
 
 

Butterfat boosted by improving rumen function 
 
Managing 225 cows on a high-yielding system which incorporates grazing is a tough 
challenge, but it’s one Robert Mallett and his wife Maria have risen to at the 300-acre 
Northleaze Farm near Highworth in Wiltshire. The couple are on a liquid contract with 
Freshways that prioritises volume over constituents. But when butterfat fell below the 
contract minimum earlier this year, penalties meant they needed to move quickly to solve the 
problem. 

 
Robert says grass plays a big role in keeping 
costs down while maintaining the 10,800 litre per 
cow average at Northleaze, as evidenced by the 
network of cow tracks and paddocks on the 
farm. 
 
“Maintaining the quality is the key to grazing 
intakes,” explains Robert. “We make the most of 
grazing in the summer months, with low yielders 
getting about 15kg of their dry matter intake a 
day from grass with a top-up in the parlour, and 
high yielders up to 10 or 12kg. We quite often 

pre-mow the grass to increase intakes as well. The TMR ration is made up of maize, grass 
silage and wholecrop silages with a home mix of straights and minerals.” 
  
The Mallet’s contract means they get paid for volume rather than constituents, but when 
butterfat fell below the minimum 3.5 per cent at turnout this year, the Malletts were facing 
penalties. 
 
“Butterfat dropped to 3.4 per cent on the 2 April and stayed around there until June,” says 
Robert. “We were told we’d be losing 2p per litre over the three-month average. At the best 
of times, that’s difficult to swallow, but it’s especially tough when the milk price is so low.   
 
“The main change had been turnout, but we’d also finished our wholecrop silage and had 
moved to a new clamp of grass silage, which was high quality and fairly low in fibre. We 
brought in our nutritionist James Husband of EBVC to look at the issue, and first tried 
reducing starch and adding long straw to the ration and then, in desperation, C16 protected 
fat, but it made barely any difference.” 
 
In June, Robert was relieved to see a recovery in butterfat to 3.8 per cent, which he 
attributes in the main to the lateness of lactation of the cows. “We autumn calve, so by then 
the cows were a couple of months from the end of their lactations. Grass also had more fibre 
in it by then, so we put it down to a one-off issue. 
 
But he wasn’t out of the woods as at the end of September, with many fresh-calved cows in 
the herd, the butterfat again dipped to 3.3 per cent. 
 
“I refused to buy C16 this time as it’s so expensive and didn’t work in the spring. Instead, 
James thought the cows were struggling to get enough fibre. So we initially adjusted the 
ration to include more straw and 3.5kg of soya hulls. We don’t have a straw chopper so we 



 
 
just added the straw to the mixer wagon where it was chopped to around 5cm. This still 
didn’t make much difference to butterfat so then James suggested swapping the 1kg long 
straw per head for 2kg nutritionally improved straw (NIS) pellets.” 
 
The butterfat rose – but just to around 3.5%, too borderline for comfort. James then 
proposed adding urea at 100g per cow per day and finally the butterfat rose to 3.75% per 
cent on 15 October. 
 
NIS was increased to 3.5kg per cow per day and soya hulls have been phased out 
completely. Roberts explains: “I had committed to forward contracts on soya hulls, but 
managed to sell them on to someone else. We’re going to stick with NIS for the rest of the 
winter and into the spring turnout period.  
 
“It may be coincidence that the butterfat has stabilised, but there’s no extra cost over soya 
hulls. We’re now back to 2.5kg NIS and butterfat has remained stable. Intakes are 
tremendous at about 28kg DM, enabling us to feed more forage, less concentrate and 
maintain yields.  
 
“I’ve always hated feeding long straw – it’s difficult to handle and use accurately, and there’s 
a danger of filling the cows with low quality bulk. Then it’s also easy for the cows to sort the 
ration so the low status cows end up getting more of the straw. NIS overcomes all these 
problems and also acts as a buffer because of its caustic treatment; as it’s ground and 
pelleted, the rumen bugs should also get more from less compared with long straw.”  
 
James Husband says his theory is that the NIS had the 
right fibre to address the butterfat issue, but with the diet 
a little low on protein, rumen microbes didn’t have 
enough protein to process the fibre properly. 
 
He says: “The diet is a little low on crude protein as it 
has high levels of wholecrop and maize silage in it. 
Robert also processes the ration quite well to mix it and 
avoid sorting, so the particle size is quite small. 
 
“By adding a little more rumen degradable protein, we 
were able to get better rumen function. Intakes also rose 
which was a good result.” 
 
James says that high levels of dietary unsaturated oils can depress butterfats, as can a lack 
of fibre, but quantifying how much fibre is enough is difficult to judge from visual inspection of 
the ration. The addition of poorly chopped straw is rarely, if ever, an answer.  
 
“We don’t understand fibre digestion well but we do know that not all fibre is the same – 
some is more digestible than others depending on whether it comes from seed coat or stem, 
and it’s important to have both the right digestibility of fibre but also the other nutrients – in 
this case rumen degradable protein – to support the microbes. It looks like NIS could be a 
useful ingredient to balance the fibre requirements of the rumen.” 
 


