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T
he fi nal autumn farm 
walk will take place 
on the farm of  Mi-
chael Smith in Mount 
Nugent, Co Cavan, 

on Tuesday 29 September . 
Michael runs a herd of  50 
suckler cows, selling bull 
calves as weanlings and heif-
ers not suitable for breeding 
as stores or fi nishing. He 
farms 50ha (123 acres), which 
is all in one block but divided 
by a main road. 

The herd is split into a 
spring and autumn herd. The 
spring herd consists of  30 
cows calving from January 
to March, while the autumn 
herd consists of  about 21 
cows calving from August to 
September. Spring-born bull 
calves are normally sold at 
10 months of  age and from 
350kg to 420kg liveweight. 

The autumn-born bulls 
weigh about 400kg to 450kg at 
sale. Heifers are either sold 
as stores or fi nished on the 
farm.

Breeding focus paying off
The cow type is a mix of  
Charolais, Limousin and 
Simmental crosses. Most 

replacements for the herd 
are homebred, however, as 
Michael has been working on 
expanding his suckler herd 
in recent years – additional 
cows have been purchased 
onto the farm. 

There has been a strong 
focus since joining the pro-
gramme on tightening the 
calving interval. In 2012, 
the calving interval was 384 
days, but Michael managed 
to pull it back to 371 days last 
year. 

He has focused on keep-
ing fully separate calving 
periods – spring and autumn 
– and avoided letting cows 
slip from one herd to another. 
This, combined with a strict 
culling focus, has allowed 
him to maintain fertile cows 
in each herd.

Breeding is restricted to 
two 12-week periods. The 
spring herd is served to AI 
for the fi rst few weeks, or 
until the cows go to grass, 
then the stock bull is used. In 
the autumn herd, a stock bull 
is used for the fi rst few weeks 
if  cows are out, then AI is 
used for the remainder. This 
year, Michael used APZ, LZF, 

LGL, EPN, ADX and EPN on 
mature cows. 

He served all the replace-
ment heifers to calve down 
at 24-28 months, with either 
Limousin AI sires FTY, HCA 
or a Saler bull RIO. Michael 
is focussed on trying to breed 
replacement heifers within 
his suckler herd by using 
bulls with high genetic merit 
for maternal traits.

There has also been a 
strong focus on keeping mor-
tality low. Strict attention to 
detail at calving, ensuring 
calves get adequate colos-
trum and minimising scour, 
etc, have helped to keep 
numbers of  calves/cow/year 
high. 

In the 2014-2015 period, Mi-
chael produced 0.98 calves/
cow – 0.19 higher than the 
national average. This means 
that in a 50-cow herd, he 

has about nine calves more 
produced.

Feeding and targets
As Michael has a split calv-
ing herd, he sells his cattle 
at different times of  the year 
and at different ages, which 
helps cashfl ow. The autumn-
born bull weanlings are 
weaned from the cows from 
mid to late May, at approxi-
mately nine to 10 months of  
age. 

They are gradually intro-
duced onto a 14% protein ra-
tion around two/three weeks 
before weaning. They are 
subsequently fed 2kg of  ra-
tion per day, along with grass 
for about six weeks prior to 
sale. Michael’s target sale 
weight is 440kg.

The spring-born bull 
calves and cows are separat-
ed from the heifer calves and 

cows from mid-August each 
year. The lightest bull calves 
are castrated and sold the fol-
lowing year as store bullocks. 
The heaviest bull weanlings 
are introduced to a course ra-
tion to help maximise growth 
rates and are fed 1.5-2kg/day 
at about 350kg liveweight.

Spring-born heifer calves 
not suitable as replacements 
are housed for the fi rst win-
ter and fed a growing diet 
of  fi rst-cut silage and 1-2kg 
of  ration to achieve a daily 
liveweight gain of  0.5-0.6kg/
day. These heifers are then 
turned out to grass in early 
spring in order to maxim-
ise cheap weight gain from 
grass. 

Traditionally, Michael sold 
these heifers in late Sep-
tember at 18 months of  age. 
However, in recent years he 
has fi nished these heifers 
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Although Michael has fo-
cussed on increasing his 
output on the farm, it is 
still very important that 
he doesn’t lose control 
of his production costs. 
During the course of the 
programme, Michael’s 
variable costs have 
been diluted to 
represent only 

43% of his total gross 
output produced on 

the farm. Similar 
to many farms 
nationwide, the 
poor spring in 

2013 did affect 
farm profi ts 

as pro-
duc-
tion 

costs increased largely due 
to the purchase of extra feed. 
However, if Michael can now 
maintain his variable costs 
at less than 45% of his gross 
output he will be in a good 
position to achieve the target 
gross margin of €1,000/ha. Mi-
chael has increased the gross 
margin on the farm by 55% 
from €414/ha in 2011 to €643/

ha in 2014 without any major 
fi xed costs investments. 

This has mainly been 
achieved through growing 
more grass by setting up more 
paddocks, increasing stocking 
rate and cattle sales, focusing 
on compact breeding seasons 
and keeping production costs 
under control.

Table 1: 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)
Gross margin 

(€/ha)

2011 50 1.68 469 864 71 102 48 164 65 449 414

2012 50 1.68 625 1,088 91 125 75 153 93 537 551

2013 50 1.64 390 915 194 198 93 182 77 744 171

2014 50 1.72 523 1,134 96 129 65 135 65 490 643

on farm in order to try and 
lift farm output. The aim 
is to put on at least 200kg 
liveweight at grass in order 
to sell them at 500kg at 18 
months of  age. Similarly, the 
autumn-born heifer calves 
are kept with the spring-born 
heifers and are either sold or 
fi nished off  grass.

Lifting output and margin
Table 1 details the output 
and margins from the farm. 
Initially, it was stocked lowly 
at 1.68LU/ha, but this has 
gradually increased since 
the start of  the programme. 
There continues to be an 
effort to increase the stock-
ing rate and output from 
the farm. With a focus on 
increasing output housing 
was an issue, and without 
building the focus switched 
to complementing breeding 
stock by purchasing cattle to 
increase the stocking rate at 
grass. 

Michael purchased 10 ad-
ditional yearling heifers this 
spring to graze grass and 
help increase farm output. 
The heifers were purchased 
at 320-380kg at a cost of  ap-
proximately €900/head. 

Depending on the live 
trade, Michael will either 
sell them as store heifers in 
the autumn or fi nish them 
on farm. This should help 
increase the farm output 
while avoiding putting any 
extra pressure on housing 
facilities. 

Last year, output value 
was €1134/ha, while variable 
costs were low at €490/ha. 
This translated into a gross 
margin of  €643/ha, up from 
€414/ha in 2011. 

The year 2013 was a bump 
in the road. Poor weather re-
sulted in infl ated feed costs, 
lower output and a low gross 
margin.

A group of 26 yearlings grazing a 44-acre silage fi eld. As conditions improve, more stock will be 
turned out to this area with the aim of closing it in early April.
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