
ADDRESSING ACIDOSIS

Rumen pH monitors track
performance lifting potential
A Leicestershire dairy producer has successfully introduced Alkagrain into the diet of his
cows to boost ration starch levels without compromising protein intake or rumen function.

When nutritionist Rob Cock-
roft first visited Leicester-

shire dairyman Keith Holling-
shead, the cows at Old Dalby
Grange were struggling to main-
tain an average of 25 litres/day
and showing signs of acidosis. Less
than a year on average yield is
above 30 litres/cow/day and ru-
men fermentation demonstrably
stable thanks to a new alkalised
diet.

A relatively early adopter of
robot milking technology back in
2006, Mr Hollingshead runs a fly-
ing herd of 140 all-year-round calv-
ing Holstein Friesians, plus a few
cross breeds on 230 acres near
Melton Mowbray. About 120 acres
are down to grass with the balance
growing cereals. 

“When we first met Keith had
been talking to his local feed com-
pany, who had tried to boost cow
energy intake by increasing the fat
level in the ration and introducing
pressed beet pulp. While this had
some positive effect on yields;
milkers started to push towards 28
litres a day, it clearly wasn’t a sus-
tainable situation because some
cows were regurgitating cud balls
– a sign of acidosis,” says Mr Cock-
roft from Cow Talk Limited.

Rob Cockroft specialises in
dairy cow production systems and
nutrition. Using an advanced ra-
tioning and nutrition programme
from pH6+, he’s been working
with a number of robotic milkers
with excellent results; drawing also
on input from FiveF Alka Ltd, the
company behind the alkaline-
based preservation of cereal feed
crops.

Acidosis challenge
“Managing acidosis in high

yielding dairy cows remains a con-
stant challenge for farmers and nu-
tritionists alike, particularly if a
unit also has to feed an acidic

silage,” Mr Cockroft says. 
“Trying to boost energy levels

by feeding a diet high in rapidly
fermentable carbohydrate and low
in fibre is problematic, as this will
only lead to prolonged and re-
peated periods of abnormally low
rumen pH and acidotic cows.
Farmers have to find an alternative
nutritional solution and ration al-
kalisation offers tremendous po-
tential in this respect.

“The diet being fed at Old
Dalby Grange when I first got in-
volved was what I would call a tra-
ditional ration; essentially grass
silage plus 5kg/cow/day of a
bought-in blend, pressed pulp and
cake fed through the farms’ robot
milker. Whilst the milk output was
satisfactory, the best milkers in the
herd were clearly suffering from
acidosis,” he says.

After reviewing the ration be-
ing fed Mr Cockroft suggested
Keith partially alkalise the diet by
introducing Alkagrain made from
his own-grown cereals. This in-
volved crimping 120 tonnes of
wheat at around 18% moisture and
mixing it with Home n’ Dry – a
high protein urea and soya pellet.
This is engineered by FiveF Alka
to create a controlled release of am-
monia throughout the crop making
a highly stable, high grain feed at
an alkaline pH of 8-9, while also
increasing the protein content of
the feed.

“The introduction of Alkagrain
allowed us to boost the ration
starch level significantly without
compromising protein intake or ru-
men function. That’s the theory,
but we also introduced pH boluses
into the rumen to monitor per-
formance. These measure both ru-
men pH and temperature, with
readings delivered via antennae on
a simple adjacent hand-held de-
vice.”

The boluses were introduced

10 days before the diet was
changed with readings taken by
Mr Cockroft every 20 days for a
120-day period. 

“The readings showed the
cows coping very well with the ra-
tion alkalisation and extra starch
with rumen pH maintained at a
very stable 6.5,” Mr Cockroft says.

“Once the cows were perform-
ing better and seemed very settled,
we then introduced 1kg of cane
molasses to add some extra sugar
to the base diet. This dropped the
rumen pH to 6.4 but this was mit-
igated with some other minor ra-
tion adjustments, allowing us to
maintain an 18% crude protein,
16% starch and 8% sugar diet.”

The cows still coped very well.
“I know the pH readings were
telling us that the sentinel cow ru-
mens were stable, but we could see
they were very content and milk-
ing well so we were keen to push
them still further.

“The final part of the jigsaw
was to boost the ration starch level
even more, to 20%. So, in Decem-
ber 2014, we introduced another
alkalised feed, Alkanuts Top Star,
through the robots. Crude protein
level of the total diet dropped

slightly to 17.2% and sugars to 7%,
but performance was boosted even
more,” Mr Cockroft says.

Cost effective solution
Mr Hollingshead says he is

very pleased with the progress and
believes he has now found a more
cost effective and sustainable nu-
tritional solution for the cows.

“Today the milk output is
about 31 litres per cow per day at
3.8% butterfat and 3.35% protein.
We’re on a cheese contract so vol-
ume and milk protein are the crit-
ical factors, so the diet changes
have worked well and the milk
protein level has remained stable
throughout the whole of the graz-
ing season. We are also making the
most of what we grow on our own
farm and reducing reliance on
bought-in feeds, which has to be a
good for the future,” he says.

The input at Old Dalby Grange
clearly demonstrates the potential
to boost the starch and sugar in-
take of high performing dairy
cows through alkalisation of the
diet, whilst still protecting opti-
mum rumen function, body con-
dition and milk quality.

Rob Cockcroft (left) discussing ration alkalisation with dairy producer
Keith Hollingshead.
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