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N
iall and Jane Patter-
son, Carrigallen, Co 
Leitrim, will host 
the first of  the au-
tumn walks in the 

BETTER farm programme. 
The farm has gone through a 
lot of  changes over the past 
few years and the Pattersons 
are consistently trying to in-
crease the gross margin and 
output from the farm, which 
is heavy in nature.

The wet and relatively cold 
summer has taken its toll on 
the farm over the past few 
months. Because the farm 
type itself  is very heavy and 
difficult in nature, a number 
of  changes have taken place. 
These include the addition 
of  a sheep enterprise to help 
utilise grass on the wet-
test parts of  the farm or to 
utilise grass in early spring 
or winter, when ground may 
be too wet to carry cattle or 
weanlings. 

The farm itself  is 32ha 
of  grassland carrying 30 
suckler cows, 70 mid-season 
ewes and 30 ewe hoggets. The 
farm is typical of  the area 
and is fragmented in nature 
with three sections in total. 
The cows are calving from 
December to March and all 
weanlings are sold at approx-
imately 10 months of  age.

Over the past few years, 
there has been a focus 
on increasing output 
and the quality of  cat-
tle produced on the 
farm. Artificial insemi-
nation (AI) and a stock 
bull are used; for 
replacements, 
the Limousin 
stock bull 

and AI is used, while Belgian 
Blue AI sires are used as a 
terminal sire to increase 
the sale value of  terminal 
progeny.

Costs on heavy land
Despite having excellent 
quality stock in the herd, 
land type and weather have 
the greatest effect on the 
profitability at farm level. 
Table 1 details the cost of  
keeping a cow on the farm in 
2013 versus 2014, with figures 
generated from the Teagasc 
e-Profit monitor. The fodder 
crisis and long winter in 
2013 had a profound effect 
on costs. The feed cost for 
that year was €225/cow, with 
total variable costs coming 
in at €738/cow. The output 
was €821/cow, resulting in a 
gross margin of  €82/cow. In 
2014, although all costs bar 

feed were up, the output 
was also up at €1,021/cow. 
Total variable costs were 
€683/cow, while gross 
margin was €338/cow.

Profit monitor
Table 2 details 
the profit mon-
itor analysis 
for the farms 
over the past 
few years. 
Although 
the stocking 

rate is one of  the lowest in 
the programme at 1.87/ha, in-
creasing the stocking density 
on this land type could lead 
to higher costs and a lower 
margin. 

The constant struggle is 
to keep variable costs and, 
in particular, feed costs to a 
minimum. In 2011, although 
cow numbers were higher at 
the time, output was €953/ha. 

With lower cow numbers 
in 2014, improved weight 
for age has resulted in the 
liveweight output increas-
ing slightly on a per-hectare 
basis, while output value 
jumped by €417/ha to €1,370/
ha. 

Variable costs have been 
changeable due mainly to 
weather-related issues, rang-
ing from €710/ha to €1,080/
ha. The gross margin last 
year hit €453/ha, up from 
€243/ha in 2011.

Breeding performance
Table 3 details the key calv-
ing details of  the farm over 
the past few years. The num-

ber of  cows in the herd has 
decreased slightly over the 
past few years in line with 
the increase the ewe flock. 

Fertility is paramount; the 
aim is to have a calving date 
as close as possible to 365 
days. During the breeding 
season, cows are served by AI 
for the first eight weeks. The 
stock bull, sired by Amper-
taine Commander, has good 
maternal traits and is used 
when cattle are out at grass. 

The average calving inter-
val was running at 394 days 
in 2013, which dropped to 372 
days in 2013-2014. 

Over the past few years, 
the calving spread has been 
tightened from 20 weeks back 
to 12 to streamline work on 
the farm as Niall works full-
time off  farm. 

Weather has had a seri-
ous effect on the fertility of  
the herd over the years, but 
all efforts are made to keep 
energy high in the diet even 
throughout periods where 
cows are housed during the 
breeding season.

Mixed grazing
The introduction of  the 
sheep enterprise has been a 
major benefit to grassland 
management on the farm. 

As the land type is heavy, 
grass utilisation can be 
tricky during a poor summer 
such as this one, and par-
ticularly in the shoulders of  
the year. The addition of  the 
ewes has meant that grass 
can be grazed at times of  the 
year when it is not possible 
to do so with cows, weanlings 
or replacement heifers. 

In addition to this mixed 
grazing on the farm, the use 
of  dry ewes has been benefi-
cial as along with reducing 
worm burdens, etc, the ewes 
can be used to graze out pad-
docks after cows and calves 
to ensure quality regrowth.

Investing in land drainage
Most of  the farm was 
drained in the 1970s but, 
in recent years, the Pat-
tersons have embarked on 
the drainage crusade once 
again as a number of  the old 

drains have broken down and 
stopped working. 

Drainage work is carried 
out on a field-by-field basis. 
Drains have been installed 
at a depth of  0.8m and placed 
20m apart. An 80mm drain-
age pipe was used, as well 
as 40mm clean stone for the 
shores. 

A mole plough was then 
used at an angle to the pipes 
to create fissures and allow 
water to permeate to the 
drains. After this, fields 
were ploughed and reseeded. 
Grass production on the 
farm has doubled through 
reseeding, drainage and im-
proving soil fertility. 

When reseeding land 
post-drainage, grass mixes 
that are suitable for heavy 
land and with good ground 
cover and persistency were 
selected. The mix used this 
year consisted of  Aber-
choice, Tyrella and Drumbo. 
The Pattersons estimate that 
the drainage and reseeding 
work has cost about €759/
acre (€1,875/ha), plus VAT.

Nathan Tuffy previews key 
messages from next Tuesday’s 
farm walk on the Pattersons’ 
farm in Co Leitrim
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BaTTlINg TO  
INcREaSE ThE 
gROSS maRgIN 
ON hEavY laNd

Table 1: Cost of keeping a 
cow on the Patterson farm 

2013 2014
Gross output €821 €1,021
Variable costs (VC):
Feed €225 €136
Fertiliser 140 €174
vet €85 €97
Contractor €176 €194
Other €112 €82
Total VC €738 €683
Gross margin €82 €338

Table 2: Profit monitor year comparisons
Year area 

farmed 
(ha)

Stocking 
rate  
(lU/ha)

liveweight 
output  
(kg/ha)

Output 
value 
(€/ha)

Feed 
(€/ha)

Fert/
lime (€/
ha)

vet  
(€/ha)

contractor 
(€/ha)

Other 
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

gross 
margin 
(€/ha)

2011 32 1.49 427 953 181 175 126 176 37 710 243
2012 32 1.72 465 1,088 158 133 142 217 123 800 287
2013 32 1.82 467 1,200 329 205 124 258 131 1,080 120
2014 32 1.87 452 1,370 183 234 130 261 84 918 453

Table 3: Three-year calving performance statistics
2011-2012 2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 current national averages

Total number of calvings:
Number of cows 38 36 32 27
Number of heifers 7 7 5 4
Calving interval 372 384 394 372 412
Mortality at birth % 0 2.9 3 0 4.5
Mortality at 28 days % 0 5.9 3 3.6 5.6
Females not calved in period % 0 3 0 0 13
Calves per cow per year 0.97 0.86 0.94 0.96 0.79

Niall  
Patterson

 ÂStocking increased 
from 1.47LU/ha to 
1.87LU/ha.

 ÂOutput value in-
creased from €953/ha 
to €1,370/ha.

 ÂEwe flock of 70 ewes 
present to aid grassland 
management.

 ÂDrainage works car-
ried out to improve 
trafficability.

 Â2013 had a severe 
negative effort on gross 
margin due to higher 

feed costs.
 ÂGross margin in 
2014 was €453/

ha.

Weaned heifers on Niall and Jane Patterson’s farm. Weaning took place for about 
half of the herd in the past few weeks due to poor ground conditions and grass 
growth. The weanlings remain at grass, while 14 cows are housed on silage alone. 
Weanlings are getting 2kg of ration per day at grass.
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8 September: 4pm 
Shuttle bus from  

Carrigallen Mart to  
Patterson farm.


