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Plans come
to life in
Wexford
Last week,
the Teagasc/
Irish Farmers
Journal
BETTER
farm beef
challenge
team visited
Peter and
Cathal Breen
to review
their farm
plan, writes
Matthew
Halpin
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F

ather and son Peter and Cathal
Breen are farming in partnership
outside Gorey in Co Wexford.
The 74ha farm consists mainly
of heavy soil, 66ha of which are
currently in grass while the remaining 8ha
are sown in barley. Just like on many farms
across the country, lack of grass growth
is becoming a concern as moisture levels
are at a minimum and grass begins to
show signs of drought stress. However,
despite the short-term pressures, Peter
Breen is optimistic about the long-term
benefits this dry spell can bring. “This
dry summer will crown the land for the
next five years,” he explained. “The ground
will crack and it will do more good than
a sub-soiler would ever do.”
Last week, the Teagasc and Irish Farmers Journal BETTER farm beef challenge
team, along with local B&T adviser Martina
Harrington, visited the Breens to review
their farm plan. The three-year BETTER
farm beef challenge is now reaching its
midpoint and participants will be sitting
down with their advisers over the coming
weeks and months to review their plans
and assess their performance to date.
Each participant, including the Breens,
was given physical and financial performance targets as part of their plan, as well
as six BETTER farm beef challenge challenges, three of which were mandatory
while the remaining three were assigned
on an individual basis.
Physical performance
On starting the programme, the Breens
were stocked at 1.33Lu/ha, made up of 60

Table 1: Projected stocking rate
Group
Suckler cows
Calves
1-2 year male
1-2 year female (9 months)
Dairy calves
1-2 year ﬁnishing stock
Grass steers (6 months)
Stock bulls
Whole farm
Stocking rate (/74ha)
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Number
60
57
29
28(0.8)
79
78
30(0.5)
2

LU Total LU
1
60
0.3
17.1
0.6
17.4
0.6
13.5
0.3
23.7
0.6
46.8
0.6
9
1
2
189.5
2.56/ha

Fixed costs
Calving pattern
Farm system
Farm size
2017 gross margin
Land type

The target stocking rate for the Breens by the end of the BETTER farm beef
challenge is 2.5LU/ha

Table 2: Projected output
Sales
Group
Own
Bullocks
Heifers
Cull cows
Purchased
Hereford steers
Freisian steers
Angus/Hereford heifers
Grass steers
Total
Purchases
Group
Dairy calves
Grass steers
Total
Gross output

Number

Weight

€/kg

Total

29
13
15

400kg
330kg
375kg

€4.00
€4.10
€3.40

€46,000
€17,589
€19,125

20
29
29
30

320kg
310kg
255kg
380kg

€4.00
€3.60
€3.90
€3.98

€25,600
€32,364
€28,840
€45,372
€215,290

Number
80
30
110

Weight

Value
€200
€1,150

Total
€16,000
€34,500
€50,500
€164,790

500kg

Guide to trafﬁc lights
Fixed costs:

€/hr worked:
(as prop of net proﬁt)

<€350/ha
<€550/ha
>€550/ha

>€12.50/hr
<€12.50/
<€5/hr

suckler cows, their 60 calves, two stock
bulls and the one- to two-year-old male
and female finishing stock. The target
stocking rate by the end of the BETTER
farm beef challenge is 2.5LU/ha, almost
double the stocking rate. So how can this
increase be achieved? First and foremost,
increasing cow numbers wasn’t an option.
Both Peter and Cathal work off-farm and
both men feel 60 to 70 cows is the maximum number they can manage. With
extra suckler cows out of the question,
the focus turned to buying in stock. Before the programme started, the Breens
were not purchasing any stock, except
stock bulls. The plan to almost double
the farms stocking rate now lies with the
purchase of 110 head of cattle each year,
40 dairy calves in the spring, 40 in the
autumn and 30 continental steers for
the grass, all being taken to slaughter.
Table 1 outlines the projected stocking
rate in detail.
Currently, the farm is stocked at 2.2LU/
ha, which demonstrates a big jump in
the right direction. Last spring, the first
batch of dairy calves arrived on the farm
and were reared by the Breens before being turned out to grass for the summer.
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In association with

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

Fast-forward 16 months, these are now
grazing with the Breens’ own bulls and
the plan is to put them into the shed and
finish under 20 months. It is worth noting
that the plan is to finish all male cattle
as steers. Due to an extremely difficult
spring, a management decision was taken
not to castrate the bulls bought in, but
this will not be happening in future. A
group of 39 calves were purchased this
spring and these will be castrated prior
to their second summer at grass.
Financial performance
To increase the financial performance on
the farm, the BETTER farm beef challenge
team placed its focus on the value of output per hectare on the farm (€/ha). Prior to
the programme, the Breens had a relatively
low output at €793/ha. Coupled with this,
the system operated on the farm was not
facilitating easy cashflow management,
with only one or two large sales of stock
taking place each year.
The financial plan put in place aims to
tackle the two key areas of output and
cashflow. From an output perspective, the
additional 110 head of purchased stock
is projected to heavily supplement the

Cashﬂow
Spring
Suckler to steer
and heifer beef
74ha

€721/ha
Heavy clay

stock born on-farm.
Table 2 outlines the farm’s projected
sales and purchases. Sales are expected
to total €215,290, while purchases are expected to cost €50,500 – resulting in a
gross output of €164,790. Across 74ha, this
results in a projected output of €2,225/
ha. The target kilos of output shown in
Table 2 will undoubtedly be challenging
to achieve. To reach this level of output,
all areas of the BETTER farm beef challenge will be brought into play, including grassland, labour and herd-health
management. However, one of the greatest challenges for the Breens will be to
retain this output when variable costs
are deducted. A target of 55% has been
set, meaning variable costs should not
exceed 55% of the value of output/ha. If
this is realised, the Breens are now looking
at a gross margin of €1,000/ha (€2,225/
ha - (€2,225/ha x 55%)). E profit-monitor
data for 2016 shows that the top third of
suckler to beef farmers in the country
have variable costs of 43% while the top
third of trading farms have costs of 45%,
with the average of farms’ costs being
50% and 53%, respectively.
The additional stock on the farm will
also rectify the cashflow issue. The original
one or two larger sales each year will now
be replaced by a sale of steers in spring,
heifers in the autumn and dairy stock in
the winter as well as a sale of cull cows.
The challenges
Grass, finance and health and safety have
been made mandatory challenges for all
BETTER farm beef challenge participants.
The Breens are passing these three challenges with flying colours and the rewards
of this are becoming quite clear, with an
impressive grazing infrastructure in place,
strong grass growth figures recorded and
high levels of financial and performance
data available for monitoring.
Assigned to the Breens were the soil
fertility challenge, the labour structures
challenge and the meet the markets challenge. A large amount of farmyard manure
is produced on the farm each year and
this has been strongly incorporated into
the soil fertility targets. The farm plan has
been drawn up to suit Peter and Cathal’s
off-farm work and daily hours worked are
still being recorded for labour monitoring. Admittedly, the meet the markets
challenge will be taking a hit this year as
under-20-month bull beef is classified as
being out of spec. However, as mentioned,
the plan is to sell all males as bullocks
and this year’s bulls are simply a result
of difficult management decisions being
taken in a difficult spring.

