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A terribly wet week-
end saw ground 
conditions decline 
to the extent that 
even those on the 

driest land were forced to 
house any stock that were out. 
Calmer conditions since have 
allowed some farmers to get 
light stock back to grass but 
numbers are small. 

However, the next few days 
are to be relatively rain-free, 
and grazing should again be-
come possible on dry farms 
as the ground dries. 

Temperatures are also prom-

ised to lift and this should give 
grass growth a boost after a 
slower production week. 
Growth rates were back to 
15kg DM/ha/day on our meas-
uring farms – in line with 
10-year averages and well 
ahead of last year. 

The target of having a farm 
30% grazed by the end of Feb-
ruary was a pipe dream for 
many. This figure relates to 
dry farms, with the target for 
a wet farm being 30% by 10 
March – equally unlikely. 

The important thing now 
is to be in a position to get out 
to grass when weather and 
ground conditions allow. Eve-
ry day counts at this point. 

Don’t be in a position where 

you’re checking fences and 
fixing water troughs on the 
day that conditions come good 
for grazing – have these jobs 
done. 

Let it be simply a matt er of 
opening the gate when things 

finally improve. Walk every
fi eld on the farm in the com-
ing days. 

Get an idea of where the wet 
spots are and where the best
grass is. Target young stock 
on medium covers 6cm to 8cm
and cows or stores on heavier
covers. Let them go to grass
hungry. 

Weather-wise, the coming 
days are ideal for fertiliser 
spreading, with ground obvi-
ously being the limiting factor.

Getting nitrogen out will
ensure that the plant starts 
working for you once it’s 
grazed – sett ing up the second 
rotation nicely. As growth ac-
celerates there will be a good 
response.

 Grass growth at 15kg 
DM/ha/day. 

 Grazing has ground to a 
halt for the most part.

 Potential opportunity 
in coming days on drier 
farms.

 Aim to get nitrogen out 
when conditions allow.

Key points
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Cattle indoors as rain stops play

10-year average grass growth
kg DM/ha/day

0

20

40

60

80

100

2016

2017

10-year average

DecNovOctSepAugJulJunMayAprMarFebJan

FARMERS 
JOURNAL

IRISH farmersjournal.ie

A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS 
JOURNAL INITIATIVE

In association with

Willie Treacy
Hackballscross, Co Louth

Average farm cover:  n/a

The ground here is very free-
draining and I had my spring 
2016 heifers out before the 
storms came last weekend. 
They’re back in now – there 
was too much damage being 
done. 

However, last year’s au-
tumn calves went out when 
the rain stopped and remain 
so. They weigh around 
250kg, so surface damage 
has been minimal so far. 

Going forward, I see the 
forecast is to improve in the 
coming days, so I should 
get my spring heifers back 
out. A couple of good days 
should dry out the ground. 
In terms of silage stocks, we 
are not near panic stations 
yet.

I got all of my slurry out 
in late January and half 
a bag of urea on some of 

a better response to CAN 
than urea on this farm, for 
whatever reason. 

Our opening farm cover 
was a healthy 980kg DM/
ha a few weeks ago. I’ll take 
a measurement this week 
and work from there. Of my 
80 spring-calvers, there are 
20 left to calve. All has gone 
well thus far.

Heinz Eggert
Sallins, Co Kildare

Average farm cover:  893kg DM/ha

I had to abandon grazing 
when last week’s rain came. 
There was a small number of 
yearling heifers out but all 
stock are now indoors. We 
are low-lying here and there 
are high water tables to 
contend with. I estimate that 
60% of the farm is water-
logged at the moment. 

That said, we were grow-
ing 18kg DM/ha daily up to 
last Tuesday. With the fore-
cast good for the weekend, I 
hope to get stock out in the 
coming days. I have some 
covers around 10cm that I 
would love to be grazing. 

We use straw bedding here 
and I was lucky in that I got 
a lot of our straw spread 
in January. I have a straw 
blower too, so there were no 
big lumps and it has broken 
down well. It went on my 

and these will get urea after 
grazing. I did spread urea on 
a portion of the farm three 
weeks ago at a rate of half 
a bag. 

Heifers weighed 387kg 
and bulls 440kg last week. 
Both are heading back to 
grass when conditions allow.

Ger Dineen
Kilnamartyra, Co Cork

Average farm cover:  1,672kg DM/ha

I have loads of grass and 
had 35 cows and calves out 
before the weather turned. 
We got sleet and snow here – 
it was awful. They’re back in 
now. I’m weary of my silage 

in 2012 and ran out! 
That said, two or three 

dry days would turn things 
back in our favour and stock 
could go back out. At this 
stage, my bulling heifers 
would normally be out two 
or three weeks. There are 
savage heavy covers (>12cm) 
in places on the farm. 

There are 40 of 55 calved 
and we are in a welcome lull 
period at present. I’ve no-
ticed that calves are getting 
bigger as the season is pro-
gressing, so remaining cows 
are on straw and restricted 
silage. 

Bulls are now on concen-
trate/straw diets to save 
silage and building towards 
ad libitum meals. They’re 
weighing in at 521kg and 
have achieved 1.25kg daily 
since their last weighing. 
I got great weight gain on 
them while on silage. It was 
74% DMD and they were 
getting just 2kg of meals. 

Trevor Boland
Dromard, Co Sligo

Average farm cover:  566kg DM/ha

I’m growing 9kg DM/ha daily 
at the moment, but ground 
is very soft. It rained non-
stop last week and the cold 
conditions hit growth rates 
too. We’ve got no fertiliser 
out, but silage ground got 
2,000 gallons an acre some 
weeks ago and is greening 
up nicely. This will be grazed 

I need to try and cut as 
early as possible to make 
good silage for my autumn-
calvers. We have exceeded 
70% DMD in recent years, 
allowing us to get by with 
very little meal input.

At present there are six 
heifers outdoors and my au-
tumn calves are creeping out 
of the shed. They’re doing no
damage and I’m happy with 
their performance. Getting 
the young calves to go out 
and graze is helping with my 
silage stocks too. They’re 
getting a high proportion of 
their intake from grass. 

While there are lots of 
bales in the yard, I don’t 
want to push it tight. I’ll 
wean these completely in 
May/June. Ideally they’ll 
get a decent stint at grass 
beforehand – I want to drive 
cheap calf weight gain 
outdoors.
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Just three of the 27-strong BETTER 
farm group fl ew the store-produc-
er fl ag in 2016. 

Compared to the rest of the 
group, the store farmers are carry-

ing slightly more stock per-farm-hec-
tare. 

Indeed, they are almost on a par 
with the top store producers in the 
Teagasc e-Profi t Monitor in stocking 
rate terms. 

However, relative to the very top 
suckler and beef farms in the country, 
the stocking rate of 1.88 LU/ha is still 
quite low. 

This can be a common theme on 
store and weanling-producer farms – 
shed space doesn’t exist to allow farm-
ers to optimally stock the grazing 

ground. This is currently the case with 
Clare farmer Sean Hayes, who is con-
sidering erecting a shed to allow him 
to push his numbers further. 

Often, store farmers will choose to 
fi nish catt le when more accommoda-
tion becomes available – adding value 
to their stock. At present, there is scope 
for these farmers to add more value to 
their stock without even considering 
fi nishing. They are matching the coun-
try’s best store producers in terms of 
output, but are well behind in terms of 
output value. 

High cow culling rates or disease 
outbreaks can skew this fi gure in a 

given year, but stock type/quality, 
group uniformity and timing/medium 
of sales can all aff ect this fi gure. 

Grassland will be vital for these 
farmers. Meals bills must be mini-
mized on a successful store farm. 

Making top-quality silage will facili-
tate this and a long grazing season 
prior to sale will drive down their costs 
of production, which are at present 
slightly ahead of the country’s star 
performers. 

Table 1: How the BETTER farmers of 2016 compare with industry leaders

Stocking rate (LU/ha)
Output 
kg/ha

Output 
€/ha

Variable costs (€/ha)
Gross margin 

(€/ha)

BETTER store average 2016 1.88 646 1,256 727 530

BETTER 27 average 2016 1.82 615 1,303 732 570

Top Irish store producers 1.92 637 1,519 674 846

WATCH ONLINE
watch the promotional video 
on www.farmersjournal.tv
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NEXT WEEK
the seven 

BETTER 
farmers 

Three store farmers accept the challenge
In the penultimate week 
of farmer profi les, Ciarán 
Lenehan introduces the 
three new BETTER farmers 
who sold store catt le in 2016

Calving pattern Spring
Farm system Suckler to store (some heifer beef)
Farm size 39.4ha
2016 gross margin €522/ha
Land type Free-draining

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Calving pattern Spring
Farm system Suckler to store
Farm size 22.3ha
2016 gross margin €679/ha
Land type Free-draining Loam

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Calving pattern Split spring and autumn
Farm system Suckler to store
Farm size 63.9ha
2016 gross margin €388/ha
Land type Variable

Thomas Bolger 

Thomas farms on the boundary of Borris, Co Carlow. 
There are 44 suckler cows in the herd at present, with a 
small number of progeny brought to beef and the bal-
ance sold live. There are also 120 ewes on the farm. 
Thomas is very active with beef and sheep discussion 
groups, and was even prior to BTAP and STAP. 

Thomas’s son Ian is actively involved on the farm while 
completing his educational programme. 

Sean Hayes 
Tulla, Co Clare 
Sean Hayes farms full-time in Tulla, Co Clare. Sean’s farm is 
of a mixed nature, with some heavy ground. His current 
farming system is suckler to weanling and store catt le. 
There are 40 spring-calving cows (Jan to April) and 20 au-
tumn calving cows (July to Sept). Cow type is mostly LMX, 
with some SIX and CHX. Sean runs a Charolais stock bull 
and uses Limousin, Belgian Blue and Charolais AI sires. 

He is married to Marissa and they have one son, Charlie.

Nigel O’Kane 

Nigel has always had a keen interest in farming. He cur-
rently combines farming with running his own heating and 
plumbing business. The farm is predominantly loam soil 
type and he runs a suckler to store/beef system alongside a 
small sheep fl ock. Nigel is married to Elaine and they have 
three small children. He sees the programme as an opportu-
nity to increase effi  ciency, productivity and ultimately prof-
itability on the farm 

Fixed costs:  <€350/ha 
   <€550/ha  
   >€550/ha

€/hr worked:  >€12.50/hr
(as proportion  <€12.50/
 of net profi t)  <€5/hr 

Cashfl ow:   <5 
(consecutive    <7 
months without >7
sales – inc. sheep)


