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Feeding the Cow Herd During the 
Winter

ÅThe feeding of beef cow herds during winter 
months has always been problematic.

ÅDeep snow cover precludes grazing in most 
cases.

ÅThe feeding of mechanically harvested feeds 
during winter months is common.

ÅConsequently the winter feeding of the cow 
herd can account for 1/4 to 1/3 of the annual 
cow cost.



Feeding the Cow Herd During the 
Winter

ÅDroughts, deep snow, etc. often necessitate 
the purchase of off-ranch feeds.

ÅWhen off-ranch feed purchases are necessary 
it is important to formulate the least 
expensive option.

ÅPurchase of low-quality forages (LQF) is 
sometimes an option under these 
circumstances.



Feeding the Cow Herd During the 
Winter

ÅLQF are classified as follows:

1.   Less than 6% Crude Protein (CP)

2.   Less than 45% Digestible

3.   Deficient in Phosphorus, Many Trace

Minerals (Zn,Cu,etc.), and Fat-Soluble 

Vitamins (A,E).



A Few Examples of LQF

Forage CP% Digestibility
%

$/ton $/unit CP $/unit DDM 
(energy)

Cereal straw 4.0 40.0 25.00 6.25 0.625

Mature
grass hay

5.5 45.0 35.00 6.36 0.778

Mature 
alfalfa hay

12.0 45.0 40.00 3.33 0.889

Medium 
grass hay

9.0 55.0 60.00 6.66 1.091

Medium 
alfalfa hay

16.0 57.0 70.00 4.38 1.228



If a Beef Cow Requires 12lbs. Of 
Digestible Dry Matter:

forage calculation Amount/cow/
day

calculation $/cow/day

Cereal straw 12÷.40= 30 lbs. DM ×$.0125/lb.= $0.3750

Mature grass 
hay

12÷.45= 26.7 lbs. DM ×$.0175/lb.= $0.4673

Mature alfalfa 
hay

12÷.45= 26.7 lbs. DM ×$.0200/lb.= $0.5340

Medium grass 
hay

12÷.55= 21.8 lbs. DM ×$.0300/lb.= $0.654

Medium alfalfa 
hay

12÷.57= 21.1 lbs. DM ×$.0350/lb.= $0.7385



What is a Major Problem Associated 
With the Table Above?

ÅCan an average beef cow consume 25 to 30 
lbs. DM from LQF?

ÅA more realistic estimate would be 15 to 18 
lbs. maximum.

ÅThe table above considered only energy 
intake.  CP must also be considered.


