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S
ean Power hosts the 
second BETTER 
farm national walk 
at Woodsgift, outside 
Johnstown, Co Kilk-

enny, on Tuesday 15 Septem-
ber (starts 4pm). The walk 
will detail the changes made 
on the farm in increasing 
output and profi tability since 
starting the programme. A 
forum on fi nishing cattle 
will be held at the end of  the 
walk. 

Sean is one of  two farmers 
in the programme operating 
in a trading system. Typi-
cally, heifers are bought in 
as light stores and brought 
through to beef. The farm 
is large, but fragmented in 
nature. 

The farm consists of  ap-
proximately 118ha. There 
are four blocks of  land being 
farmed by the Powers, all of  
which are within a six-mile 
radius. 

Because the farm operates 
a trading system, the main 

ways of  increasing margin 
are through running more 
heads through the system 
and improving weight gain 
from grass. 

Heifers are bought in 
as yearlings and brought 
through to fi nish off  grass or 
out of  the shed. Heifers are 
bought in with a target of  
being slaughtered at about 
300kg carcase weight and 

Table 2: Profi t monitor yearly 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)

Cattle 
gross margin 

(€/ha)

Sheep and 
cattle gross 

margin (€/ha)

2011 98.2 1.90 595 1,221 243 114 22 69 98 546 675 701

2012 98.7 1.84 584 1,282 227 133 62 96 58 575 707 719

2013 96.3 2.36 702 1,768 570 170 48 90 128 1,006 762 794

2014 96.3 2.45 774 1,946 734 177 57 142 96 1,207 739 967

Table 1: Cattle cost, performance and output 2011 to 2014
 2011 2012 2013 2014

Number purchased 210 182 332 369

Weight (kg) 318 325 349 362

Price/kg liveweight (€) 2.04 2.28 2.16 2.12

Number slaughtered 268 225 235 337

Cost/head (€) 649 740 753 769

Carcase weight (kg) 297 304 300 319

No of days on the farm 367 452 403 356

Sale value/hd (€) 1,113 1,242 1,328 1,325

Figure 1
Number of cattle bought and sold each month in 2014
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Adviser comment

Since the start of the pro-
gramme, Sean has made 
signifi cant gains in terms of 
the gross margin of the 
farm. 

Sean also wanted to 
be able to run a beef 
fi nishing business that 
could sell heifers and 
buy in heifers 
every month to 

improve farm cashfl ow and 
reduce the risk of market price 

volatility at purchase 
and selling time. 

Sean’s gross mar-
gin at the beginning 
of the programme 

was €675/ha 
on the cattle 

enterprise 
and 

€701/ha on the whole farm. 
In 2013, Sean increased the 

number of heifers purchased 
and in 2014 he slaughtered 
337 heifers. 

As a result, Sean’s profi t 
monitor has shown a steady 
increase in stocking rate, beef 
output and output value. 

In 2014, the cattle stocking 
rate increased to 2.45 LU/ha 

and produced 30% more live-
weight of beef than in 2011. 

As a result, the farm’s 
output value has increased by 
almost 60% from €1,221/ha in 
2011 rising to €1,946 in 2014. 

The overall gross margin on 
this farm (cattle and sheep en-
terprises) has increased from 
€701/ha to €967/ha in 2014.

 — Peter Lawrence

Directions to BETTER farm national walk
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MAKING A 
MARGIN ON 
STORE TO 
BEEF FARM
Nathan Tuffy previews the 
second autumn BETTER farm 
walk of 2015, which takes place 
outside Johnstown, Co Kilkenny

grading approximately R. 
Along with the fi nishing 

system, Sean also runs a 
fl ock of  170 ewes and buys 
in up to 400 store lambs for 
fi nishing during the winter 
months. 

Grassland management
Grassland management has 
been central to improve-
ments on the farm and to 
allow Sean to increase the 
stocking rate. 

The primary focus for the 
Powers to be able to do this 
was to increase grass growth, 
utilisation and quality. A ro-
tational grazing system was 
implemented on the farm by 
setting up paddocks. 

Once a week, Sean walks 
the farm to measure grass in 
order to allow him to budget 
for the weeks ahead. It allows 
him to identify a surplus 
or defi cit of  grass and to 
act quickly to ensure grass 
quality is maintained at all 
times, so that high levels of  
liveweight gain is achieved 
on cattle. 

Several large paddocks 
have been created using 

permanent sheep fencing to 
manage ewes and lambs at 
grass. These areas are then 
subdivided using reels to pro-
vide a rotational grazing sys-
tem. Grass budgeting is vital. 
The role of  the spring and 
autumn rotation planners 
are paramount on the farm 
to ensure there is adequate 
grass supply for the ewe fl ock 
and cattle in the spring and 
autumn. 

Mixed grazing has been 
a main focus on the farm in 
the past few years and the 
Powers have invested heavily 
in sheep fencing. 

Sean’s theory is to con-
centrate on implementing 
a rotational grazing system 
and grow more grass to the 
amount of  beef  sold off  the 
farm. This is the priority be-
fore opting to reseed areas.

Increasing farm output
As a rotational grazing 
system was implemented 
over sections of  the farm, 
the amount of  grass grown 
increased, but so too did the 
number of  stock bought in. 

In 2011, Sean purchased 

210 cattle and slaughtered 
268 over the course of  that 
year. In 2014, the number 
purchased increased to 369 
and 337 were slaughtered in 
that 12-month period. Figure 
1 shows the cattle purchases 
and sales off  the farm in 
2014. 

The majority of  heifers are 
purchased from November 
to April, while slaughter-
ings peak in November and 
December, but remain rela-
tively constant from spring 
to winter. 

Table 1 details the perfor-
mance of  the farm in terms 
of  cattle purchase price, sale 
value, weight, etc. 

As you can see, along with 
increasing the number of  
heifers going through the 
farm, he has also managed to 
increase the carcase weights 
of  the cattle passing through 
the system. 

In 2011, the average car-
case produced on the farm 
was 297kg. In 2014, this had 
increased to 319kg, while the 
number of  days the heifers 
have been on the farm has 
remained the same. 

Purchase price is another 
key factor which can have a 
signifi cant impact on farm 
profi tability. From 2011 to 
2014, the average purchase 
price increased signifi cantly. 
However, so too did beef  
price. 

This year has been a more 
diffi cult year for the Powers 
in terms of  animal purchase 
price compared with beef  
price. 

The increase in stock 
numbers has been funded 
out of  cashfl ow, but Sean 
said that this would not have 
been possible if  the farm was 
not operating in a company 
structure. 

Pictured recently at a planning session for Sean Power’s farm 
walk were Sean and Eamonn Power, programme advisers Alan 
Dillon and Peter Lawrence, with Nathan Tuffy of the Irish Farm-
ers Journal and Pearse Kelly and Terry Carroll of Teagasc.

Beef forum 

At the end of the farm 
walk, a beef fi nishing forum 
will take place on the farm. 
The forum will contain 
budgets on fi nishing cat-
tle delivered by Teagasc. 
There will also be a forum 
with farmers and repre-
sentatives from factories 
to discuss industry key 
issues. The forum will be 
chaired by Irish Farmers 
Journal editor Justin Mc-
Carthy.


