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Feed wedges (1-14) 
Introduction 
Pasture management is the cornerstone of profit for every New Zealand dairy farm.  As farms 
become larger and systems more varied the challenge is to make pasture management 
decisions easier, accurate and less stressful. The answer for many farms will be the 
implementation and use of the pasture feed wedge. 
 
A pasture feed wedge gives a visual picture of the current pasture situation by ranking the 
paddocks based average pasture cover in a table form (refer below).  By adding a target line it 
becomes a simple but effective tool to make pro-active decisions.   
 
A feed wedge can help farmers answer those everyday questions and make pasture 
management decisions based on information rather than “gut feel”. By having a ‘visual’ picture it 
gives everybody involved in the farm (employees, consultants or other interested parties) a 
clear understanding about the farm’s pasture cover relative to feed demand. 
 
The benefits of constructing a feed wedge with a target line are:  
• Able to quantify average pasture cover (APC) on farm 
• Have targets for both pre and post grazing residuals  
• Help identify surpluses/ deficits early 
• Decide the grazing order for the next week’s grazing 
• Reduce stress with pasture management decisions 
• Improve the timeliness of pasture management decisions 

An example of a feed wedge 
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When to use a feed wedge  

A feed wedge is most useful when the round length is not changing i.e. from balance date 
(when feed supply equals demand and sometimes referred to as magic day) through to the 
autumn.  For the rest of the season use average pasture cover monitored against a feed 
budget. 

How to construct a feed wedge 

A feed wedge requires a farm walk to collect individual paddock pasture covers. There are 
many ways that pastures can be assessed.  Some of the common methods are calibrated eye 
assessment, using the Rising Plate Meter (refer FarmFact 1-15), the C-DAX Pasture Meter 
(alos known as the Rapid Pasture Meter) or the Feed Reader. 
 
Once the cover is assessed in each paddock the paddocks can be ranked from longest to 
shortest in a table.  This can be done manually using a pen and paper (refer Feed Wedge 
Ready Reckoner at www.dairynz.co.nz) or using computer software (available from commercial 
providers).  There are pro’s and con’s for each method as detailed in the table below. 
 

Method Pro’s Con’s 

Manual 

(pen and 
paper)  

• Simple 
• Only requires a pen & paper 
• Can be done in the paddock 

• Time consuming to calculate 
growth rates 

• Not able to change the table easily 

Computer  

 

 

• Able to highlight different farm 
areas & paddocks 

• Easy to change results 
• Can use data for other purposes  

• Need access to computer 
• Need some computing skills 

(difficulty dependant on program) 

Calculating the Target Line  

To complete the feed wedge, a target line has to drawn from the pre-grazing cover required 
today to feed the cows to the target post-grazing residual.  

Step 1. Calculating the pre-grazing cover target 

There are two ways the pre-grazing cover can be calculated: 

Method 1 

 (Stocking rate   x   Intake1/   x    Rotation) + Optimum residual = Pre-grazing cover 

(___ cows/ha x ___ kgDM/cow x ___days) + _____kg DM/ha = _____ kgDM/ha 

E.g. (3.0 cows/ha x 18 kg DM/cow x 22 days) + 1500 kg DM/ha = 2700 kg DM/ha  

Method 2 

 (Cows       x        Intake1/)    +    Optimum residual = Pre-grazing cover 
          Area offered  

(        _____ cows x         _____ kgDM/cow)  + _____kg DM/ha = ______ kgDM/ha 

 (____Effective area ÷ ____rotation length)   

E.g. (300 cows x 18 kg DM/cow)     +   1500 kg DM/ha 
  (100 ha ÷ 22 days)             

       (5400 kg DM ÷ 4.54 ha/day)     +   1500 kg DM/ha   = 2700 kg DM/ha  

Note: 1/ Intake is pasture only 
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Step 2. Determine the post-grazing residual target 

The post grazing residual needs to be a consistent even height throughout the milking season.  
For ryegrass/clover pastures the target is to graze to an even, consistent residual.  This height 
is relatively consistent throughout the season at around 7-8 clicks using the Rising Plate Meter 
(i.e. 1500-1600 kg DM/ha using the winter formula “clicks” x 140 + 500). 

Step 3. Plot the target line onto the table 

There are two ways to draw the target line: 

1. Mark on the left hand axis the pre-grazing cover target (e.g. 2700 kg DM/ha) and the right 
hand of the graph (the last paddock number on the X axis) the post-grazing residual target 
(e.g. 1500 kg DM/ha). Then plot a line between the two points.  

2. Mark the midway point (half way on the X axis which has the paddock numbers) and on the 
right hand of the graph (the last paddock number on the X axis) the post-grazing residual 
target (e.g. 1500 kg DM/ha). Then plot a line between the two points. 

Other points to consider when using a feed wedge: 

• If farms have large variations in paddock sizes consider splitting the large paddocks into 
two (not in reality just on the feed wedge), naming them a & b. 

• The feed wedge is a great tool to use when round length is pretty consistent i.e. from 
balance date to autumn.  At other times of the season (e.g. late autumn and early spring) 
when round length is increasing / decreasing the feed wedge needs to be used with other 
pasture management tools such as feed budgets, average pasture cover targets and the 
spring rotation planner.  

• The feed wedge over winter and early spring is still a very valuable tool as it provides 
information on where the feed is, the shape of the wedge, (e.g. paddocks getting too long 
or is there too much feed the same length) and is the target grazing residual being met. 

What do feed wedges show us? 

Compare the following 3 feed wedges and decide what management decisions would be most 
appropriate. 
 
Feed Wedge 1 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

5 2 14 11 18 12 20 3 4 6 17 16 19 13 22 21 10 1 7 15 8 9



Farmfact 1-14 Updated October 2010 Page 4 of 5 
 

 

What does it show? 
• The farm is in a surplus with pre-grazing cover targets higher than required  
• The farm is still hitting desired post-grazing residual  
• The farm has the option to take out paddocks for surplus 

 
“What would you do and how many paddocks would you take out?”  

 

Feed Wedge 2 
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What does it show? 

• The next five paddocks are above the Pre-grazing cover target  
• The following group of paddocks are below target line requirements 
• Options for the farm are: 

-  Take out surplus paddocks (harvest or treat as deferred) to restore grazing residual 
targets 

- Slow the rotation to meet the post-grazing residual target and give the paddocks 
below the line more time to reach the pre-grazing target. 

-  
“What option would you think is the most logical?”
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Feed Wedge 3 
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What does it show? 

• Next paddock 5 is at the pre-grazing target 
• The farm is hitting its post-grazing residual target 
• There is a group of paddocks in the middle of the wedge that are above the target line 

“Are you in surplus situation and would you book in the silage contactor? 

In comparing the three feed wedges even with limited information about the farm the majority of 
people can make sound decisions. The advantage of the feed wedge is that it shows quite 
clearly what the current farm pasture situation is.  The “picture” is often more clear than actually 
driving around of the farm. How easy would it be to pick the situation in Feed Wedge 3?  For the 
majority of farmers if the cows were going into the right pre-grazing cover and leaving the target 
post-grazing residual they would think things were in a status quo situation. 

Top Tips to make farm walks easier 

• Have a set time each week that the farm walk is carried out 
• Clearly number all paddocks 
• Mark the farm walk on a farm map 
• Use boards over drains, steps/alkathene over fences and tape gates to speed walk up 
• Paint post around the farm so there is set farm walk route  
• With large farms split the farm into blocks and have a person look after each block (one 

plate meter per block) 
• Each person walks the same block to get consistency 
• Employ someone to milk so that you have time to walk around the farm  
• Train your family members to do the farm walk 

 


