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A
t last Tuesday’s Tea-
gasc National Beef  
Conference, BET-
TER farm adviser 
Alan Dillon present-

ed details on the technologies 
adopted on farms in the pro-
gramme to maximise profit 
from finishing cattle. 

The conference focused 
on three of  the programme 
farmers in relation to grass-
land management, health 
and breeding.

Donal Scully, Banogue, 
Co Limerick – Grassland 
management
The first farmer highlight-
ed was Donal Scully, from 
Banogue, Co Limerick. Dil-
lon highlighted that there is 
a direct correlation across 
the programme between in-
creasing grass growth, beef  
output and increasing profit-
ability at farm level. 

Donal Scully runs a 29ha 
farm with 40 suckler cows, 
finishing all progeny to beef  
and buying in additional 
bulls to finish as beef  under 
16 months. Since 2012, he has 
increased the gross margin 
of  the farm from €534/ha to 
€1,374/ha in 2014. This has 
taken place through a much 
higher output and stocking 
rate on the farm. This year, 
he expects the stocking rate 
to average 2.9LU/ha.

Carrying a stocking rate 

like this requires the produc-
tion of  a lot of  grass so as 
to avoid being too reliant on 
concentrates. Over the past 
three years, he has grown be-
tween 10.85t DM/ha and 13.1t 
DM/ha on the farm. This 
has been achieved through a 
variety of  methods: paddock 
layout, grass allocations 
every 24-36 hours, creation of  
a roadway, reseeding and soil 
fertility improvements. 

There are 21 permanent 
paddocks on the farm. At 
peak, these are further split 
into 50 divisions to allocate 
daily to the various groups 
of  cattle on the farm. The big 
benefit of  the system is that 
it allows for paddocks to be 
removed as bales quickly at 
any stage during the sum-
mer. 

Over the years, additional 
drinkers have been put in 
place to facilitate the split-
ting of  paddocks. In larger 
silage fields, movable drink-
ers are used when cattle are 
grazing these areas. A road-
way was put in at the cost of  
€4,000 for 400 meters. This 
has allowed Donal to move 
cattle much quicker and with 
ease, making it a fast, one 
man job to allocate grass on a 
daily basis.

There has always been a 
clear focus on keeping soil 
fertility high. The farm is 
index 4 for P, 3-4 for K and 
has a pH of  6.3. With the high 
stocking rate, reseeding has 
been a focal point each year, 

which has helped him with 
grass supply in the spring 
and autumn and helped boost 
overall grass production.

Michael Dillane, Lixnaw, 
Co Kerry – Health focus
Alan Dillon said that one of  
the key improvements made 
on Michael Dillane’s farm in 
the past few years has been 
health. Dillane runs a herd 
of  95 suckler cows on 59ha of  
mainly heavy land. He has 
moved from selling wean-
lings for the export market to 
slaughtering all male prog-
eny as bulls under 16 months 
and heifers at 16 to 20 months 
of  age. 

Dillon said that over the 
years profitability has moved 
from €100/ha in 2012 to €834/
ha in 2014 and is expected to 
hit €1,300/ha in 2015. Health 
has been a huge issue on the 
farm. In 2012, the veterinary 
bill was €16,360. By 2014, it 

reduced to €7,026, a saving of  
€158/ha. In 2011-’12, the farm 
had an outbreak of  IBR. Ten 
calves were lost and the treat-
ment of  other sick calves 
resulted in high veterinary 
costs. 

A vaccination programme 
was implemented for the 
farm. Alan Dillon said that a 
live vaccine was given to the 
cows, followed by a booster 
vaccine six months after. The 
current programme involves 
calves being vaccinated at 30 
days of  age for IBR, pneu-
monia and blackleg, with a 
booster for pneumonia and 
blackleg given again 30 days 
later. 

An IBR booster is given 
again before weaning. Dillon 
said the first vaccination 
is administered intrana-
sally, with the boosters given 
intramuscularly. Since the 
introduction of  the vaccina-
tion programme, vet callouts 
have dropped.

Mike Dillane said that he 
protects against milk fever 
and grass tetany through 
mineral boluses and mag-
nesium is supplied through 
drinkers on the farm. 
Breeding stock are vacci-
nated against leptospirosis, 
salmonella and BVD with the 
primary and booster given in 
advance of  breeding. 

Along with this, Mike 
vaccinates with Rotavec Co-
rona at least a month before 
calving to reduce the risk of  
scour.

James Madigan,  
Ballyhale, Co Kilkenny – 
Breeding and calving
James Madigan farms 64ha, 
running 80 suckler cows and 
finishing all cattle to beef  as 
steers and heifers. He also 
works off  farm part-time. 
Cow numbers on the farm 
have increased from 52 in 
2010 to the current level. The 
herd is split calving – half  
calve in the spring, with the 
remainder calving in the 
autumn. Replacement heifers 
are bought in from a local 
dairy herd for the autumn 
calving herd. They are Sim-
mental crossed with British 
Friesians mainly. 

A strict culling policy has 
led to a herd of  fertile, pro-
ductive and functional cows. 
The calving interval on the 
farm is currently 378 days. 
This is just 13 days behind 
the target of  365 days. Since 
2011, the calving interval has 
ranged from 368 days to 388 

days, all well short of  the na-
tional average of  407 days. 

Alan Dillon said that, 
in terms of  calving inter-
val, 57% of  the herd calved 
within 365 days, with 20% 
calving from 366 days to 390 
days. Although he is working 
off  farm, he tries to ensure 
that losses at calving are kept 
to a minimum. Mortality was 
2.5% at birth last year and 
3.8% at 28 days. 

In terms of  output from 
the cows, he managed to 
produce 0.97 calves per cow 
per year last year, 0.15 more 
than the national average. 
The calving pattern on the 
farm is tight. The autumn 
herd calves in August and 
September, while the spring 
herd starts in January and 
finishes in March, with occa-
sional stragglers in April.

Having live calves on the 
ground is important, but Dil-
lon stressed that maximising 
output in terms of  carcase 
weights is also critical to im-
prove the bottom line. Dillon 
said that the uniform weights 
of  the calves due to the com-
pact calving profile helps to 
ensure that the weanlings 
and cattle are similar ages 
and weights for routine work 
such as dosing, etc. 2013-born 
steers on the farm had an 
average daily liveweight gain 
of  1kg/day since birth and 
were 760kg at slaughter at 
just 25 months of  age. They 
produced an average carcase 
weight of  418kg.
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The big benefit 
of the system is 
that it allows for 
paddocks to be 
removed as bales 
quickly at any stage 
during the summer
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