Flax:  The Omega 3 Powerhouse!

Supplementing beef cattle rations with ground flaxseed can enhance carcass value, increase performance and improve cattle health.  Recent research also proves that flaxseed consistently boosts beneficial Omega 3 fatty acid levels in edible beef tissue. Flax is 42% oil and 23% protein, making it an energy- dense, protein-rich replacement for other costly feed ingredients.  
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Maintain Intake; Jump-Start Performance

Flax vs. Other Fat:  If you already use a fat source in your rations, switching to flax can jump start performance during the receiving phase and produce higher value carcasses at the other end.  Research at Kansas State University (KSU) found improvements in gain (.1 to .2 lb. per head per day) and in feed efficiency (5%) over tallow-fed calves in receiving rations.  But a bigger deal is that ground flaxseed doesn’t depress intake the way other fat sources often can. In fact, research indicates it actually improves intake in that critical first week after arrival.  Flax is good fat, protein-packed and a natural vegetable-based alternative to feeding animal fat to beef cattle.  
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Flax vs. No Fat:  Adding ground or rolled flaxseed to rations with no added fat source hiked gain by 10% and feed efficiency by more than 12%.  Recent research at North Dakota State University (NDSU) found cattle fed ground or rolled flaxseed gained one-third of a pound more per day (3.42 vs. 3.08) on just under a pound a day less feed (7.33 vs. 8.25) versus those fed similar rations with no fat source.    

Improve Quality Grade

Several studies at KSU also found 10% to 30% more USDA Choice cattle in flax fed cattle compared with non-flax fed controls, generating an extra $6 to $18 per head (based on an $8/cwt Choice-Select spread.)  Research is ongoing at KSU to learn what unlocks flaxseed’s potential to improve carcass quality.     

Reduce Inflammation; Lower Health Treatment Costs

Flaxseed is a natural anti-inflammatory that helps boost the immune response in cattle.  Previous receiving ration trials at KSU found flax fed calves responded better to antibiotic treatment and had reduced re-treatment rates compared with non-flax fed controls.  Research is continuing at KSU to more closely examine the anti-inflammatory effect of flaxseed diets and its impact on sickness rates and death loss in receiving cattle. 

Omega 3 Enrichment  

Flaxseed is one of the highest natural sources of Omega 3 fatty acids.  Research has proven that feeding it to beef cattle increases the Omega 3 fatty acid profile of beef tissue.  The longer flaxseed is fed, the greater the Omega 3 enrichment of the meat.  Flaxseed must be fed right up until market in order to maintain these beneficial fatty acid levels. When added to finishing rations, it should be fed with normal levels of vitamin E to maintain shelf life and preserve meat color. 

A Little Goes A Long Way

Because rations excessively high in fat can sometimes suppress intake, flaxseed is generally fed at between 5% and 10% of the ration dry matter.  Researchers currently recommend feeding flax at 1.5 to 1.6 lb. per head per day in receiving or backgrounding rations and 1.75 to 1.80 lb. per day in finishing rations.  Flax has a hard  seed coat that must be ground or uniformly rolled to unlock its exceptional feed value.  

A Question of Timing

Earlier may be better when wanting to impact cattle health and carcass quality, according to KSU research where calves were fed ground flaxseed only during the receiving phase.  To change Omega 3 fatty acids in meat tissue, flaxseed must be fed during the final finishing phase.  Ongoing research at NDSU will also examine the timing issue.  

                                  Flaxseed Economics—A Great Value  
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Typically, the price of flaxseed averages between $5 and $6 per bushel before processing or transportation. It has the same bushel weight as corn, but because of its greater nutritional value, it’s worth considerably more.  In fact, with a 10% improvement in average daily gain (actual performance increase in NDSU study where processed flax was compared to similar rations with no fat source) flaxseed is worth three to four times more per bushel than corn.  At 23% protein, with a TDN value of 110%, flax economically provides both protein and energy.  
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