
Bill Deutsch is a fifth generation dairy and grain 
farmer from Sycamore. He milks cows and grows corn, 
soybeans, wheat and alfalfa, with his brother, Pat. Bill 
and his wife, Chris, reside on the family farm. They 
have four adult children: Sarah, Mary, Rachel and Paul. 

10     Connections

Got a question  
for a farmer?

Submit your farm and food questions to  
connections@dekalbfarmbureau.org. 

We will share questions with our local farmers 
and publish their answers as space allows in 

upcoming issues of Connections.

Q: What do dairy cows eat?

A: Dairy cows have well-balanced diets 
of forages and grains to fulfill their 
protein and energy needs.

Dairy cows can eat a variety of food ingredients, but  
primarily consume forages and grains as necessary requirements  
for needed protein and energy. As a dairy farmer I work closely 
with a nutritionist to determine the feed ration and ensure my 
cows are eating a well-balanced diet. 
Forages - One type of forage consumed by cows is hay such 

as grass, alfalfa, clover or any other combination of hay. Hay 
is usually cut and allowed to dry. Next we bale it and store it as 
a dry feed. Hay can also be harvested at higher moistures, then 
stored, and allowed to ferment, and is known as haylage. 

Another very common forage in the Midwest is corn silage. 
For corn silage we harvest the entire corn plant and allow it to 
ferment. Silage forages are often stored in silos which are tall 
cylinders as high as 100 foot tall. The other common storage is 
silage bunkers which are dug into the ground or above ground 
with walls. A third way of storing silage is on a large pad and 
covered with plastic. 
Grains - Dairy cows also eat feed grains. One very common 

feed grain is corn - either high moisture corn, which is 25% to 
35% moisture, or dry corn, which is less than 15% moisture. 
Corn is used to increase the energy level in a cow’s diet. 

Another common grain ingredient is from soybeans - using 
soybean meal or roasted soybeans. This grain ingredient is 
usually used as a protein source in the diet. 

While dairy farmers grow most of their forages and grains, 
we also buy some grain by-products to complete the ration. The 
livestock industry resourcefully uses waste products for feed 
such as: distillers grains, both dry and wet, which comes from 
ethanol plants; gluten feed, both dry and wet, which comes from 
a corn sweetener plant; plus rice hulls, beet pulp, citrus pulp, and 
cottonseed. 

Cows are fed a combination of many feeds to satisfy their diet. 
The feeds are all mixed together in one feed mix called a TMR 
or total mix ration. 

Getting the right balance of vitamins and 
minerals in a cow’s diet is also important 
since the milk she produces is packed with 
nine essential nutrients. One being calcium, a 
cow produces lots of calcium in milk. Without 
calcium being replenished in a cow’s system, 
the cow can deplete it out of her blood stream 
which could lead to milk fever. The nutrition-
ist will test all feeds used on our farm to know 
their nutrient profile and to know just the right 
ration to maintain healthy cows. 

A dairy cow consumes about 100 pounds 
of feed per day. A cow also drinks about 45 
gallons of water each day. ■


