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W
hen Charlie Craw-
ford entered the 
BETTER farm pro-
gramme in 2012, 
he had a herd of  

33 suckler cows and 120 ewes. 
He embarked on the process 
of  building stock numbers 
and today is running a herd 
of  50 sucklers and 160 ewes.

The farm itself  consists 
of  about 48ha of  owned and 
rented land and is of  very 
good quality, just outside 
Castlefi n, Co Donegal. 

With output low on the 
farm initially, there was 
great scope to increase this 
while keeping costs in check. 

In 2012, the farm was 
stocked at just 1.59LU/ha 
and has increased gradually 
since then. Last year, the 
farm was stocked at 1.85LU/
ha and it is expected that a 
stocking rate close to 2.0LU/
ha will be achieved this year. 

Charlie has worked closely 
with his local B&T adviser 
Garry Fisher. Shane McHugh 
and Catherine Egan have ad-
vised him on how to improve 
output from within the farm 
gate.

Focus on cow quality
While expanding the herd, 
there has been a clear focus 
on milk. As milk is the key 
driver of  weaning weight, 
Charlie has selected mater-
nal sires to use on the best 
mothers in the herd that have 
adequate milk. 

The majority of  the herd is 
comprised of  Hereford cross, 
Limousin cross and Simmen-
tal cross cows.

Good records are the key 
to this and Charlie believes 
that without regular weight 
recording, particularly 
between 150 and 250 days of  
age, it is impossible to have 
a handle on which cows have 
the highest milk yield. 

In terms of  weight gains, 
the bulls are averaging ap-
proximately 1.3kg/day, while 
the heifers are gaining ap-
proximately 1.2kg/day since 
birth. Milk and grassland 
management is key to this. 

The system is centred on 
selling spring-born bulls in 
late autumn, with a target 
of  weaning them at about 
345kg liveweight on average, 
and then targeting to get an 
additional 100kg on to them 
before sale on grass and 2kg 
of  ration per head. 

Heifers that are not suit-
able for breeding are kept 
until the following year for 
fi nishing. No cattle bar cull 
cows are fi nished on the 
farm. 

Along with keeping costs 
down, there is a focus on 
keeping the system as simple 
as possible, as Charlie works 
part-time off  farm. There are 
no spring-calving cows on 
the farm.

Grassland improvements
Grazing would have taken 
place in smaller groups of  
cattle on each fi eld, which 
has now been changed to 
larger groups of  stock and 
moving them quicker around 
the farm to maximise grass 
quality and rotations. 

This has been achieved by 
implementing a paddock sys-

tem. Each grazing group has 
six/seven paddocks. 

The aim is to graze out 
paddocks in three days and 
allow 18 to 21 days for re-
growth. Because the stocking 
rate has been increasing over 
the past few years and is set 
to increase further, maximis-
ing grass growth is vital. 

Following a rotational 
grazing plan with all stock 
has allowed Charlie to in-
crease the amount of  grass 
grown on the farm and the 
stocking rate. 

In addition to the stock 
being carried, in some years, 
surplus grass has been sold 
off  the farm as silage. 

In addition to grass meas-
uring, Charlie has focused 
on improving soil fertility on 
the farm. 

Although pH is not a great 
issue, he has started to recti-
fy P and K levels by bringing 
them back up to the index 3 
target.

Mixed grazing has been a 
great benefi t to the system, 
not only from a parasite 
point of  view, but as a grass-
land management tool. 

The sheep and lambs are 
run with the cows and calves 
in the summer months. Once 

the lambs are weaned, they 
are moved to after-grass for 
fi nishing, while the dry ewes 
are then used to clean off  
paddocks after the cows and 
calves. 

This practice has resulted 
in much-improved grassland 
management, less pasture 
getting ahead of  stock and 
Charlie targeting the appro-
priate grass covers of  8cm to 
10cm during the main sum-
mer months.

The fact that the farm is 
dry in nature means that by 
using the autumn and spring 
rotation planners, he can 
maximise the length cattle 
spend at grass on the farm. 

Weanling bulls and heifers 
are generally out at grass up 
to the end of  November, with 
some supplementation. In 
the spring, yearling heifers 
are priority stock and can go 
back to grass in February to 
maximise cheap liveweight 
gain prior to sale as forward 
stores.

Other options
In previous years, other 
options were looked into as 
possibilities of  increasing 
stocking rate on the farm. 

The target was to increase 

cow numbers to 55, as the 
housing on the farm is suited 
to this. 

Extending cow numbers 
beyond this point places in-
creased demand on workload 
in spring for calving. If  ad-
ditional housing is required, 
the cost of  building may 
outweigh the gains, in the 
short-term at least. 

The option of  buying store 
cattle or weanlings to run 
at grass over the summer 
months was looked at, but 
the cost of  purchases, par-
ticularly in a year like this 
where purchase prices are 
high, was a disadvantage. 

Other options that have 
been looked at in the past 
were contract-rearing of  
heifers for dairy farmers, 
and the option of  buying in 
Angus or Hereford calves in 
the spring to rear and sell 
them as stores. 

Along with the additional 
cost most of  these options 
bring, they also place a much 
greater demand on labour 
and complicate a simple 
system. 

However, some of  these op-
tions may be looked at again 
in the future as a low-cost 
method of  increasing output 
from the farm.

Costs and gross margin
The farm has come a long 
way since the start of  the 
programme. The stocking 
rate has been increased dra-
matically and numbers built 
gradually, without resorting 
to buying in too many re-
placements. This has helped 
Charlie keep a tight rein 
on the costs of  increasing 
numbers. 

However, the cost of  carry-
ing additional replacements 
through to calve down at 24 
months also has a negative 
impact on the gross margin, 

by keeping variable costs 
higher than normal. 

At the start of  the pro-
gramme, the gross margin 
on the Crawford farm was 
€503/ha. Output value was 
€1,188/ha and variable costs 
were €523/ha. 

In 2014, variable costs were 
€692/ha, output was €1,185/
ha and the gross margin was 
€493/ha. It is expected that 
output will increase in 2015 
as additional stock sales 
come through. 

Variable costs are expected 
to drop also, which should 
see the gross margin im-
prove to €700/ha as the bene-
fi ts of  the increased stocking 
rate come through.

The cows on the farm would have originated from Hereford or Simmental crosses with a dairy background. Charlie has retained milk 
in the herd and uses maternal AI sires on cows to breed replacements. Cow numbers increased 

from 33 to 50 since 2012.
 Ewe fl ock increased 

from 120 to 160.
 Focus on rotational 

grazing has improved the 
volume of grass grown on 
the farm.

  In previous years, 
surplus grass was sold as 
silage or hay.

 Will look at increasing 
the stocking rate further 
in the coming years.

KEY POINTS

Spring-born bull calves on Charlie Crawford’s farm. The target 
is to wean and run them on grass with 2kg to 3kg of ration up to 
November, when they will be sold at 420kg to 440kg liveweight. 

Adviser 
comment 

Charles has increased 
output by focusing extra 
attention on implementing 
numerous  changes.  These  
changes include improving 
grassland management, 
breeding performance and 
maximising weight gain 
on the farm. The increase 
in grass utilised to carry a 
higher stocking rate is es-
sential to reduce costs and 
maximise profi ts. 

 — Catherine Egan


