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O
n Tuesday evening 
last, the fi nal BET-
TER farm walk for 
2015 took place on 
Michael Smith’s 

farm, near Mount Nugent, 
Co Cavan. 

Michael Smith said that 
since 2012, he has enjoyed be-
ing part of  the programme. 
The initial reason for joining 
was that he wanted to take 
his farm further, and try new 
things. He quoted a line that 
struck a chord with him that 
Galway dairy farmer Noel 
O’Toole said when the group 
visited his farm earlier in 
the year: “Some people are 
so busy doing the everyday 
things, that they don’t make 
time to try something new.”

Michael said that this is 
something he is trying to do 
and it is something everyone 
must make time for; if  new 
things work, well and good, 
and if  not then try some-
thing else.

He said that his BETTER 
farm advisers, Adam Woods, 
and more recently Peter 
Lawrence, have “kept the fi re 
lit under me” to keep him 
on track. He has found 
this to be a major posi-
tive in bringing about 
change on the farm.

Michael started 
completing Teagasc 
Profi t monitors 
in 2007, and has 
found them very 
benefi cial in 
highlighting 
the costs on the 
farm, compar-
ing them to 
peers in similar 
systems and chal-
lenging him on how 
to get more out of  
his farm. 

Programme 
adviser Peter 
Lawrence said that 
when starting off  

from a low stocking rate of  
1.68LU/ha, a target gross 
margin of  €1,000/ha was 
never realistic. Instead, the 
target for the farm was set at 
€800/ha. 

Suckler cow numbers have 
increased from about 38 to 55 
over the course of  the pro-
gramme, and more recently 
heifers have been purchased 
to help increase the farm 
stocking rate and output. 
Michael said that in terms of  
cow numbers, he doesn’t see 
them increasing any further. 

He acknowledged that 
there are housing con-
straints on the farm, but 
with increased grass produc-
tion, more stock is required. 
As the fodder crisis had a 
major impact on the farm’s 
fi nances in 2013, he said that 
he wants to increase the 
stocking rate by buying in 
additional heifers to fi nish 
off  grass. He said that this 
will provide much more fl ex-
ibility in his farming system 
without increasing pressure 
on housing. 

Ten extra heifers were pur-
chased this year and fi nished 
off  grass. The plan for next 

year is to buy 10 more 
than were purchased this 
year. Peter Lawrence said 
that this year it looks 

like he will have an 
average stocking 

rate of  1.8LU/ha, 
and achieve a 
gross margin of  
between €700/ha 
and €750/ha.

Reseeding 
has been key to 
improving the 

amount of  grass 
grown on the farm. 
Since joining the 
programme, al-
most 50% of  the 

farm has been reseeded. 
Michael said that in 2012, 

he took out 20ac for reseed-
ing as his stocking rate was 
low. However, his current 
target is not to take out more 
than 5-7ac at a time so that he 
won’t be stuck for grass. 

Technique
In terms of  the reseeding 
technique, he said that he is 
starting to get the hang of  it. 
He started off  by ploughing 
and reseeding, but found that 
in some wetter parts of  the 
farm the soil that was turned 
up was very poor and low in 
fertility, while in dry areas 
stones were an issue. 

More recently, he has 
adopted the process of  burn-
ing off, power harrowing and 
drilling. He said that this has 
left him with a much fi rmer 
reseeded fi eld for grazing 
and avoids ploughing down 
fertile clay.

In terms of  grassland man-
agement, Michael advised 
farmers to look closely at how 
they allocate grass. He made 
the point that the biggest ob-
stacle on most farms is drink-
er location. Michael said 
that in one large fi eld he had 

three drinkers, but put in an 
additional three. He said that 
this may not seem like much, 
but when you plan where you 
place them, they can help in 
dividing paddocks. 

He said that some of  his 
drinkers are doing up to four 
paddocks, while others are 
doing two. When grazing, he 
advised farmers to split pad-
docks with reels and posts. 
He gave an example of  a 
large paddock that he would 
have grazed for a few days. 
It was a reseeded paddock, 
and this spring he started 
allocating smaller areas and 
moving the fence more quick-
ly. He said that it resulted 
in him getting an extra day 
out of  the paddock, and re-
growth was much quicker. 

He said: “An extra day may 
not seem a lot, but if  you add 
it up over the entire farm 
on each rotation, it would 
allow you to carry a lot more 
stock.” 

In terms of  grass budget-
ing, he said that he would 
traditionally have been 
trying to get the last out of  
grass in the autumn. But 
now, he can see how impor-
tant budgeting grass is, and 

closing paddocks early for 
spring grazing.

“I can see now that grass 
in the spring is much more 
valuable than grass in the 
autumn.” 

Again he highlighted the 
value of  reseeded swards, 
saying that they have grown 
much more grass over the 
winter than older swards, 
allowing him to build more 
grass for early spring grazing.

Maternal cows
Michael said that he was 
pleasantly surprised when 
he got the BDGP report from 
ICBF. He said that he had 
been focusing on improving 
the maternal characteristics 
of  the herd, having cows that 
calve easily, have milk, etc. 

Twenty-one of  the 50 cows 
on the farm are four and fi ve 
stars on the replacement 
index, while another 18 heif-
ers are four and fi ve stars. 
He said that the fact that he 
uses a lot of  AI has helped 
his fi gures. 

In terms of  breeding, he 
advised farmers to take note 
of  what cows and heifers 
are cycling before the start 
of  breeding, and record as 

much detail as possible.
Situated beside the breed-

ing stand was a group of  
heifers. All but one were four 
and fi ve stars and all were 
sired from AI bulls. Michael 
said that in the past he hasn’t 
bred enough replacements 
and kept poor-performing 
cows, but thinks the BDGP 
programme will help keep 
farmers focused on having 
good-quality replacements. 

He likened BDGP to REPS. 
He said that no more than 
REPS, it paid you for doing 
what you should have been 
doing anyway. 

“We should be breeding off  
our best cows and be more 
focused on maternal charac-
teristics.” 

He said that he is happy 
with the replacements he is 
producing, saying that buy-
ing in replacements from the 
dairy herd will be an option 
for some people, but that is 
not a route he would like to 
go down for his herd.

Some of the crowd that fl ocked to Mount Nugent to hear fi rsthand what has worked and not worked on Michael Smith’s farm since 
joining the BETTER farm programme.

Some spring-born calves and cows on Michael Smith’s farm. No meal has been fed to the calves 
yet, but it will be introduced in the coming weeks.

Michael Smith.
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Nathan Tuffy looks at the key 
messages from Michael Smith’s 
farm walk in Co Cavan

 Ten extra heifers 
bought in to increase 
stocking rate, will in-
crease it to 20 next year.

 Expected to hit a gross 
margin of €700/ha to 
€750/ha next year.

 Fifty per cent of the 
farm reseeded so far. Will 
reseed 5-7ac per year.

 Extra drinkers and pad-
docks put in place. Grass 
allocated on one- to two-
day basis.

 AI-bred replacements 
from within the herd, 
mostly four to fi ve stars 
on replacement index.

 Will increase output 
further in coming years 
but cow numbers will 
remain the same.
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