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om Halpin farms just 
outside Kells in Co 
Meath. Since entering 
the BETTER farm 
programme, he has 

improved the quality and 
number of  stock produced. 
In the last year, the sheep en-
terprise has been disbanded 
to concentrate on increasing 
stock numbers. 

The herd of  nearly 85 cows 
is split-calving, 45 in the 
spring and 40 in the summer 
(June/July). Tom has been 
working closely with his 
B&T adviser Ned Heffernan 
and BETTER farm adviser 
Peter Lawrence since joining 
the programme. The target 
is to get cow numbers up 
to about 100 in the coming 
years. However, increasing 
cow numbers on the farm 
has been relatively slow, as 
all replacements are coming 
from within the herd. 

Cow type is a mixture of  
Limousin, Charolais and 
Simmental crosses. The 
focus over the years has 
been to breed mothers with 
good conformation, yet have 
plenty of  milk, good fertility 
and calving ease.

Calving spread
A summer calving herd is 
unusual, but the reasons 
Tom has stuck with it are 
simple – it spreads the 
workload, so not all the herd 
is calving in one group. In 
addition, having all the cows 
calved in June and July 
means that all are re-bred be-
fore being housed for 
the winter months. 

It also helps to 
spread out grass 
demand on the 
farm, as this group 
of  cows is dried off  
in February, which 
means they can be 
held inside in the 
spring, allowing 
for priority stock 
to be given access 
to spring grass 
early. Another 
benefit is that he 
has a group of  

bulls that is for sale at a time 
of  the year when there is 
good demand. Traditionally, 
all bull calves are sold as bull 
bulls at about 12-13 months 
of  age.

Over the past few years, 
Tom has worked hard to 
tighten the calving spread 
and has managed to keep 
it to about 12 weeks in the 
spring and summer herds. 
Stock bulls are used on the 
farm. Very little AI is used 
as all cows are bred at grass, 
and the paddock system does 
not lend itself  to separating 
cows from the herd and run-
ning them in for bulling.

Budget for the bulls
Traditionally, all bulls have 
been sold live to finishers 
from the farm. Tom has 
had success at achieving 
good weight for age which 
means that almost all the 
bulls would be suitable for 
an under-16-month finishing 
regime. 

One of  the reasons for sell-
ing bulls live has been hous-
ing constraints. Although 
it is possible to finish the 
summer-born bulls without 
impacting on housing, there 
simply was not enough hous-
ing present on the farm to al-
low for the spring-born bulls 
to be carried over the winter 
months.

Having finished bulls 
some years ago, after doing 
a budget on finishing his 20 
summer 2014-born bulls, he 
has decided to finish this 
batch in the coming weeks. 

Table 1 details the budget 
for finishing these bulls 
under 16 months of  age. At 
housing last November, the 

bulls weighed 224kg. They 
were weighed last week 

and average 505kg 
liveweight. From 

birth, they’ve 
had an average 

daily live-
weight gain 
of  1.27kg/day. 

Mathew, Tom’s 
son, is current-

ly feeding them 

about 3.5kg concentrates per 
day, and they will be brought 
up gradually to 5kg per day 
split into two feeds in the 
coming days. 

The current plan is to 
house these bulls by 1 August 
and build up onto an ad-lib 
feeding level for a 100-day 
finishing period. We are 
assuming that the bulls are 
housed at 525kg on average 
and gain 1.6kg/day for the 
final 100 days, resulting in 
a liveweight at slaughter of  
680-690kg, producing an aver-
age carcase weight of  about 
400kg. 

The majority of  these bulls 
are well conformed. We are 
estimating the kill-out at 58-
59%. The estimated breake-
ven price, including a cost, is 

€3.96/kg, or €4.21/kg when a 
€100/head margin is built in. 

These bulls will be drafted 
for slaughter in late Octo-
ber and will be coming out 
against prime cattle finished 
at grass. Although prices are 
strong at the moment, even 
factoring in a light price 
drop as more cattle come on 
stream, Tom is still optimis-
tic that he will achieve a 
beef  price of  €4.21/kg taking 
the QA bonus into account, 
and the likelihood of  getting 
them on to the grid as U16 
month bulls. 

However, one issue that 
Tom is currently looking at 
is the carcase weight. The 
target is to ensure that none 
of  the bulls has a carcase 
over 420kg, as this may 

impact the price of  these ani-
mals. There are some heavy 
bulls in the group – the focus 
will be to pull these out for 
slaughter before the 100-day 
mark, providing they are ad-
equately covered with fat. 

The option will still be 
there to sell spring-born 
bulls next year. However, the 
decision to do so will again 
be based on the completion 
of  a budget. Once this group 
is finished, he will have a 
better idea of  what he can 
achieve on his farm during 
the finishing period.

Table 2 details the farm's 
physical and financial per-
formance over the past few 
years. The number of  hec-
tares farmed has varied over 
the years as the sheep flock 
fluctuated in size. As all ewes 
are now gone off  the farm, 
the farm size will increase 
to about 61ha. As a result, 
the stocking rate will drop 
slightly, but will continue 
to increase as cow numbers 
increase towards the target 
of  100. 

In terms of  output value, 
last year Tom hit €1,676/
ha, but this will increase 
further this year as bulls 
are finished. Variable costs 
will increase also due to in-
creased meal useage, and the 
gross margin on is expected 

to remain steady at €1,000/ha 
as the area farmed increases.

Cashflow
Cashflow can cripple any 
business. The move to fin-
ishing bulls will have two 
impacts on the farm – it will 
increase variable costs in the 
short term, and delay sales. 

Assuming the concentrate 
cost is €250/t, and each bull 
eats 1t in the finishing phase, 
this means that an extra 
€5,000 will be spent on con-
centrates in the short term. 

Tom has allowed for this 
in his sums, but feels that the 
real bite will come next year 
if  he starts to finish all stock 
as there will be no income 
from February/March until 
October/November, which 
could have an impact for the 
first year.
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Table 1: Budget for finshing under 16 months.

Starting weight 505kg

Value @ €2.50/kg €1,262.5

Build up 5kg conc + grass (two weeks) €22.5

Concentrates (10kg/d * 100d) €250

Straw (0.5kg/d*100d) €20

Mortality @ 2% €28

Total costs €1,583

Avg carcase weight 400kg

Break even beef price €3.96/kg

Break even plus €100 margin €4.21/kg

Table 2: Profit monitor results
Ha farmed Stocing rate 

LU/ha
output (kg/
ha)

Output (€/
ha)

Variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2014 56 2.18 774 1676 666 1011

2013 56 2.04 662 1488 721 767

2012 52.4 2.15 750 1542 904 637

2011 69.4 1.49 594 931 356 575

This group of 20 June/July 2014 bulls is currenly weighing 505kg on average and they are eating 3.5kg concentrates/day at grass. 
Meal feeding will increase to 5kg in a split feed prior to housing for finishing at the end of the month.

Nathan Tuffy speaks to tom 
Halpin about the budget he 
completed when deciding 
whether to finish his bulls under 
16 months of age

 ÂSpring- and summer-
calving herds. 85 cows 
in total.

 ÂWas suckler-to-store 
bull/heifer, now consider-
ing finishing.

 Â20 June/July bulls to 
be slaughtered under 16 
months.

 ÂCurrently being fed 
3.5kg at grass. Will 
increase to 5kg/day prior 
to housing in two feeds.

 ÂBulls weighed 505kg 
on average last week.

 ÂWill be housed at 
525kg for 100-day finish.

 ÂEstimated carcase 
weight of 400kg at 
slaughter.
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