FEEDING SOIL ANALYSIS

Nutrient management
starts with the soil

To improve grass quality and produce more milk from forage, one Welsh
producer is using soil analysis results to hone his nutrient management
plan and has seen a significant improvement in palatability.
TEXT KENDRA HALL

Grazing mob: the herd is split
into high and low yielding groups
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s one of the cheapest sources of quality
forage on UK farms, growing plenty of highquality grass can have a significant impact
on the efficiency, profitability and sustainability of
dairy businesses. But with fertiliser costs being one
of the biggest expenses on farm, it is essential to
know what nutrients are needed before application
begins.
Third-generation producer David Rowlands manages
147 hectares in Anglesey, Wales, with his parents
Ken and Helen. On the home farm, Bryn Bella, the
family milks a 200-cow herd, which is averaging
8,200 litres, at 3.99% fat and 3.29% protein. The
Holstein Friesians calve all year round with an
autumn block.
“We grow winter and spring wheat and take four
cuts of grass silage each year,” says David. “During
the winter, we feed a TMR comprising wholecrop
wheat, grass silage and a blend, with concentrate fed
to yield through the parlour.
“While we are grazing, the milking herd is split into
high and low groups. The highs are fed for 30 litres
of milk, the lows for 20 litres, and all are topped up
in the parlour,” he adds.
He aims to graze the herd for 190 days each year and
conditions on the farm allow for grass to grow nearly
all year round, so David looks to maximise the value
of that forage.

Grass palatability
With a view to improving grass palatability, a few
years ago he added concentrated sodium to fertiliser
applications. “I really liked how the cows grazed
it and wanted to replicate that result, but was
concerned about extra product and additional
applications,” he explains.
David discussed this issue with ForFarmers’ Dyfrig
Hughes, who suggested that he speak to one of the
company’s forage experts.
ForFarmers’ Gary Sanderson used the farm’s soil
analysis to build a bespoke nutrient management
programme. The soil had good phosphate levels,
but needed a boost of nitrogen and sulphur, so he
suggested ForFarmers’ fertilisers EarlyStart and
Sweet Grass to help with grass growth and
palatability.
EarlyStart is a high-nitrogen fertiliser, which is
applied in February to kick start root development.
This helps to maximise early grass growth and
efficient nutrient uptake.
As the season progresses, Sweet Grass is then applied
after each rotation. This dressing includes: nitrogen,
for the production of protein; sulphur, to improve
dry matter content; and sodium, which raises sugar
levels in the grass and helps to drive intakes.

Soil analysis
“By starting with soil analysis to inform a targeted
nutrient management plan, we ended up with
a superior end product, which also allows us to
ensure good environmental practice,” says Dyfrig.
“David is a good grassland farmer, so his grass
was already good quality. Only in the first year of
using this targeted approach, we are already seeing

Grazing ley: clover increases palatability and fixes nitrogen

parameters
DM %
ME (MJ/kg)
D value (g/kg)
CP %
sugar (g/kg)

amount
29.1
12.3
771
16.7
218

Table 1: Bryn Bella grass analysis from early June 2020

higher sugar levels in the grass, which the cows are
eating well.
“The programme has also encouraged more clover
in the swards, which has the combined benefits of
increasing palatability and fixing nitrogen,” he adds.
David has always been conscious of his nutrient use
on the farm. “We are trying to be more targeted
and not use more fertiliser than necessary. It’s
something every producer should care about,”
he says.
“I don’t change a lot, and I’m loyal to my supplier, so
making this move was a big step. But when I spoke
to Gary, I could tell he knew what he was doing and
what he said made sense. Fertiliser is a big expense
for us so it’s important that we use the lowest
volume for the biggest return. And I’ve been happy
with the outcome so far.
“We had a really difficult, dry spring this year, so it’s
hard to make direct comparisons to previous
growing seasons. But once the rain came, the grass
grew quickly and the cows and heifers have been
cleaning it up really well.
“We also didn’t run out of grass in what’s been a
slow growing season, which has happened before.
And we are currently producing 4,000 litres of milk
from forage, which is just under 50%, and I’m
extremely happy with that,” concludes David. l

David Rowlands:
“We are trying to be more
targeted with our
fertiliser use”
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