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Bulb turnips as a summer milking cow feed

Bulb turnips deliver a highly nutritious, home grown feed to complement the summer diet of milking dairy cows. 

To capture the full benefit of feeding turnips it is important to follow the feeding principles outlined below:  

Feeding the crop off

Turnips are fed to cows by break feeding. Some helpful hints for feeding out include:

• Know the dry matter (DM) yield of your crop. Yield bulbs and tops separately. For a more accurate total yield 

estimate send bulb and top samples to a feed testing laboratory for DM% assessment rather than using published 

values. Crop yield assessments may need to be rechecked if crop is actively growing in front of cows or if there has 

been significant leaf loss.    

• Make breaks long and narrow, to minimise wastage by cows treading on the turnips. It also increases the area of 

face available, which gives the younger animals a better chance.

• Introduce cows over 10-14 days to your turnip crop. Start with 1-2kgDM turnips/cow/day. Increase allocation 

1kgDM every two days until final allocation is reached.  

• Once fully adapted to the turnip crop allocate crop at no more than 1/3 of the cow’s diet on a DM basis.

• Understand the dimensions of the paddock you are feeding so correct allocation of feed can be made each day. 

Ensure all staff are appropriately trained in feed allocation and stock management. 

• Daily breaks should allow the consumption of both bulbs and tops. Cows shouldn’t eat just leaf, leaving behind 

bulbs each day.  With good management up to 90% utilisation can be achieved.

• If turnip yields are low, offer the crop to a smaller group of selected animals throughout the feeding period rather 

than putting all cows through transitioning. 

• Be aware of your milk company requirements around feeding brassica’s to milking cows and develop your feeding 

strategy to achieve animal nutrition requirements while also meeting milk quality standards.
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Animal health

• Ensure cows have access to clean water at all times.

• Don’t allow hungry cows to access turnips. Offer pasture and/or supplementary feed prior to feeding crop. Once 

‘full’, move cows to the turnip area. If pasture is very lush/high quality, supplement with 2-3 kg DM/cow/day of 

silage or baleage during the first 10—14 days of crop feeding.  

• Cows with previous or suspected photosensitisation or liver damage on summer or winter brassicas or as a result of 

facial eczema damage (North Island and upper South Island) should not graze turnips. 

• If small bulbs are being fed, watch cows for signs of choke.

• Monitor cows, especially during the first 10-14 days of turnip feeding. Look for: 

 - Individual cows not consuming turnips (remove these cows back to pasture)

 - Hollow gutted cows

 - Bloated cows

• Photosensitisation usually occurs 3-4 days after starting crop (remove affected cows back to pasture and consult 

with your veterinarian).  Photosensitive animals are sensitive to sunlight and when exposed appear agitated and 

uncomfortable. They may scratch or rub lightly pigmented, exposed areas of skin (eg, ears, eyelids, muzzle). Lesions 

initially appear in white-haired, nonpigmented, or hairless areas such as the nose and udder.

• Reduce risk of nitrate toxicity and/or photosensitisation by: 

 - Allowing at least 6 weeks between application of nitrogenous fertiliser and crop grazing 

 - Being aware of the nitrate poisoning risk during periods of dull, overcast weather or following rain after a 

period of dry conditions.  Ensure cows are not hungry going onto the turnips and that the area allocation is 

accurate.

For more information on the swedes issue to go to the DairyNZ website dairynz.co.nz/swedes

Prepared in consultation with the Southland Swede Working Group: Beef+Lamb, DairyNZ, Federated Farmers, PGG Wrightson 

Seeds, Ministry for Primary Industries, Rural Support Trust, New Zealand Veterinary Association and local veterinarians.


