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Improving Cow Comfort Through 

Proper Neck Rail Placement 
 By:  Jeffrey Bewley 

 

 Lying behavior plays a critical role in the 

production potential, profitability, and well-being 

of dairy cattle.  Dr. Rick Grant (Miner Institute) 

suggests that productive dairy cows require 12 to 

14 hours of lying or resting time per day.  

Research has demonstrated that depriving cows of 

adequate lying time may result in physiological 

and behavioral stress, increased lameness, altered 

feeding behavior, and reduced milk yield.  The 

amount of time a cow spends lying is influenced 

by many factors including facilities, management, 

and the physiological status (i.e days in milk, milk 

yield, pregnancy status) of the animal. In 

managing dairy cows, we need to do everything 

we can to ensure that cows have the opportunity to 

fulfill their lying time requirements.  The first step 

in this process is making sure cows always have a 

comfortable place to rest.  Obviously, in a freestall 

barn, freestall design and dimensions are essential 

components of this comfortable resting place. 

Contrary to popular belief, this does not mean you 

need to tear down your existing freestall barn to 

improve lying time in your dairy herd.  Many dairy 

herds could observe dramatic improvements in 

lying time by making some minor, relatively 

simple changes to existing freestalls. 

 As I have travelled across Kentucky these 

past few months, I have noticed quite a few herds 

with cow comfort limitations related to improper 

neck rail placement.  The neck rail helps position 

the cow when she enters the stall or when she is 

standing in the stall before or after standing up.  

Additionally, the neck rail helps encourage cows 

to preserve lunge space and drop their manure in 

the alley.  One way we can evaluate neck rail 



placement is by observing cows for perching 

behavior.  "Perching" refers to the behavior 

when cows stand with their front feet in the 

stall and their rear feet in the alley behind the 

stall (Figure 1).  Generally, this behavior 

indicates improper neck rail placement.  If 

neck rails are too low, cows may also be 

hesitant to enter the stalls and have difficulty 

standing up.  When the neck rail is in the 

proper position, cows will stand with all four 

feet placed squarely within the stall, level 

backs, and the top of their necks gently 

touching the neck rail (Figure 2). 

 For large-frame dairy cattle, the 

distance between the top of the stall bed 

(including bedding) and the bottom of the neck 

rail (also referred to as neck rail height) should 

be 48 to 52 inches.  The horizontal distance 

from the alley side of the rear curb to the neck 

rail should be 68 to 70 inches.  Early freestall 

designs recommended a much shorter neck rail 

height; however, experience and research have 

shown that these older recommendations were 

wrong.  Unfortunately, many existing freestalls 

were built according to these older guidelines 

creating the need for modifications now.  In 

many situations, the neck rail can be moved 

without any major modifications.  Dairy 

producers should use their engineering 

ingenuity to determine the best modification 

for their facility.  Wisconsin researchers 

(Fulwider and Palmer, 2004) demonstrated that 

the percentage of stalls with cows lying in 

mattress based freestalls was significantly 

higher with a 50 inch neck rail (51.4%) when 

compared to stalls with a 45 inch neck rail 

(40.0%).  So, dust off that tape measure, walk 

out into your freestall barn, and determine 

where your neck rail is placed.  If you find the 

measurements are outside of the 

recommendat ions  above,  consider 

modifications to improve cow comfort and 

stall usage within your freestall facility.   

Figure 1.  An example of "perching" with  

cows standing half in and half out of stalls.  

Perching may indicate that the neck rail should 

be moved. 

Figure 2.  An example of well-designed 

freestalls.  Notice that most cows are lying 

down and the two cows that are not lying are 

standing with their four feet squarely placed in 

the freestall. 



Price Contracts for Dairy Cattle 

Concentrate or Grain Mixes  
   By:  Donna M. Amaral-Phillips 

 

Price contracting is an excellent tool used by 

many dairy farmers to lock in prices for their 

dairy businesses.  With known costs, dairy 

production costs (usually feed costs) can be 

estimated and these known prices then can be 

used in budgeting and planning throughout the 

year.  Many dairy farmers have routinely 

contracted with a local feed company for a 

certain tonnage of a complete grain mix 

(complete feed) or protein supplement to be 

delivered for a set time frame, usually one 

year.  Many of these contracts expire this fall 

and will need to be renegotiated. 

 

If you have not already received a price for 

your grain mix this year, be prepared for 

sticker shock.  Prices for all feed ingredients 

have increased tremendously from a year ago.  

These increases have modulated since corn and 

soybean meal prices have come down the last 

few weeks (as I am writing this article).  

Feedstuffs, the trade magazine for nutritionists, 

publishes the cash prices for various 

commodities each week and compares that 

price to the price from a year ago.   As shown 

in the table, as of August 13th, the prices for 

shell corn and soybean meal have increased 41 

and 54%, respectively, from a year ago.  The 

more troubling price increase has been seen in 

wheat midds.  Prices for wheat midds have 

increased from $60/ton to $145/ton or 142% 

from a year ago.  Wheat midds has classically 

been heavily used in some of the economical 

pellets sold in Kentucky.    In addition, major 

increases in prices have occurred in minerals, 

vitamins and feed additives.  All of these 

increases result in higher feed (grain mix) costs 

for the upcoming yearðletôs hope milk prices 

stay up there.   On the brighter side of corn and 

soybean meal prices, they have been trending 

downward the past few weeks making it a 

more opportune time for price contracting. 

Requesting a price bid from a feed company 

can be done in various ways. 

1. Ask the feed company to balance a ration for 

your cows and available forages at a set 

milk production level and price the grain 

mix needed to support that milk production 

2. Ask for a grain mix price that meets a set of 

nutrient specs (i.e. crude protein, energy, 

minerals, feed additives etc.) 

3. Provide a grain mix recipe which the feed 

company then prices 

 

All of these ways will work in arriving at a bid 

or contract price for a grain mix.  I would 

guess that the first option is the method used 

most often by Kentucky farmers.  One 

advantage of options 1 and 2 is that cost 

effective substitutions for corn and soybean 

meal can be made that meet the nutrient needs 

of your cows but attempt to economize ration 

costs without sacrificing milk production. 

Cash Prices for Various Commodities as of 

August 13, 2008 compared to those from a 

year ago 
 

Commodity 

 

Aug 13, 

2008 

 

Year 

Ago 

 

% increase 

Shell Corn, 

(Chicago, bu) 

 

$5.41 

 

$3.84 

 

41 % 

Soybean Meal 

(48%), 

(Decatur, ton) 

 

$352.20 

 

$228.20 

 

54 % 

Wheat midds, 

(Minneapolis, 

ton) 

 

$145.00 

 

$60.00 

 

142 % 

Cottonseed 

meal, 

(Memphis, 

ton) 

 

$285.00 

 

$125.00 

 

128 % 

Source:  Feedstuffs, Issue Date August 18, 

2008 @ http://www.feedstuffs.com 

http://www.feedstuffs.com/


However, a limitation of both options 1 and 

2 is when you want to compare prices 

between companies.   In option 1, each 

company could use different nutrient specs 

to balance the ration assuming you provide 

current forage analysis results. In option 2, 

even though the constraints are tighter, 

companies may use different energy values 

for each feed ingredient, thus making 

comparisons between companies difficult.  

For example, the NEl value for soyhulls 

could range between 0.66 to over 0.80 

Mcal/lb dry matter.  Although option 3 will 

allow one to compare prices between 

companies, it does not allow companies to 

utilize ingredients that provide nutrients 

cows need but at a more economical cost.  

In this price climate, it is imperative that 

you keep your options open.  For example, 

for the University of Kentuckyôs heifer 

mix, I was able to save $80/ton or $7000 

per year for these heifers by using by-

products versus corn and soybean meal 

exclusively.  (Realize that the university 

bid schedule took place in July when corn 

was over $7/bu.)  But, the point here is that 

keeping an open mind toward utilizing 

some urea or other by-products can reduce 

feed costs as long as the nutrient needs of 

the cows and heifers are met without 

compromising milk production, health, 

reproductive performance or growth. 

 

The bottom line is there is no easy way to 

compare grain prices between companies.  

If you have found a way, please share your 

it with me.  Just remember to look at the 

bottom lineðincome over feed prices.  

Sometimes a penny wise turns out to be a 

pound foolish.  Do not compromise  

milk production ï that is what makes it possible 

for you to make money especially in this pricing 

climate.   Happy price hunting! 

An Update on Sex-sorted Semen in 

Dairy Heifers 
By : George Heersche, Jr. 

 

The results of a large field study on sex-sorted 

semen in Holstein heifers were reported at the 

July American Dairy Science Association 

meeting.  The conception rates to conventional 

and sex-sorted semen are in the following table. 

______________________________________ 

 

Conception rates (%) for Holstein heifers in 49 

herds reporting more than or equal to 50 services 

to both sexed and conventional semen.  Number 

of services are in parenthesis. 

______________________________________ 

 

  

These sex-sorted semen conception rates are 

higher than previously reported.  Earlier data 

showed the conception rate from sex-sorted 

semen at about 70% of what a herd was 

achieving with conventional semen.  In this 

study, the conception rate from sex-sorted semen 

is about 80% of what the herds achieved with 

conventional semen.  

 

The percentage of female calves born to sex-

sorted semen was 90.1% . 

 

 1st  

Service 

2nd  

Service 

Ó3rd  

Service 

Conventional 

semen 

56.4 

(21,864) 

53.8 

(13,389) 

45.4 

(11,772) 

Sexed semen 47.0 

(26,465) 

43.1 

(6,375) 

38.1 

(2,567) 

Sexed as % of 

conventional 

83.3 80.1 83.9 



May and June milk production was more than 

3.2% higher than a year ago.  But, the growth 

in milk production slowed in July.  For the 23 

reporting states July's production was up just 

1.7 % from a year ago.  Milk cow numbers, 

which have increased month to month 

beginning with May of last year, increased 

another 5,000 head in July and were 1.7 % 

higher than a year ago.  Lower than normal 

increases in milk per cow have held down the 

increase in milk production.  The 1.7% 

increase in total milk production for July was 

due entirely to more milk cows since milk per 

cow was unchanged from a year ago. 

 

Increases in milk production will likely 

continue at a slower rate through last quarter of 

this year and for 2009.  Lower milk prices and 

high feed costs this fall and winter are likely to 

reduce the average total number of milk cows 

in 2009.  Weekly dairy cow slaughter has been 

running higher than a year ago.  While dairy 

cow slaughter through the week ending July 

26th was just 2.6% higher than a year ago, in 

recent weeks dairy cow slaughter has been up 

as much as 18%.  Also CWT will be removing 

cows this fall.  While 2008 milk production 

will total about 2% more than 2007, milk 

production may increase only 1% or less in 

2009.  This slower growth in milk production 

will add strength to milk prices.  But this will 

be partially offset by also a slower growth in 

domestic as well as international sales of milk 

and dairy products.  Slower growth in the 

economy along with higher food, gas and 

home heating prices this winter will dampen 

domestic sales.  Some strengthening of the 

U.S. dollar and increased milk production in 

New Zealand and Europe as well as a slower 

growth in the world economy may slow the 

growth in dairy exports.  Nevertheless, while 

milk prices are likely to average lower in 2009 

than 2008, the base milk price is still likely to 

average above $17.00. 

 
 

Milk Price Outlook 
By: Bob Cropp, 

Professor Emeritus  

University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension 

(Edited by George Heersche) 

 

The dairy situation has changed a lot over the 

past month.  Strong cheese prices resulted in 

Class III prices averaging well over $18.00 

from January through July.  But, cheese prices 

declined in August. On July 28th, CME 

cheddar barrels were $2.0225 per pound, but 

declined to $1.70 as of August 18th.  CME 

cheddar blocks were $2.0825 per pound on 

July 29th, but declined to $1.76 as of August 

18th.  With dry whey prices only in the $0.26 

to $0.29 per pound range the Class III price for 

August will be about $17.15 compared to 

$18.24 for July and could fall below $17 for 

September.  Cheese prices are likely to recover 

some during the October - November period 

pushing the Class III price back to the mid 

$17's October through December.  A little 

more than a month ago Class III futures were 

averaging nearly $19 through July 2010.  

Today, Class III futures are below $18.00 

though May 2009 and in the low to mid $18s 

through July 2010.  Lower cheese prices and in 

turn Class III prices are due to increased 

cheese production, slower domestic demand 

and increased stocks. 

 

CME butter prices remain over $1.64 per 

pound despite June production 9.0% higher 

than a year ago.  But, butter sales have been 

good and cream supplies for making butter 

tight.  Compared to a year ago commercial 

disappearance of butter January through May 

were up 21.1%.  Without exports both butter 

and cheese prices would be lower.  Butter 

exports January through June totaled 113.1 

million pounds compared to just 16.9 million 

pounds for the same period a year ago.  

January through June cheese exports were 

156.5 million pounds, 48% more than a year 

ago. 

 



Is There a COP on the Premises? 
By:  Jack McAllister 

 

If there is not one, there should be. Perhaps not 

one of those officers in a marked car patrolling 

the free stall barn or the heifer paddock or 

checking around the milking parlor or down by 

the silo area. But there should be a COP there. 

Our term ñcopò is really an acronym we have 

borrowed from the British. It stands for 

ñconstable on patrolò or ñcopò for short.  

 

A more appropriate use of ñCOPò as an 

acronym for a dairy farmer should be for it to 

stand for ñCost of Productionò.  In todayôs 

environment of higher costs for almost all of 

the inputs of a dairy farm business but 

especially feed, fuel, chemicals and fertilizer, 

someone should be patrolling Cost of 

Production. After all, Net Farm Income is the 

difference between Gross Farm Income and 

Cost of Production. If there is to be a profit, 

then income must be greater than cost of 

production. 

 

By rights, the figures for calculating both 

income and cost of production should come 

from what is called an Income Statement or 

sometimes called a Profit and Loss Statement.  

The income categories for a dairy farm as 

given by the Kentucky Farm Business 

Management program are: 

 

¶ Crop Sales (adjusted for inventory 

change) 

¶ Market Livestock Sales (adjusted for 

inventory change) 

¶ Breeding Livestock Sales (adjusted for 

inventory change) 

¶ Milk Sales 

¶ Government Programs 

¶ Crop Insurance Proceeds 

¶ Custom Work 

¶ Patronage Refunds 

¶ Other Farm Income 

¶ Accounts Receivable Change 

Added together these sources of income 

represent the Gross Revenues or Gross Farm 

Income of the dairy farm operation. Of course 

the single largest source of income is likely to 

be Milk Sales. Dividing Gross Farm Income by 

the average price received per hundredweight 

of milk produced will yield the total 

hundredweights equivalents of milk produced, 

i.e. CWT EQ. of Milk Produced. This is a 

crucial value.  

 

On the Expense side we have the following 

categories: 

¶ Feed (adjusted for inventory 

change) 

¶ Pesticides 

¶ Seed 

¶ Fertilizer 

¶ Machinery repair 

¶ Machinery hire and lease 

¶ Fuel and oil 

¶ Drying 

¶ Storage 

¶ Building and fence repair 

¶ Veterinary, medicine and livestock 

supplies 

¶ Insurance  

¶ Taxes 

¶ Rent 

¶ Light vehicle 

¶ Miscellaneous expenses 

¶ Change in accounts payable 

¶ Change in prepaid expenses 

¶ Hired labor 

¶ Cash interest (adjusted for change 

in interest payable) 

¶ Depreciation 

 

Taken together these expenses less the Change 

in Prepaid Expenses represent Total Allocated 

Expenses. Thus,  

Total Allocated Cost per CWT EQ. = Total 

Allocated Expenses / CWT EQ. Milk 

Produced. 

 



Similarly, 

Total Basic Cost = Total Allocated Expenses ï 

Hired labor ï Cash interest (adjusted for 

change in interest payable) - Depreciation 

and Total Basic Cost per CWT EQ. = Total 

Basic Cost / CWT EQ. Milk Produced 

 

 The average price per hundredweight received 

for the milk can then be compared to these two 

cost figures. The comparison to the ñBasic 

Cost per CWT EQ.ò will reveal if all cash costs 

except interest and hired labor are being 

covered. The comparison to ñTotal Allocated 

Costs per CWT EQ.ò will reveal if all cash 

costs plus interest and hired labor plus the non-

cash cost of depreciation are being covered. In 

fact, the average milk price should be greater 

than the  ñTotal Allocated Costs per CWT 

EQ.ò. If this is the case, then you are earning a 

return on Unpaid Labor (yours and family 

labor if they are not paid) and Management. 

The Dairy COP has more than earned their pay 

if there are significant returns to Unpaid Labor 

and Management. 

Selecting a Project Dairy Heifer 
By:  Larissa Tucker 

 

Choosing a 4-H or FFA project heifer can be a 

difficult and confusing decision.  Whether 

purchasing a heifer or choosing one from the 

family herd many of the same tips apply.  First 

you must decide if a particular breed is 

important.  This can be a personal preference 

choice.  Each breed can offer different 

characteristics so you may want to research the 

breeds before a particular breed is chosen for a 

project.  The breed you choose is really based 

on personal preference. 

 

After a breed has been chosen, it is time to 

select the animal for the project.  Age of the 

exhibitor and animal are both very important 

considerations.  The age of the exhibitor 

should match the age of the animal.  A nine 

year old will have an easier time working with 

a calf than a yearling heifer.  The animal  

chosen should also be born near the beginning 

of a class.  Heifer class are broken down about  

every 3 months.  If the heifer is born March 1st 

the heifer will be the oldest of the junior 

calves.  This will allow the maximum growth 

time.  However, a very correct, well grown 

younger heifer can work well but is showing at 

a disadvantage most of the time. 

 

Now it is time to think about conformation or 

type.  To make the most of the show 

experience the heifer should be growthy for her 

age, straight in her lines, dairy and have a 

correct set of feet and legs.  If you are adding a 

heifer to the family herd then you may also 

want to look at the milk production pedigree 

and what the heiferôs dam looks like.  Besides 

looking good the heifer should shows signs of 

good health.  The last thing you want to do is 

add health problems to your herd. 

 

Finally and most importantly make sure your 

paperwork is correct.  The simplest method is 

to register the animal in the 4-H or FFA 

memberôs name only.  If there are partnerships 

involved you must check with the youth 

organization in which the youth belongs to 

follow any rules regarding partnerships.  If you 

plan to show in breed sponsored junior shows 

then you will also want to check with the breed 

organization regarding ownership rules as well.  

Another option for youth not wishing to own 

their own animal is the non-ownership project.  

Each youth organization has rules and 

paperwork that must be completed for this 

option as well. 

 

If you have any questions about paperwork, 

rules or other questions all you need to do is 

ask.  Look to more experienced breeders or 

youth professionals to help you answer your 

questions.  The most important thing to 

remember when choosing a dairy heifer is that 

this should be a positive learning experience 

for the youth.  Finding the right heifer can be a 

chore but it can mean a friendship that lasts a 

lifetime. 



Dr. Heersche Receives Hoardôs Award 
 

George Heersche, Jr. is the 2008 national 

recipient of the Hoardôs Dairyman Youth 

Development Award presented by the 

American Dairy Science Association. 

 

Dr. Heersche is Professor and Extension Dairy 

Specialist at the University of Kentucky.  His 

primary responsibilities are to provide high 

quality extension educational programs for 4-H 

youth in dairy cattle and in dairy cattle 

reproductive management.  His dairy youth 

programs focus on conducting excellent 

quality 4-H dairy educational programs and 

managing the statewide 4-H educational 

programs so they are conducted to the greatest 

benefit to the youth participants. 

 

As stated by one of his nominators for the 

Hoardôs Award, ñDr. Heersche is a consistent 

source of knowledge, wisdom, and 

encouragement for students of all ages with an 

interest in dairy cattle.  He has a unique ability 

to relate to students from all backgrounds.  He 

has been an invaluable mentor for me, both 

personally and professionally.ò 

 

George is recognized nationally and 

internationally as an expert in dairy youth 

development.  He is one of three people who 

started the 4-H Dairy Quiz Bowl held in 

conjunction with the North American 

International in Louisville.  This educational 

event celebrated its 25th year in 2004.  The 

1998 World Guernsey Conference wanted their 

keynote address to be on youth programs and 

they selected Dr. Heersche to deliver the 

keynote address.   

 

George assisted with the National FFA Dairy 

Cattle Career Development Event from 1999-

2005.  Dr. Heersche received the Honorary 

American FFA Degree in 2004.  He is also 

chairman of the National 4-H Dairy Cattle 

Judging Contest Management Committee.  

George was the Youth Committee Chairman 

for the 1998 National Holstein Convention and 

the 1996 National Poultry Science Association 

Meeting.  He was superintendent of the Youth, 

Post-Secondary and Collegiate Dairy Cattle 

Judging Contests at the NAILE for nine years 

and currently serves as co-superintendent of 

these high quality contests.   

 

George has coached three national 

championship 4-H dairy cattle judging teams 

which have participated in international 

competition in Edinburgh, Scotland.  He also 

coached the high individual in four national 

competitions. 

 

He was raised on the Heersche Bros. Holstein 

farm near Mulvane, Kansas.  George has 

worked for the following dairy herds: 

Carnation Milk Farms, Pleasant Valley 

Holsteins, Ros-La-Mar Jerseys, Heersche Bros. 

Holsteins, and Kansas State University.  He 

earned degrees in Agriculture, Dairy Science 

and Reproductive Physiology from Kansas 

State University.  He and his wife, Kathy, have 

one son, two daughters, two grandsons and 

were foster parents for 20 years. 

 

National Milk Transportation 

Security and Traceability 

Demonstration  
 

Bulk milk transportation activities are a critical 

link in the modern dairy industry.  With that in 

mind, a research and development team, led by 

University of Kentucky faculty and staff, has 

developed prototype bulk milk transportation 

system that enhances food defense and food 

safety while providing the dairy industry with 

the means to streamline transportation 

processes and information gathering.    

 

A demonstration and discussion of the system 

is scheduled for Thursday, October 9, 2008 in 

Lexington, Kentucky at the Fayette County 

Cooperative Extension Service Office.  

Registration begins at 8:30 AM.  The program 

will be 9 AM to 3 PM. 


