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DAIRIES CASH IN ON OMEGA-RICH FLAXSEED

Better breeding and higher milk components result  

MADISON, WISC. October 4, 2005—A growing number of dairies are cashing in on the newly discovered benefits of feeding flaxseed.  They are crediting the omega-3 fatty acid in flaxseed with improved conception rates and better milk component levels.  

Consulting dairy nutritionist Steve Woodford, who has reviewed much of the omega-3 fatty acid research, believes the early results support his inclusion of flaxseed in many of his client’s dairy rations now.   

“When soybeans went to $10/bu. a couple years ago—we needed to find another fat source and were intrigued with the apparent reproduction effect of feeding flaxseed,” says Woodford, who is with Nutritional Professionals, Inc. in Hortonville, WI.  

Flaxseed is about 42% oil and one of the highest non-fish sources of omega-3 fatty acid.  About 20% of his clients, many with stubborn rebreeding or milk component problems, now feed ground flaxseed in a pre-mixed protein supplement.  “We were having a few breeding problems a couple years ago,” says Jeff Borchardt, dairy producer from Greenleaf, WI. “Our heats are stronger now, our conception rates improved—we saw a noticeable improvement in breeding.”   

Indeed, first service conception rates of 87% compared with 50% on dairy cows not fed flaxseed were reported by scientists at the Dairy and Swine Research Center in Lennoxville, Quebec, Canada in 2001.  “Their studies suggests that flax seems to protect against early embryonic death,” says Woodford.    

More recent research with flaxseed oil at the University of Florida also suggests that the omega-3 fatty acid it contains may improve breeding by maintaining a healthier uterine environment.  “We found significantly fewer neutrophils—which is the body’s first defense against a disease challenge—in uterine fluid from cows that received oil from flaxseed,” reports dairy scientist Charlie Staples.  He also found that omega-3 fat sources produced larger corpus luteum (CL) and a larger dominant follicle in lactating dairy cows—both potentially positive for reproduction.  

Dairies that get paid for milk components also benefit from feeding flaxseed, according to the Canadian and University of Florida research.  Canada trials saw improved protein levels in the milk and Florida researchers reported increased milk fat percentages.  The University of Florida study found milk from cows fed flaxseed oil had greater fat (3.57%) than that from cows fed calcium salts of vegetable oils (3.22%) or trans-octadecenoic acids (3.15%).    

Dave Vander Linden, another Greenleaf, WI, dairy producer, says milk components definitely improved after incorporating a flaxseed protein mix into his milk string ration. “In the hot summer months we’d often see our fat test drop to 3.4%—now we maintain 3.6% to 3.65%.  Our protein used to slip to 2.82% and we can now stay between 2.95% to 3.0%,” he says.  

Breeding is also better.  “We used to have real silent heats when the cow were milking heavily,” he says. “They now seem to ovulate stronger and settle better—we’re sold on it.”   

Dairy producer Mike Brunmeier, Newton, WI, says it took less than six months on a flaxseed supplement to solve his milk component problem.  “We were at 3.5% fat and 2.8% protein and we’re now at 3.8% fat and 3.2% protein,” he says.  Brunmeier, like other dairies in his area, debated about substituting a different fat source for flaxseed because of a temporary price bump a few months ago, “but we didn’t want to spend less and have it actually cost us more.”  

Now that a record flaxseed crop has produced ample supplies, dairies using this omega-3 source are committed converts.  “I’d have a hard time giving it up,” says Borchardt.  

Consulting nutritionist Woodford custom formulates protein and mineral supplements containing flaxseed for his clients to provide about l lb. of flaxseed oil per lactating dairy cow daily (roughly 2.5 lb. of ground flaxseed).  The oil from flaxseed current costs dairies about 37-cents per lb. of fat and flaxseed also has 24% protein. 

“It competes well with other fat sources costing 40- to 50-cents a pound with no protein credit,” says Woodford.   Larry Dvorachek, CP Feeds, Valders, WI fills most of the orders for Woodford’s clients. 

“We started with orders from just a couple farms. Now we go through 250 to 300 tons of flaxseed a month and it’s growing,” says Dvorachek.  He receives rail cars of whole flaxseed direct from growers in North Dakota, where 95% of U.S. flax is produced.       
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