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I SPENT 20 years in the largest U.S. 
swine production company trying 
to partition out all of the various im-

pacts to feed conversion in order to pro-
vide the management team with a solid 
understanding (a.k.a. explanation or ex-
cuse) of whether the feed conversion at 
any point in time was good, okay or bad.

In the U.S., the southern-tier states 
experience a wide variance in daily 
gain between summer and non-summer 
months; these differences contribute 
greatly to variance in fi nisher sale weight 
and, ultimately, fi nishing feed conver-
sion. In addition, wide swings in rate and 
timing/age of mortality contribute dra-
matically to feed conversion variance, 
and placement weight variance is more 
or less the last performance metric that 
contributes signifi cantly to the fi nal feed 
conversion fi gure.

Genetics, ractopamine use, composi-
tion of gain, gender, allocated space, 
marketing strategy, water quality, ven-
tilation and a few other items all af-
fect feed conversion but are typically 
accounted for by differences in place 
weight, sale weight, livability and growth 
rate. Each of these metrics relates to the 
animal, or groups of animals, and what 
you can expect to achieve in feed con-
version, but the remaining aspect is the 
feed itself.

If we look at the contributions of feed 
— the other half of the equation that is 
driving feed conversion variance — I 
would argue that the discussion needs 
to hover around formula specifi cation, 
batching accuracy, fi nished feed mois-
ture content, grain particle size, diet 
energy density and fi nished feed pellet 
quality (for pelletized feeds, of course).

In my experience, once you take the 
aforementioned factors into account, 
you can substantially explain greater 
than 95% of the variance observed in 
feed conversion during any given year. 
However, the primary purpose of this 
article is to examine the impact of grain 
moisture content on the fi nal feed con-
version value observed at group close-
out.

Harvest moisture
Ideally, farmers would harvest corn, 
milo, oats, barley, wheat and other simi-
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lar feed grains at 12% moisture, which 
would allow them to keep it almost in-
defi nitely in a grain bin. In addition, that 
magical 88% dry matter fi gure used in 
the nutrient profi led listed in the Nation-
al Research Council books could then be 
applied and make swine diets more ac-
curate.

Alas, the elusive 12% moisture for corn 
does not often exist in reality, so this ar-
ticle can be of some real value.

Attaining low harvest moisture is com-
mon for wheat, oats and barley, if only 
because they tend to be harvested in 

late spring to midsummer — a time when 
the weather conditions are favorable for 
removal of moisture from the kernel.

Corn and milo are harvested in late 
summer to mid-fall, depending on lo-
cation, but as it turns out, this timing 
tends to be less than ideal for moisture 
removal due to high humidity or cool-
ing temperatures. Thus, this discussion 
will tend to focus on corn, since it is the 
world’s currency for feed energy.

In the Southeast, the preference is 
to get corn out of the fi eld in July and 
August to avoid the high basis periods 
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1. Hypothetical grain moisture content cycle

2. Moisture content of grain used versus average feed moisture
based on place week or sale week
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between the wheat harvest and the Mid-
west corn harvest. There is no real pos-
sibility for this to occur at a low moisture 
content, so it provides a great example 
of how harvest moisture affects fi nished 
feed moisture and, ultimately, feed con-
version.

Let’s consider a hypothetical example 
with the following conditions:

• Corn harvest starts in early August 
and is completed by the end of the 
month (to beat hurricane season).

• New-crop corn is harvested and per-
haps dried slightly before being ground 
directly into feed.

• Once harvest is completed, a near-
linear reduction/loss of moisture in the 
bin can be expected between harvest 
years.

In Figure 1, I have prepared a hypothet-
ical fi nished feed moisture graph based 
on the above conditions, which provides 
a view of the rise in moisture content at 
harvest, usage of some higher-than-nor-
mal moisture grain during the harvest 
month and is followed by a gradual de-
cline in moisture content during storage 
until the cycle is repeated the next har-
vest year.

Feed amortization
What is not represented the in the har-
vest-to-harvest moisture chart of the 
grain is the fact that fi nisher hogs are 
fed for around 120 days. This means that 
there is some blending of different mois-
ture contents, which affects the fi nal 
feed conversion amount.

In Figure 2, I have represented the av-
erage moisture content of the corn used 
in a given week and compared it to the 
average moisture content of the feed 
used for an entire group of hogs either 
placed or sold in that same week.

To do this, I used a feed amortiza-
tion schedule from a group of research 
animals, along with their corresponding 
performance. I then assumed that they 
performed the same result every week of 

the year. By simply applying the variance 
in moisture content, I can reasonably ap-
proximate the impact of this on fi nished 
feed variance and, consequently, the av-
erage moisture content of the corn in the 
feed provided.

Group feed conversion
If I consider that the feed provided is 
approximately 75% corn, then I can 
compute the change in feed required 
to achieve a constant performance out-
come. Figure 3 demonstrates the com-
parison of corn moisture by week of 
use to group feed conversion based on 
placement or sale of the group.

The key point to understand is that the 
harvest moisture content of the grain 
rises, causing a fairly rapid rise in the 
sold group feed conversion. Of course, 
the placement and sale dates are simply 
offset in this example, but many folks 
get bent out of shape when feed conver-
sions rise around harvest time in the fall; 
at least, in part, you can expect a change 

due just to changes in grain moisture 
content.

In the example provided, there is as 
much as a 0.04 shift in closed group feed 
conversion. This is simply due to the 
changes in moisture content described.

The Bottom Line
Understanding the contributors to 
changes in feed conversion is important 
for many livestock producers. One of the 
true variations that can, and does, occur 
every year is related to changes in grain 
moisture content from one harvest until 
the subsequent harvest. It is possible 
to know and project the impact of grain 
moisture content on feed conversion, 
and it is important to recognize the time 
of these impacts to minimize surprises.

In the examples provided, fi nisher pigs 
being sold just after harvest would be 
expected to experience the highest feed 
conversion of the year, at least in part 
due to large volumes of higher-moisture 
grain being fed. ■

3. Impact of grain moisture content on finsher feed conversion


