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VIDEO ONLINE
watch videos on 
both farms on 
farmersjournal.tv

<section>Garreth McCormack</section>

Garreth McCormack runs 38 suckler 
cows across a single 34ha block on the 
outskirts of Bailieborough. On top of 
his farming, he works 48 hours per 
week in a local co-op. After spending 
time abroad, Garreth returned home 
to take the reins of the family farm in 
2013. He has a penchant for breeding 
and has built an enviable herd of pre-
dominantly Salers cows with fusions of 
continental genetics throughout. The 
breeding herd has a lofty replacement 
index of €120 – genetically, they’re the 
top in the BETTER farm programme 
and on the cusp of the country’s top 
10%. He achieved a 367-day calving 
interval, 0% mortality at birth, 0.94 
calves per cow and a 67% six-week calv-
ing rate in 2017. The 2017 calf crop av-
eraged 1.17kg of daily weight gain from 
birth to weaning. 

As is the case with a lot of the BET-
TER farm weanling systems, Garreth’s 
2016 gross margin was relatively low 
at €278/ha. However, after a year in the 
programme, it had receded slightly to 
€260/ha. While it might seem like the 
farm stayed in neutral during 2017, 
he has been one of the busiest partici-
pants of all.

A number of things have defl ated 
his profi t monitor this year. When 
stock numbers increase from one year 
to the next, the change is refl ected in 
farm output as an inventory increase. 
On 1 January this year, Garreth had 12 
more suckler cows on his books than 
the year previous. These are made of a 
combination of his own retained heif-

Garreth McCormack e-Profi t Moni-
tor summary 2017
System  weanling seller
Cattle ha 33.5
Sales (€/ha) 691
Purchases (€/ha) 308
Inventory (€/ha) +633
Gross output (€/ha) 1,016
Feed (€/ha) 88
Fertiliser (€/ha) 238
Vet (€/ha) 84
Contractor (€/ha) 211
Total variable costs (€/ha) 756
Gross margin (€/ha) 260

FARMERS 
JOURNAL

IRISH farmersjournal.ie A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS JOURNAL INITIATIVE

In association with

 In short 
 Weanlings are a 

traditionally low 
margin business.

 Calves retained 
for fi nishing – 
undervalued. 

 Cows bought-in 
– undervalued.

 Spending on 
feed, fertiliser, vet 
and contractor 
doubled as farm 
develops.

 First new sys-
tem production 
cycle (sales) to 
end this summer.

ers bred in 2016, and fi ve bought-in 
cows. A farm’s output fi gure is sales – 
purchases +/- inventory change. How-
ever, the standard valuation in the 
eProfi t monitor for suckler cows is just 
€1,000, much less than what Garreth 
purchased the animals for. Garreth is 
also moving from a weanling selling 
system toward a fi nishing one. He be-
gan 2018 with 10 more yearling (6-12 
months) animals than 2017. These are 
valued at €800 – less than what Gar-
reth would’ve typically sold them for 
and a fraction of what he will sell for in 
mid-/late-2018. 

Comparing 2017 with 2016, Garreth’s 
sales were €8,593 less last year than in 
2016, while his animal purchases fi g-
ure rose by €4,856. Although his inven-
tory change fi gure is +€21,194 (from 
€-6 at the end of 2016), and this does 
feed in to farm output, taking current 
market prices, this inventory change 
fi gure would be closer to €28,000. This 
in turn would boost his output fi gure 
by over €200/ha. 

His output is in fact up from €767 to 
€1,016 in 2017. However, his variable 
costs have risen too, from €489/ha to 
€756/ha. His feed (€88/ha v €43/ha), 
fertiliser (€238/ha v €112/ha), vet (€84/
ha v €47/ha) and contractor bills (€211/
ha v €104/ha) have doubled. Garreth is 
wintering more ca� le, trying to grow 
more grass, boosting soil fertility, im-
proving herd health and making more 
surplus bales. 

Unfortunately, these bills have come 
before the end of his fi rst production 
cycle (slaughter of bulls in summer 
2018). 

 Guide 
to traffi c 
lights
Fixed costs: 

 <€350/ha
 <€550/ha
 >€550/ha

€/hr worked: 
(as prop of net 
profi t) 

 >€12.50/hr
 <€12.50/
 <€5/hr 

Cashfl ow: 
(consecutive 
months without 
sales – incl. sheep)

 <5 
 <7 
 >7

Calving pattern Spring

Farm system Suckler to weanling

Farm size 33.5ha

2017 gross margin €260/ha

Land type Heavy clay

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Cashfl ow

Garreth 
McCormack,
Co CavanA tale 

of two 
farms
Ciarán Lenehan examines 
two very diff erent 2017 profi t 
monitors from the BETTER 
farm beef programme

Profi t report
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It must be said, €1,544/
ha is an excellent gross margin 
fi gure for any beef farm and a 
fantastic result after just one 
year in the programme

 In short
 Bull beef 

systems most 
profi table.

 Huge calf-
rearing system in 
operation. 

 89 extra calves 
versus beginning 
2017.

 Massive inven-
tory change 
fi gure - artifi cial.

 Calves over-
valued.

 Using current 
market values 
gross margin = 
€1,544/ha.

<section>John McSweeney</section> 
John McSweeney is at the other end of the 
gross margin league. Having recorded a 
fi gure of almost €2,400/ha, he is scaling 
heights never before seen in the BETTER 
beef programme. However, like Garreth, 
all is not as it seems. John runs a small 
suckler herd of 18 cows on 25ha, though 
he is planning to push toward 35 this year. 
Like Garreth, he also holds down a full-
time, off -farm job.

Calves are brought through to beef 
as bulls prior to a second winter here 
and while bull systems have been 
shown to be most profi table since 
the BETTER farm programme began, 
John’s gains in 2017 were fuelled by his 
calf-rearing enterprise. He took in 97 
calves in 2017, fi nishing the year with 
96 extra ca� le than the end of 2016. 
This translated into a staggering in-
ventory change of +€3,302/ha (v +€427/
ha in 2016). A rented shed in the local-
ity coupled with a derogation is al-
lowing for the increase. Indeed, John’s 
sales in 2017 were actually back on 
2016 (€1,506 v 1,846/ha) and purchases 
were up (€811 v €429/ha). 

His farm’s massive gross output fi g-
ure of €3,997/ha is a function of the 
inventory change, but the issue with 
this inventory fi gure is that suckler 
and dairy animals are not diff erenti-
ated between for the purpose of valu-
ation – ca� le are valued based on age. 
The extra 89 six-to-12-month-old dairy-
origin calves (mixture of AA- and Frie-
sian-sired) are valued at €800/hd – the 
national standard. When we run the 
profi t monitor again with these cat-
tle valued at €550 for males (69 extra) 

and €700 for females (20 extra, mix of 
dairy x AA and suckler-bred), the gross 
margin fi gure returned is €1,544/ha. 

It must be said, €1,544/ha is an excel-
lent gross margin fi gure for any beef 
farm and a fantastic result after just 
one year in the programme. Any of our 
participants would be happy to end on 
this fi gure after their four-year stint. 
John runs an exceptional farm, grow-
ing almost 14t of grass/DM/ha in 2017 – 
the second highest in the programme. 
He carried out 35 grass walks in 2017 
too – the most of any programme 
farmer.

He is looking to tighten his calf rear-
ing enterprise even further, taking in 

100 calves in two groups as opposed 
to a number of smaller groups this 
year. Where he once sold a lot of his 
bought-in calves live, John will now 
look to fi nish the vast majority in bull 
systems. With cow numbers going up 
too, he is opting to buy in his main si-
lage cuts in 2018. He is confi dent that, 
given his location, he will be able to 
get good-quality bales dropped into 
his yard during the summer at a rea-
sonable price. He will continue to take 
surplus bales from his grazing area 
during the season – 93 were made in 
2017.

John McSweeney e-Profi t Monitor 
summary 2017
System  under 16 month bull
Cattle ha 24.7
Sales (€/ha) 1,506
Purchases (€/ha) 811
Inventory (€/ha) +3,302
Gross output (€/ha) 3,997
Feed (€/ha) 801
Fertiliser (€/ha) 391
Vet (€/ha) 192
Contractor (€/ha) 105
Total variable costs (€/ha) 1,625
Gross margin (€/ha) 2,362

<section>Teagasc advisor comment 
- Alan Dillon</section>

Both of these farmers have made 
huge strides in terms of farm per-
formance in the past 12 months but, 
due to varying systems, it is refl ect-
ed differently on profi t monitor. 

John Mcsweeney is pushing the 
boat out regards stocking rate and 
grass growth and will continue to 
drive performance over the next 
few years, but the system requires 
a farmer with a high level of skill in 
terms of managing grass in a diffi -
cult year and being able to purchase 
good-quality stock and silage at 
value. Should John maintain per-
formance and profi t at a level near 
what he achieved this year he will 
be in a good position to draw a rea-
sonable wage from the farm and still 
be able to reinvest while not delving 
into direct payments.

Garreth is running a system that 
is more of a slow burner. It will pay 
dividends once the herd has reached 
its required size and stock are car-
ried through to fi nish. 

Both farmers are aiming to follow 
the bull fi nishing route, which will 
leave the greatest level of profi t at 
optimum stocking rate and cow ef-
fi ciency. It should be noted though 
that any farmers looking at the bull 
route have communicated with their 
processor to ensure they have mar-
kets for bulls. Farmers in the steer 
system will achieve positive results 
in time but this system is a slower 
system to build with lower levels of 
inputs than the bull systems.

Calving pattern Spring

Farm system Suckler to bull beef & calf 
rearing

Farm size 24.7ha

2017 gross margin  €2,362/ha

Land type relatively dry

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Cashfl ow

John 
McSweeney,
Co Cork


