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New research shows . . .

Flaxseed diets boost cattle performance as well as carcass


(February, 2005)—Flaxseed-fed cattle gain a third of a pound more per day on almost a pound less feed.  Go figure.  Anyway you look at it, it can easily mean an extra $8 per head after a 115-day feeding period (see sidebar).  That’s what researchers at North Dakota State University’s Carrington Research Center and the Animal and Range Sciences department found recently when they fed 128 yearling heifers growing and finishing rations containing 8% ground or rolled flaxseed.  

After a 56-day growing period, followed by a 40- to 69-day finishing period, heifers fed rolled flaxseed gained just over 3.42 lb. per day on 7.33 lb. of feed per pound of gain versus control cattle that gained 3.08 lb. per day on 8.25 lb. of feed per pound of gain.  Performance improvements were virtually identical for cattle fed ground flaxseed, while whole flaxseed performance was closer to the non-flaxseed-fed control group. 

 This latest news comes on the heels of research that found feeding flaxseed to beef cattle enhanced carcass value—particularly the percent of animals grading USDA Choice or better.  Several studies at Kansas State University (KSU) found 10% to 30% more USDA Choice cattle in those fed flaxseed compared with non-flaxseed fed controls, generating an extra $6 to $18 per head (based on an $8/cwt. Choice-Select spread).  

Previous receiving ration trials at KSU also found health benefits in flaxseed fed calves—specifically a better response to antibiotic treatment and reduced re-treatment rates.  Researchers indicated that flaxseed has anti-inflammation properties that help boost the immune response in cattle.  The Kansas work found optimum results by using 5% ground flaxseed in receiving diets and no more than 10% in finishing rations.  

This North Dakota study averaged 8% processed flaxseed during the entire trial.  That resulted in calves eating close to 1.5 lb. of flaxseed per head per day in the initial growing ration stepped up to about 1.75 lb. of flaxseed in the finishing ration.   “Our 8% was based on the actual dry matter intakes obtained,” says NDSU animal scientist Vern Anderson, at the Carrington Research Extension Center.  

Because rations excessively high in fat—over 7.5%—can sometimes suppress intake, researchers recommend feeding ground or rolled flaxseed at 1.5 to 1.6 lb. per head per day in receiving or backgrounding rations, and 1.75 to 1.80 lb. per head per day in finishing rations. 

Flaxseed is highly digestible, protein-rich (23%) and energy dense (40% oil).  “The gain advantage in these flaxseed-fed cattle is primarily a function of the extra energy that flaxseed provides compared with the linseed meal supplement in the control,” explains NDSU beef cattle specialist Greg Lardy.   Indeed, in the earlier Kansas trials, the gain and feed efficiency advantages were less because flaxseed rations were compared with rations containing a like amount of fat from tallow.  But tallow is not routinely added to northern cattle rations.  Many other cattle feeders today are looking for vegetable-based alternatives to feeding animal fat to beef cattle.   

“We’ve found that the cattle performance value in adding ground or rolled flaxseed to cattle rations more than pays for the product ,” says Anderson.  That means that producers can reap other proven benefits of feeding flaxseed such as improved health and carcass value essentially for free.                                  
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SIDEBAR

Feeding Flaxseed Pays . . .

Extra gain nets over $8 per head  

(February, 2005)—Flaxseed is economical, averaging between $5 and $6 a bushel the past five years.  Recent, but likely temporary, price hikes have prompted some to wonder whether feeding flaxseed to cattle still pays.  The answer is yes: Even at $8/bu., flaxseed returns over $8/per head after cost.  Flaxseed contains 22.8% protein and 40% oil on a dry matter basis. As such, feeding 2 lb. of rolled or ground flaxseed per head per day can replace ¾ of a pound of soybean meal and 1.25 lb. of corn.  

This replacement value is worth 11 cents per head per day (assuming $2/bu corn and $170/ton soybean meal) and reduces the cost of feeding 2 lb of flaxseed to 17 cents per head per day.  The math looks like this: $8/bu. flaxseed divided by 56 lb./bu X 2 lb. = 28 cents – 11 cents feed replacement value =  Net cost of 17 cents per head per day.  

Now consider that feeding flaxseed resulted in an extra one-third pound of gain per head per day in this latest NDSU feeding trial.  In an $80/cwt. market, the extra gain is worth 24-cents per head per day, giving flaxseed-fed cattle a 7-cents per day edge (24-cents value – 17-cents net cost).  In cattle feeding, just pennies add up after a while—in this case to just over $8 per head after a 115-day feeding period.   

The North Dakota trial confirms that flaxseed should be processed to unlock the nutrition in its shiny, hard seed coat.  Ground and rolled flax perform equally as well.    
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