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FODDER BUDGET SERIES:
From next week, see 
how the BETTER Farm 
participants are plan-
ning their fodder for 
the coming winter

All stock weights 06/07/2018

Animal type Number
Average 

DOB

DOB to 
weigh date 

(days)
Weight 

(kg)
Lifetime 

ADG (kg)

2017 own steers 23 29/02/2017 492 503 0.93

2017 own heifers 18 22/02/2017 499 473 0.86

2017 dairy steers 21 27/02/2017 494 460 0.84

2017 dairy heifers 18 19/02/2017 502 434 0.77

2018 own bull calves 17 26/02/2018 130 177 1.02

2018 own heifer calves 22 28/02/2018 128 174 1.01

2018 dairy bull calves 16 27/02/2018 129 130 0.66

2018 dairy heifer calves 26 19/02/2018 137 127 0.60

 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: (consec-
utive months without 
sales– inc. sheep)

 <5 
 <7 
 >7
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Suckler to steer beef and dairy 
calf-to-beef farmer Ricky Milli-
gan farms 64ha of free-draining 
land on the outskirts of Robert-
stown, Co Kildare. He also has a 

tillage operation. Ricky has a herd of 40 
suckler cows, with a rich vein of Hereford 
genetics running through the bloodline, 
with only some Limousin, Simmental and 
Angus in the herd also. To supplement 
output on the farm, 40 dairy calves were 
purchased to rear in the spring, and these 
too are Hereford cross.

Hereford is a traditional breed, which 
was historically very common in Ireland. 
The infl ux of continental breeds into the 
national suckler herd in recent decades 
has subsequently led to the rapid decline 
of the traditional Hereford and Angus 
breeds. Both breeds are well known for 
their smaller frames, meat quality and 
early maturing characteristics, which en-
ables them to lay down fat at an earlier 
age compared with their later-maturing 
continental counterparts. 

It is for the la� er two characteristics 
that Ricky has opted to use the Hereford 
genetics within his herd: “Because I am 
limited with the housing I have on the 
farm, I decided a few years ago to bring 
in a breed that I wouldn’t have to house 
for the second winter. I aim to kill my 
steers at 22 months and my heifers at 20 
months and I felt Herefords would suit 
this system.”

The breed is also given recognition by 
meat factories throughout the country, 
through the Irish Hereford Prime bonus 
scheme. The scheme provides a top-up 
on the base price per kilo off ered by the 
processor. A standard top-up of €0.10/kg 
is the minimum bonus available for pre-
booking, and this can climb to €0.20/kg 
in off -season periods. Grading bonuses 
of €0.02 to €0.06 on R to U grades also 
apply. Only carcase weights of between 
220kg to 380kg are accepted. For Ricky, 
however, it is important not to get caught 
up in bonuses when it comes to sale time: 
“I think rather than looking at how high 
the bonuses may or may not be, it is pri-
ority to look at the ca� le fi rst and make 
sure that they are fi t to sell before any-
thing else.”

Drought impact
Due to the recent drought, Ricky faced 
a constant uphill ba� le to ensure his 
stock’s performance didn’t take a hit. 
“There were some days during the last 
month when I came out to the farm and 
I was very frustrated – everyone was. No-
body minds feeding bales of silage in the 
winter time when your overalls are on 
and you’re geared up for it – it’s really 
not a nice job in the summer though.” 
Thankfully, when I visited Ricky last week, 
a good amount of rain had fallen prior 
to that and, much to his relief, the fi elds 
had started to regain their normal, green 
complexion. “Do I think we are back on 
track where we should be? No. To be hon-
est, I think the track is gone. However, 
I’m delighted to see that growth is back 
up and running and hopefully I can save 
some more fodder before the winter.”

After completing a fodder budget 
based on a six-month winter with Tea-
gasc/ Irish Farmers Journal BETTER farm 
adviser Tommy Cox and local B&T advis-

er Fiona Doolin, Ricky looks set to have 
a defi cit of approximately 60t of silage, 
which factors in the conservation of 30ac 
of second-cut silage over the next two 
months. Considering Ricky is feeding 
3.5t per day, a 60t defi cit equates to just 
17 days short of a six-month winter and, 
given the farm’s location, this shouldn’t 
be an issue.

This 60t fi gure did not come without 
sacrifi ce, however. Despite his preference 
to sell stock early, Ricky always allows for 
the housing of 20 of his lightest steers and 
heifers to fi nish out of the shed. These 
stock have now been excluded from the 
winter budget, meaning they will have to 
be slaughtered by October at the latest. 
For this to happen, meal feeding started 
last week. “My fi nishing heifers are on 
3kg of concentrates for the last month. 
My plan, over the next six weeks, is to 
start drawing out groups for slaughter as 
I see fi t.” Ricky admits, it’s not his prefer-
ence, but he is left with very li� le option: 
“Look, I am selling these heifers at lighter 

Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Cashfl ow

Calving pattern Spring
Farm system Suckler/calf to 

steer and heifer 
beef

Farm size 64ha
2016 gross margin €685/ha
Land type Free-draining/

clay

Happy with 
Herefords 
in Kildare

weights and obviously that will mean less 
money, but on the other hand I think buy-
ing expensive feed, which could be poor 
quality, is the worse of the two options.”

Thriving steers
While Ricky’s heifers may have been sub-
ject to a slight shortage of fresh grass at 
times, he was extremely reluctant to let 
his steers take a hit: “The bullocks didn’t 
take a hit, only because I grazed my sec-
ond-cut silage. As it worked out, I got the 
best of both worlds: my silage ground is 
as strong again now as it was three weeks 
ago, and I think my bullocks are the best 
they have been in years.” At present, they 
are on 4kg of ration and Ricky will be 
drafting out groups for slaughter over 
the coming months, similar to the heifers. 

Calves are also thriving well despite 
the recent diffi  cult conditions. The creep 
feeder was introduced three weeks ago 
and, while it might be early, Ricky is glad 
he did so as the concentrates more than 
made up for the drop in milk yield in his 
cows. The recent weights of all stock are 
shown in Table 1. 

With all fi nishing stores leaving the 
farm before winter housing, Ricky will 
be left with three main groups of stock 
to house and feed: his 40 suckler cows, 
their 40 weanling calves and 40 dairy 
calves. As mentioned, Ricky’s housing fa-
cilities are limited, particularly in regard 
to sla� ed tanks. With a reliance on dry 
bedded sheds and bearing in mind the 
diffi  culty sourcing straw, Ricky is turning 
to bedding alternatives: “I’m going to try 
and use peat and see how it goes. I plan 
to put a depth of 18in in the sheds so I 
fi gure I will need just over 100t.” 

Ricky has good quality straw saved al-
ready, but he has much of this earmarked 
for cows calving and also for buff er feed-
ing cows.

Adviser comment 
Tommy Cox
Like the majority of farmers on light-
er soil, it has been a testing period 
for Ricky. The extended dry spell, 
coupled with the diffi cult spring 
left it diffi cult to save much-needed 
fodder reserves. However, a num-
ber of proactive steps were taken 
to ensure the required level of feed 
would be achieved. While this year 
has been one to forget, I know Ricky 
will continue to drive on his farm to 
reach its full potential.

Creep was introduced three weeks ago to make up for a potential drop in cow 
milk-yield.

Stores have now been excluded from 
the winter budget, meaning they will 
have to be slaughtered before housing.

Calves are thriving well despite the 
recent diffi cult conditions.

Ricky 
Milligan is 
happy to 

see the end 
of drought 

2018 as 
he begins 
fi nishing 
stores to 

sell before 
the winter. 
Ma� hew 
Halpin 
writes

VIDEO ONLINE
watch the video on 
farmersjournal.ie


