Teagasc Weather Impact Update 
The bumper harvest of 2008 is at risk because of atrocious bad weather.

Most of the two major cereal crops - spring barley and winter wheat are now ripe for harvesting. Some of these crops are now starting to sprout which will destroy the quality of milling wheat and malt barley. Over-ripe winter wheat heads may shatter and sprouting will result in shedding of grain losses. Over-ripe spring barley crops will result in necking (loss of heads) and brackling - breakdown of straw. Sprouting will result in loss of yield and quality.

Very little harvesting of winter wheat and spring barley has been achieved due to the constant heavy rain. However, yields so far are very promising with spring barley yields 7.5 – 8.5 t/ha (3 – 3.5 t/ac) common and winter wheat yields close to 10.0 t/ha. Harvesting of winter barely is virtually completed. Yields are satisfactory averaging close to 8.75 t/ha (3.5t/ac). Winter oats harvesting has been halted by the bad weather, over 50% of the crop is harvested in the south with satisfactory yields, generally close to 8.0 t/ha (3.2 t/ac) but very little progress has been made in the northern half of the country. Lodging is widespread and sprouting is already very evident in lodged patches. Significant losses could result in lodged crops. 

Winter oilseed rape harvesting is well advanced with most of the crops saved in the south but some crops remain to be harvested in the north-east and these are now very much at risk to losses due to shedding and sprouting. 

Straw is still on the ground in most fields. Ground conditions will delay harvesting for some time in some fields. 

Teagasc Recommendations 

1. Give priority to harvesting the most valuable crops first i.e. seed, malting and milling.
2. Have harvesting and drying equipment ready to go when conditions are suitable for cutting.
3. Take every opportunity to cut – even at moisture up to 25%.
Weather Courtesy of Met Eireann

Rain: The past week has been exceptionally wet countrywide. Rainfall amounts were over four times the norm generally, and parts of Leinster had over 150 mm, which is more than the average monthly rainfall. While the coming week will be unsettled overall with showers expected most days, rainfall amounts are not expected to be large, indeed many parts will have below average rainfall. 

June, July and August 2008 have been extremely wet – see table:

Rainfall 2008- mm, % of Normal 

	
	Cork
	Dublin

	
	mm
	%
	mm
	

%

	June
	128.9
	190
	76.4
	137

	July
	155.8
	238
	111.5
	223

	August (to date)
	112.6
	(125)
	177.7
	250


Preparing machines for working in wet conditions 

Wet conditions are causing tremendous difficulties with machinery operations on the land. Trafficability, compaction and extreme difficulty handling crops, are combining to make progress extremely challenging.  The most serious problems face the tillage sector, but some grassland farms still have silage to conserve.  

Heavy machinery, working in moist/wet conditions, cause problems.  As there is little that can be done to change machine weight (unless you part fill trailers), ground pressure must be reduced by fitting larger tyres, working at lower pressures or possibly fitting dual wheels.

The weight of combines poses a particular threat as most modern machines weigh between 15 and 25 tonnes when fully loaded.  Fitting larger single tyres can reduce ground pressures by up to 50% but this requires a considerable investment in wheel and tyres and can create width problems. A more radical alternative is to fit dual wheels which can effectively nearly halve the ground pressure, but the downsides are width and risk of axle damage which can be minimised by careful driving on harder surfaces.    Finally if you do get stuck with a combine, tow it very carefully, preferably from the front axle as chassis’s are easily strained.

Trailers pose a huge challenge.  If fitting much larger tyres is not an option at this stage, minimise traffic in the field by only filling along side when the trailer is part loaded.  Keep to headlands / farm roadway to complete filling.  Plan driving routes very carefully to minimise traffic and maintain momentum over wetter areas.  Never stop facing uphill etc. 
Challenging grazing conditions across the country

Weather conditions over the past 2 weeks have left grassland farms with unprecedented grazing conditions for the month of August.  Rainfall levels for August are currently ranging from 300 – 500% above normal across the country.  On some farms cows are housed full time or grazing by day depending on ground conditions.  

A flexible approach to grazing during this period must be adopted. Preferably graze paddocks with lower covers, provide larger grazing areas to livestock, offer fresh grass after each milking and use back fences to protect grazed areas.  Recent Teagasc research at Moorepark has shown that on/off grazing (allowing cow’s access to grass for a limited time) is an approach that can be used to maintain cows at grass during periods of wet weather similar to what we are now experiencing.  To sustain high levels of performance from grass, cows should be given 3-4 hours access to grass after each milking.  There is no requirement to supplement these cows with additional feed while they are indoors if farm covers are on or above target.  Within their allocated grazing time cows can achieve 95% of their normal intake with no reduction in milk production or milk constituents while minimising poaching damage.  This approach has also the added advantage of conserving grass silage stocks for the winter period.  

Ironically, grass supply is generally adequate at farm level. Grass growth is within normal ranges in the south (ranging 60 - 80kg DM/day), and respectable in the north (50 -70 kg DM/day). On wetter farms (irrespective of location) nitrogen fertilisation has been interrupted and grass supply could be reduced by up to 50% (35kg DM/day).  On a positive note, soil temperatures are high (approx 16 degrees) and the response to nitrogen should stay high for the medium term given an improvement in ground conditions.

Poor Grass utilisation on beef farms.

Most of the soils are currently saturated and grazing conditions for livestock are poor and deteriorating further. There are big regional and local differences in soil trafficability. Some low-lying farms and those on heavy soils are experiencing difficulty, with some fields under water. In these situations grazing conditions are obviously very difficult, if not impossible, as farmers try to allocate the higher and drier ground to the livestock. If the heavy rains continue a real crisis will emerge on a large number of farms. However, if conditions improve, ground dries out and temperatures increase, conditions could be much improved.

On beef farm, overall, grass supply is currently reasonably okay, but there is a major worry that this could change quite rapidly if the current weather continues. In an effort to contend with the wet grass and soft soils, and trying to avoid serious poaching, farmers are moving cattle to fresh grass quicker than normal. This is leading to a faster rotation and, due to the poor soil conditions, poor grass utilisation. Farmers are trying to balance the minimisation of poaching on one hand against achieving the best grass utilisation possible. As a result, pasture cover are rapidly eroded, and, at a time of the year when farm covers should be rising (to meet the autumn deficit), there is the real prospect that grass supply could drop to a point where the ability of the sward to recover and grow grass (for the autumn) could be jeopardised. 

            With poor trafficability and water logged soils the inability to spread fertiliser nitrogen is not helping the situation. The last application date is rapidly approaching for many farms. Overall, this could have a very serious consequence for autumn grass supply with the unhappy prospect of a short autumn grazing season and an early housing of livestock being force upon farmers. 

While many beef farms make their grass silage in one harvest in May-June, some are depending on a taking a second harvest which, this year, has been seriously affected by the weather. Indeed, some first harvest yields were poor and in these cases the farmer was depending on a second harvest or ensiling surplus grass to make up the deficit. The current weather is restricting such farmers. 

 
Some farms, especially those grazing bulls, are bringing them indoors, as these animals are getting restless in this weather. Ground conditions are also limiting the prospect of reseeding.

Flood Risk on Individual Sheep Farms  

Most difficulties for sheep have arisen on individual farms that are flooded. Grassland utilisation and trafficability are issues on these farms but generally not an issue on most farms. Winter fodder supplies are adequate except where individual farms are flooded.

  

In the short term lamb growth rate is likely to be somewhat impaired due to prolonged wet conditions affecting dry matter intake combined with increased maintenance costs due to persistent wetness of fleece. Pasture management is challenging to maintain lamb growth rates. Farmers are advised to keep sward heights at the ideal height for this time of year (8 to 9 cm and leafy) by grazing with adult sheep or cattle (if that is possible). Need to ensure that grassland state is right so that lambs can perform as well as possible when drier conditions emerge.
In the longer term, the prolonged high rainfall combined with summer

Temperatures will increase snail populations leading to a greater liver fluke

challenge as the season progresses. 

Sheep on normally dry farms could be at risk from fluke this year also. 

Information on lamb livers at slaughter will provide early evidence of fluke

activity. 

Reinforced concrete tanks can float or burst up in the middle

Reinforced concrete tanks recently completed are very vulnerable to damage at present because of the bad weather conditions. Tanks can float or burst up in the middle if the height of water is higher outside than inside. The height of water that will cause floating or bursting depends on the type and dimensions of the tank. Tanks that float are bound to crack extensively when they settle again after the water is pumped out. Slatted tanks are more likely to float than burst up in the middle, whereas, large rectangular uncovered tanks are more likely to burst up in the middle and are more vulnerable than slatted type tanks.

To prevent this happening drain around the outside of tanks at the base or ensure that the water level is equal or almost equal inside and outside the tank i.e. by pumping water into the tank or letting water flow in through the holes for shuttering (so called “divi” holes), until such time as it can be drained. If the lowest line of divi holes is high, water should be pumped in up to this level. If the divi holes are already sealed there is no choice but to pump water into the tank. In freshly constructed tanks ensure that the level inside is not substantially higher that outside.

See section 5 of the Department specification S123 for more information and talk to your Teagasc adviser if in doubt.

On a safety note, there is also a danger from drowning in these situations, so, extreme care, secure fencing and warning signs are called for.

