Chris Knowles
A switch in management
system and a renewed
focus on grass, including
regular reseeding, has
yielded some impressive
results on this family-run
unit.
Herd size:
Average yield:
Milk from forage:
Unit size:

St Ives

310 cows
5,500kg
4,500kg (85%)
110 hectares

exactly what the grass growth rates are.”
Breeding was not too extreme – the
cows were more Friesian than Holstein –
so Chris began introducing Jersey as well
as New Zealand Friesian bloodlines,
to gradually produce a cow better
suited to a block-spring-calving, grassbased system.
The 10-week calving block starts on
February 10 and just weeks into calving,
grass also starts to demand Chris’
attention. Throughout the grazing
season, his best friend is his plate meter
– they take weekly walks together, at
the very least. “I measure grass growth
religiously – how else can I build of
picture of what’s going on and assess the
wedge?”

Growth forecast
He also uses AgriNet grass software – this
gives him information about his grazing
paddocks in a format that’s easy to
understand and base decisions on. “It
creates a visual feed wedge and I can look
at demand and supply. That’s been the
biggest change for me during the past
few years. I wish the technology had been
around back in 2000. It would have made
life a little easier and taken some of the
worry out of moving to a grass-based
system.”
The package also allows Chris to input
‘what ifs’ and different scenarios,
allowing him to better predict if he’s
likely to have too much or too little grass
at any stage during the herd’s 25-day
rotation. “I can tweak things early –
between 10 and 14 days into a rotation –
to mitigate issues such as wet or dry
weather. If growth is going to slow down,
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Grass-based set up: the unit is surrounded by grazing paddocks, which are linked by cow tracks

I can be ready. And the same if a growth
spurt is expected. It’s an invaluable tool.”
Also invaluable are the miles of cow
tracks installed across the unit – helping
to protect hoof health and allow easy
access to all the paddocks that surround
the dairy unit. These tracks also help to
avoid poaching and prolong the life of the
leys.
Good, productive leys – comprising the
best grass seed mixtures for grazing and
cutting – are just as vital as monitoring
grass growth and carefully matching this
to grazing rotations.
“The grass has to grow and graze well –
the ‘green stuff’ has to produce the
‘white stuff’,” says Chris, who sells his
milk to Arla on a solids contract.
After turnout in early March, the herd
is grazed until mid-November. Cows
may be housed at night from the end
of October, depending on autumn
conditions. He likes the cows in and
dried off just prior to Christmas. Grazed
grass is all the cows have, plus a
little cake that’s fed at a flat rate in the
milking parlour. This is typically 3kg
per cow per day – around 800kg per cow
per lactation.

Reseeding policy
Chris reseeds between 5% and 10% of
his grassland each year. “The data I now
collect soon highlights any leys that are
not preforming as they should. So it’s
easy to identify paddocks that need a
boost,” he says. He expects his leys to
yield an average of 13 tonnes of DM/ha.
“If that figure drops below 10 tonnes,
that paddock is definitely considered for
reseeding.”
Reseeding is by direct drilling in the
spring and mixtures and varieties used
recently on his unit include Limagrain’s
LGAN Intensive Grazing mixture.
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The LGAN prefix means that this
mixture has been formulated to improve
animal nutrition and maximise intakes
from grazed grass. LGAN mixtures are
evaluated across eight parameters:
ME, protein, sugar, DNDF, ‘D’ value, drymatter yield, disease resistance and
ground cover.
“This mixture has proved to be a highly
palatable and digestible tetraploid grass,
with outstanding energy content and
high sugars and digestible fibre to
improve feed efficiency,” says Chris, who
drilled three hectares in April 2016.
“And it gave us five lots of grazing with
terrific yields.”
The mixture was direct drilled it into an
old pasture that had been sprayed off. It
had been performing below par and was
also weedy. “The cows had their first bite,
about 10 weeks after sowing, at the
beginning of July and then again at the
end of July. They grazed it again at
the end of August, the end of September
and then for a fifth time at the end of
October. And that was all in its first
season.”
He says it performed well: “But that’s
what I expected. I’m careful with my
choice of grass- seed mixture – it’s vital
that it performs, consistently, at the level
that I require.”
Chris was certainly pleased with its
performance, considering the dry
conditions in July and August. His grass
growth target, per day, is 50kg DM/ha/day
and he typically sees between 45 and
65kg DM/ha/day. “When it exceeds the
magic 50kg DM mark, I take grass out for
silage.”

Grazing tips
So what are Chris’ top tips for making the
most of rotational grazing? “It’s key to
get off to a good start early in the season
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– I can’t emphasise that enough. And if
the grass gets away from you, don’t be
afraid to cut and bale it and start again.
Sometimes we will pre-mow grass for the
cows too,” he says.
“March and April are the tricky months
to get through, until you find your feet.
Try not to obsess about each and every
blade of grass and worry that you’re
running short. Come May, grass growth
will be three times faster and you’ll
soon find you have the opposite problem.
It’s a mindset thing and it takes some
adjusting in your thinking and attitude.
But have faith in the grass.”
Chris also stresses that average-quality
grazing is better than top-quality silage:
“So resist the temptation to house and
buffer feed, unless conditions out there
are extremely wet. If you think they’ll be
able to graze enough to eat sufficient dry
matter, get them out there.
“It’s very much about being brave
and trusting the grass. Trickier than it
sounds and I was very cautious when I
first started this system. And remember
that the cows also have to change their
mindset. It’ll take time for things to
settle.”
Chris is clear, though, about the benefits
of running a grass-based system “We’re
so much less vulnerable to volatility
now – be that low milk prices or high
feed costs. Our commitment to spending,
although not completely mitigated, is
considerably reduced.
“I’m really happy with the performance
of the herd and the business and I get a
lot of satisfaction from producing such a
high percentage of milk from grass.
“I know this system isn’t for everyone,
but it works for our cows and land and
set up. And I think it will serve to ensure
that our business is sustainable for many
years to come.” l
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