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O
n Thursday last, a 
crowd of  over 200 
people attended a 
BETTER farm walk 
on David Walsh’s 

farm in Co Tipperary. 
David said: “With REPS 

ending and the Single Farm 
Payment decreasing, we 
wanted to try and increase 
the margin on the farm and 
replace some of  the lost in-
come.”

He embarked on increas-
ing the stocking rate on the 
farm. Originally, the farm 
was stocked at about 1.2LU/
ha, but this year hit about 
2.3LU/ha. 

The land type is quite dry 
but the farm is high, at about 
900ft above sea level. Cow 

numbers were increased 
from 35 to 55 over the course 
of  the programme with the 
intention of  driving it a little 
further. 

When asked about 
the diffi culties of  
cashfl ow, David re-
plied: “We use over-
draft or merchant 
credit facilities 
where we need to. 
In other cases, 
contractors 
are willing 
to wait 
to the 
autumn 
to clear 
silage-
making 
bills.”

In 2013, the farm suffered 
with the fodder crisis. €176/
cow between silage and con-
centrates were bought in on 

the farm, which had a ma-
jor impact on the gross 
margin. Total variable 
costs in 2013 were 
€483/cow on the farm. 
In 2014, it was €320/
cow. The main vari-
able cost is fertiliser, 

at €126/cow in 
2013 and €119/
cow in 2014. 

One of  
the reasons 
the cost of  

keeping the cow is so low is 
due to the fact that the herd 
is 100% spring calving, with 
no concentrates fed to cows 
during the year.

Stocking rate
There has been a major focus 
on grass quality, grazing 
management and soil fertil-
ity to try to increase the vol-
ume of  grass grown on the 
farm. The high stocking rate 
does leave him exposed as 
there is not enough housing 
to carry all stock on the farm 
in the event of  a TB issue. 
To get around this, David is 
considering constructing 
another shed to allow him 
to fi nish all the stock off  the 
farm.

On Tuesday 15 September, 
as part of  the BETTER farm 
walk on Sean Power’s farm, 
an open beef  forum took 
place with representatives 
from ABP and Teagasc and 
with interaction from farm-
ers in the audience. 

Host farmer Sean Power 
raised the issue of  high store 
prices in the current year. 
He said that two years ago, 
farmers struggled to get cattle 
killed. Six months after this 
we saw prices rise and stay 
high since then. 

“In my situation you can 
go through a period of  high 
prices during the year, as I 
am slaughtering cattle weekly 
it balances out. But if  prices 
remain at a high price for a 
very long period, then it be-
comes a real issue.”

Billy Glasheen, BETTER 
farm programme partici-
pant, said that: “Farmers are 
expected to be everything – 
we are expected to be market 
specialists and go out and buy 
cattle with no indication of  
what the beef  price may be.” 

He questioned that with a 
poor prognosis ahead for win-

ter fi nishers, should we look 
at storing these cattle over the 
winter and try to fi nish off  
grass next year, or do we take 
a chance at fi nishing them 
out of  the shed.

John Kelly from ABP said 
“communication is key”. He 
urged farmers to talk to their 
factories well in advance of  
fi nishing cattle, especially 
if  the cattle will not meet 
required specifi cations or if  
they are in a bull fi nishing 
system. 

When questioned on con-
tracts for slaughtering cattle, 
he said that ABP contracted 
about 30,000 cattle last year. 
He said that there are many 
pieces of  the carcase that 
return different values, and 
because of  this it is very dif-
fi cult to forecast a price.

 IFA Livestock chairman 
Henry Burns said: “The 
cheap store does not solve 
the problem, as without a 
fair price you won’t have any 
stores.” He said that the road 
to nowhere in the beef  indus-
try is that one farmer has to 
lose out to allow another to 
make a margin.

Farming on heavy soils was 
a major focus at Niall and 
Jane Patterson’s farm walk. 
The farm, located a short 
distance from Carrigallen 
in Leitrim, is typical of  land 
type in the area, with signifi -
cant challenges due to high 
volumes of  rainfall.

Improvements made since 
joining the programme are 
very impressive. Farm pro-
ductivity has been trans-
formed by a mixture of  
draining heavy lands, reseed-
ing and installing a paddock 

grazing system. Paddocks 
installed have been done in 
a manner that suits grazing 
of  sucklers and sheep with 
Niall erecting over 3,000m 
of  sheep fencing under the 
TAMS scheme. This has been 
central to the introduction of  
a 120-ewe fl ock. 

Niall explains the decision 
to introduce a ewe fl ock was 
taken to increase output by 
better utilising heavy areas 
of  the farm that are not suit-
able for grazing with cows 
early and late in the year.

While the improvements 
made were highly commend-
ed by farmers attending the 
walk, the challenges facing 
farmers on heavy land can-
not be ignored. 

A long winter housing pe-
riod is the greatest of  these, 
with Niall housing cows and 
calves several times this year 
due to heavy rainfall. The 
impact of  this was shown 
by the cost of  keeping a cow, 
recorded at €735 in 2013 and 
€682 in 2014.

Increasing output has 

been a major contributor to 
the gross margin increasing 
from €243/ha in 2011 to €453 
in 2014. The target in the 
coming years is to increase 
on the stocking rate of  
1.8LU/ha, which is impres-
sive given land type, and rise 
the gross margin to €500 to 
€600/ha. 

Niall had an invaluable 
piece of  advice on this topic: 
“Increasing output has to be 
sustainable. There’s no point 
increasing if  more stock will 
end up robbing you.”

Some of the 200-strong crowd at David Walsh’s farm walk examining replacement heifers brought in from a local dairy herd as 
calves. They will calve down at 24 months.

Output doubled since 2011

Communication 
urged at beef forum

This week, Nathan Tuffy and Darren Carty highlight the key 
messages from autumn farm walks in Tipperary and Leitrim

Struggles with heavy land in Leitrim
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FARMER FOCUS

Autumn calving is well under 
way across a number of the 
BETTER farms at the moment.  

Maximizing the number of 
live calves on the ground now 
will be key to adding to the 
gross margin and overall profi t 
on the farm. 

Like many farmers, Billy 
Gilmore has been busy calv-
ing cows since early August. 
However, earlier this year he 
made a decision to change his 
system moving from calving 
cows and selling weanlings to 
selling replacement 
in–calf heifers. 
There are cur-
rently 23 cows 
with young calves, 
19 of which have AI 
sired Belgian Blue 
calves and four 
with calves 
born to a Lim-
ousin sire. 

In addi-
tion, there 
are 38 in-
calf heifers, 
which are 
approxi-
mately 

700kg each, on the farm 
which are due to calve down 
from November.

All the heifers are in-calf to 
AI Limousin bulls: 28 to HCA, 
four to OZS, four to Epsom 
and two to AHZ. These heifers 
are BVD and Lepto vaccinated 
and are due to calve from 10 
November onwards.

“With the farm fragmented,  
the cows and heifers are used 
to being handled and are 
quiet. They are good-quality 
young cows and are producing 
nice calves,” says Billy.

“The heifers comprise 
of a mixture of Charolais 
cross, Limousin cross and 
Belgian Blue cross, and 
are an average age of 30 

months.” 
All stock are for 

sale in Tuam mart 
at 1 pm on 3 

October. Cata-
logues will be 
available on 
the day with 
insemina-
tion dates 
for heifers. 

A system under change


