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Happy, healthy, pro�table animals are the central goal of 
livestock farmers. Bedded pack housing can be a path to 
that goal. 

Simply put, bedded pack refers to accumulated bedding 
materials and manure under covered housing. �e farmer 
using a bedded pack starts with an initial thick layer of 
bedding, adding more daily or weekly. �e herd is housed 
on the pack during the dormant season, lounging, loa�ng, 
and eating there. �e bedded pack ends up being several feet 
thick by spring. In the winter, it provides a comfortable place 
for the herd to spend the cold months, storage for manure, 
and, a�er composting the pack, a superlative amendment 
for pastures and hay�elds. 

Dairy herds on bedded pack have lower incidences of 
mastitis and other health issues, and the system may require 
less labor and fuel inputs than a conventional housing and 
manure storage system. And favoring the long-term bene�ts 
to �elds and pastures, the pack makes great compost to 
fertilize pastures and hay�elds; using composted bedding 
�om a pack system can provide healthy organic ma�er 
and biological activity that may improve soil quality and 
resiliency to drought and pest damage. 

�is publication will explore bedded packs in a few ways. 
We’ll look at how �ve grass-based dairy farmers use packs; 
each farmer has a di�erent management style and faces 
di�erent challenges. We’ll cover basic management needs 
for building and using a bedded pack. And along the way, 
we’ll review the numbers – what it costs and why, and what 
composted bedded pack can mean for pasture fertility. 
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relatively inexpensive. Earl bought 
a used chipper to use on the farm. 
In four years, the price of planks 
went from $10 per bundle to $25, 
and the chipper broke. In a stroke 
of good fortune, at the same time 
his chipper broke, a local business 
began selling sawdust at $13/yard. 
Earl switched to sawdust and no-
ticed a change in the pack.  

�e pack has been cleared out of Earl Ransom’s barn. (Photo courtesy of J. Brown) 

When he was 
using the wood 
chips, moisture 
in the pack was 
a problem. �e wood chips have varying amounts of moisture, o�en around 60%, and 
wood chips are not very absorbent. �e chips do allow liquid to drain to the bo�om 
of the pack. To reduce pack moisture, Earl tried to aerate the pack. In some cases, mix-
ing the top 12-18” reduced moisture at the surface and was e�ective at lowering the 

amount of bedding needed. It is not the best answer though, as in some cases it just brought the wet wood 
chips and moisture up to the surface. He ended up scraping the top 6” to get the pies in, dragging deeper 
once per week. Other methods recommended to reduce pack moisture were: add other materials such as 
sawdust or smaller wood chips, use more seasoned wood chips, and improve barn ventilation. 

Since Earl switched to using sawdust, he’s seen that the materials compost be�er and the cows stay clean-
er. He found it harder to clean the pack out, but he is able to mix the materials more while they are still in 
the barn, double digging down 2-3 feet, in a process similar to the way one would double dig a garden. �e 
daily aeration helps the compost process and reduces the amount of bedding needed. �e sawdust that 
comes up to the surface is dark brown, but dry, providing more moisture 
absorbance.  

When we visited Earl’s pastures, paddocks that had received compos-
ted bedded pack materials were noticeably greener than their neighbors, 
which had not received any compost or amendments. �e comparison 
was striking walking through the adjacent paddocks, as soil quality on 
those hilly paddocks was originally a challenge for Earl, limiting forage 
production. With the addition of nutrients and organic ma�er, the pad-
docks were a visual reminder of the bene�ts of compost.

F�•�¦�¢�œ�2�‘�`���)�‹�¢�Y���–�Z���6�Z�‹�Q�W�•�Z �����9�7��
�e Fournier Farm has a 2500 square foot solar barn for its heifers; about 
25 heifers spend their winters on the pack.  Earl Fournier likes the pack 
system, and would use it for the rest of the herd if he had the space. Right 
now, though, he has a working free-stall barn, and the rest of the herd is 
housed there. Earl Fournier in �ont of his pack barn. 

(Photo courtesy of J. Brown) 
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�e pack provides 800 tons of materials to compost for application to pas-
tures and hay�elds.  Guy hires in help to move the pack out to the �eld, 
where it is piled in windrows to compost. A year or so later, he spreads it 
onto �elds and pastures that need amendments.  Very invested in soil bio-
logical qualities, Guy appreciates the composted pack for its biological en-
hancement of the soil as well as the comfortable housing the pack provides 
the herd. Guy explains the management of his bedded 

pack. (Photo courtesy of J. Colby) 

D�‹�Q�Ž�–�Q�R�� �&�•�f�� �)�‹�¢�Y�� �–�Z�� �%�¢�L�•�S�[�-���� �9�7��
Steve Getz built a 3200 square foot solar barn for his herd 
of 28. He built it relatively inexpensively, using wood-sided 
walls to cut down on costs. Ventilation for the solar barn 
and pack was extremely good and the system worked very 
well. As this goes to press, Steve has sold his herd and he’s 
not farming, but the barn is there for another herd and 
bedded pack. 

When Steve began a bedded pack, he used a base of 20 
bales of mulch hay. �en he put down straw bales from Can-
ada.  He used approximately 1 ½ straw bales (650 lbs per 
bale) daily, �rst bringing them out with a tractor and then 
spreading it by hand. �e herd used the barn throughout 
the winter, and they also had access to the barnyard for wa-
ter. If the ground was well frozen, hay was supplied on a 
nearby pasture as well. With only about 25 Jerseys using 
the pack, the stocking rate was low and the pack’s moisture 

content was as well, at 5-10%. Steve was using about twice as much bedding as needed, and he could have 
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Table 1: A snapshot of �ve Vermont dairy farms using bedded packs. 1 

Choiniere 
Farm 

Fournier 
Farm 

Dancing Cow 
Farm 

Rock Bo�om 
Farm 

Swallowdale 
Farm 

Herd size 115 153 40 95 172 
On the pack 90 25 25 47 80 
Bedding Round bales Large square 

straw bales 
Large square 
straw bales 

Wood chips Round bales 

Base Wood chips 
and straw 

Sawdust Mulch hay 
bales 

Wood chips Wood chips 

Bedding rate, 
daily 

27.5 lbs/cow 12 lbs/cow 54 lbs/cow 6 lbs/cow 4 lbs/cow 

Barn Facility Solar, 7200+ 
sq. �., built 
for $105,000 
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 Spreading pack materials. (Photo courtesy of J. Colby) 

Do I have enough vertical space? Sidewalls are typically concrete, but could be wood. As the pack 
builds up, a great deal of pressure is exerted outward, so choosing the most appropriate sidewalls can 
a�ect the life of the facility.  Expect at least 4-5’ of accumulated bedding over the course of housing. 
Clearance overhead, particularly in doorways, should be high enough to ride a tractor through�with 
the added bedding present. Costs to build a solar barn for bedded pack housing range from $700-1700 
per animal, depending on wall types, doors, and other features. Many solar barns have sides that 
can be adjusted or large doors on either end for cross ventilation. Ventilation is extremely helpful 
in managing moisture for a cleaner pack, and as the Russells have seen, can be found in structures 
other than solar barns. 

What are you going to use for bedding? �is is really the biggest question and the main obstacle 







12 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 

 
 

We sampled pastures receiving composted bedded pack 
and compared them to pastures receiving either no other 
amendments or liquid manure. Under bedded pack ma-
terials, pastures showed signs of improved soil biological 
activity, greater nutrient cycling, and potentially higher 
forage production (Bakelaar J., 2012. E�ects of season 
extension pasture management in Vermont. University of 
Vermont). 

�7�[���S�D�m�V���•�`���Z�(���W�[���S�D�m�V 
All of the farmers we’ve talked to are really glad to have 
bedded packs for their herds. �ose who use the packs 
for only part of their herds would gladly convert existing 
structures to bedded pack housing if it were feasible. 

However, bedded pack housing is not feasible for all ex-
isting barns or farms. Bedding costs are much higher than for typical housing systems, and in some 
places, there is not much suitable bedding available. 

Sometimes, it is possible to address these challenges, and if so, we’d be happy to help. 

If you are considering a bedded pack for your farm, we hope this publication has been useful, and invite 
you to contact us for more information speci�c to your situation. 
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Using a long-tipped thermometer, Guy Choiniere 
examines the temperature of the bedded pack as it 
composts in place. (Photo courtesy of J. Colby) Cows relax by the adjustable walls in Guy Choiniere’s barn. (Photo courtesy of J. Colby) 
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Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with 
the United States Department of Agriculture. University of Vermont Extension, Burlington, Vermont. Univer-
sity of Vermont Extension, and U.S. Department of Agriculture, cooperating, o�er education and employ-
ment to everyone without regard to race, color, national origin, gender, reli-
gion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or familial 
status. If you require accommodations or �nancial assistance to participate in 
any programs, please let our o�ce know (802-656-2990) so we may assist you. 




