
 

     Notes 
Teagasc Notes for the week ending Friday April 6th 2018 

 

Beef 
Filling the gap to grass 
We have come through a long harsh winter and grass growth is much slower than usual. With silage 
stocks depleted, the issue is: how do we fill the gap to grass? Faced with this alarming scenario, what 
can we do? 
1. Spread nitrogen (N) at 30 to 40 units per acre on all grassland. If your phosphorus and potassium 
(P and K) levels are low, grass will respond better to using a compound fertiliser rather than straight 
N. If P and K levels are adequate, urea or CAN will suffice. 
2. Prepare to graze as much silage ground as necessary. 
3. Set up temporary grazing systems, including water supply, to maximise grass utilisation. 
4. Avoid turn out to bare pastures or very light covers. Allow some accumulation of grass before 
grazing. “It takes grass to grow grass”. 
5. Where some but not enough grass is available, it is more sensible to have some animal groups at 
grass and some on winter feed, rather than having all animal groups at grass with supplementary 
feed. This will only increase field damage and delay regrowth. 
6. Buy in appropriate feed to bridge the gap to grass. 
7. Cattle near to finish could be fed high concentrate diets and sold as soon as possible. 
8. Consider offloading stores/yearlings. It might be a month or two sooner than you might like but it 
will help cashflow and reduce the feed demand. 
 
Buying feed 
Feed can be bought as roughage or concentrate. Roughage is difficult to source, is variable in 
quality, costly and cumbersome to transport. The real risk with silage this spring is that digestibility 
and protein levels are poor and that you should plan on it being in the poorer quality bracket when 
you are making up diets and levels of supplementation. The preferred option in most cases is to buy 
concentrate feed to supplement scarce fodder until grass is available. 
The principles are straightforward: 
1. Cattle need a minimum amount of roughage to ensure healthy rumen function (see tables below). 
2. High performance is not a requirement: maintenance plus minimal growth (0.2- 0.4kg/day) is the 
objective for yearlings/stores. 
3. Maintenance of milk production without excessive weight loss is the target for suckler cows. 
4. Because we do not have high performance targets, some cheaper feeds can have a role in this 
emergency feeding situation. 
 
Table 1: Emergency Feeding for Suckler Cows 

Suckler cows in  
good condition 

Forage 
offered 
(kg/day) 

Pre-calving 
concentrate 

Post-calving 
concentrate 

Roughage type  Amount Protein 
% 

Amount Protein % 

Silage 20% DM 64% 
DMD 

20 2.5 to 3.5 14 3.5 to 4.5 14 

Baled silage 25% DM 16 2.5 to 3.5 14 3.5 to 4.5 14 

Hay 4 3 to 4 18 4 to 5 18 

Straw 4 3 to 4 18 4 to 5 18 

 
 
 
 



 
Table 2: Emergency Feeding for Weanlings 350 kg 

 Roughage offered 
(kg/day) 

Concentrate 

  Amount % C. Prot. 

Silage 20% DM  
64% DMD 

10 3 14 

Baled silage 25% DM 8 3 14 

Hay 2 4 14 

Straw 2 4 18 

 
Table 3: Emergency Feeding for Stores 450 kg 

 Roughage offered 
(kg/day) 

                  Concentrate 
 

  Amount % C. Prot. 

Silage 20% DM 
 64% DMD 

15 3 14 

Baled silage 25% DM 12 3.5 14 

Hay 3 3.5 14 

Straw 3 4 18 

 
Rations 
Rations for cows rearing calves on hay - or straw-based diets, and for all animals fed on straw as 
roughage, should contain 18-20% crude protein as fed. All other situations are satisfactorily catered 
for at about 14-16% crude protein. Cow rations should be fortified with pre- or post- calving minerals 
as appropriate, and these must never be confused or omitted. Most feed compounders have a range 
of rations available for cattle, and in general the cheaper, lower specification compounds will suffice 
for this purpose where the low level of protein is required (14%). Looking for very specific individual 
formulations adds unnecessary cost for the compounder, which will be passed on to the feeder. 
Body condition of suckler cows 
Cows that are calved this spring need particular attention. Their body condition cannot be allowed to 
slip in the run up to the breeding season. Cows that are thin will be slower to come on heat and this 
will have implications in getting them back in calf. Older thin cows and first calvers will be under most 
pressure and need at least 2kg of meal where silage is not limited and they remain indoors. Hopefully 
the weather will improve quickly, and stock can be got out to grass where they can rapidly gain body 
condition. 
How much feed? 
Tables 1, 2 and 3 outline the feed requirements of various classes of stock. The feed levels in the 
tables are appropriate for animals in good condition; add 1kg to the concentrate allowance where 
cattle are thin. Careful monitoring of the body condition of your stock is critical during this period. 
The assumption is that the feeding period will not be longer than four weeks. Longer periods could 
lead to stunting of growing animals or rebreeding problems in suckler cows. It will be necessary to 
watch carefully the condition of cows; in particular, severe weight loss should not be allowed to 
happen. 
 

 
 
 
 


