
50  LIVESTOCK Irish Farmers Journal 24 October 2015

In association with

A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS 
JOURNAL INITIATIVE

BETTER farm 
Beef Programme

ON THE GROUND
MARK MAXWELL

The lifetime gain of 
the bullocks and 
heifers is about 
1kg liveweight 
gain per day

www.farmersjournal.ie/BETTERfarm

NATHAN TUFFY 
WESTERN LIVESTOCK 
SPECIALIST  
ntuffy@farmersjournal.ie

M
ark Maxwell has 
been one of  the 
farmers who made 
most progress in 
increasing the 

stocking rate and output 
since joining the BETTER 
farm programme back in 
2012. 

Mark runs a suckler-to-
beef  system, fi nishing all 
cattle bar replacements as 
steers and heifers at 20 to 26 
months of  age. Along with 
this, he is now buying in 
approximately 20 Hereford 
cross and Friesian calves to 
bring through to steer beef. 
This is an enterprise which 
he has increased on the farm 
in the past few years.

 In total, there are 120 cows 
on the farm, up from 60 in 
2011. The herd is split almost 
50:50, calving in the spring 
and the autumn. With such 
an expansion of  numbers 
taking place over a relatively 
short period, naturally most 
of  the increase in numbers 
did not come from within the 
farm. 

Mark focused on buying in 
Hereford cross heifers out of  
British Friesian-type cows 
for the foundation of  the 
herd. Mark said that he has 
noticed that milk drops off  
quickly in the second cross 
from this type of  animal, 
even when using maternal 
bulls. 

It is for this reason that 
he has remained focused on 
bringing in fi rst cross ani-
mals as milk is the key driver 
of  weaning weight. Although 
he acknowledges that there 
is a signifi cant disease risk, 
he is managing that risk 
through having a strict vac-
cination protocol in place for 
replacements and cows. 

All cows and replacement 
heifers are vaccinated for 

Lepto and IBR, while the 
calves are vaccinated for 
IBR also. The bought-in bull 
calves which are fi nished 
as steers are grazed in a 
separate batch from the main 
herd to ensure there is no 
contact between cattle to 
limit the disease risk.

Finishing diet
More than half  of  the bull-
ocks and heifers on the farm 
are fi nished out of  the shed, 
with the remainder fi nished 
at grass during the summer 
months while prices are tra-
ditionally at their highest. 

Mark is focused on max-
imising the slaughter weight 
of  the bullocks and heifers, 
while at the same time trying 
to ensure that they meet the 
required carcase specifi ca-
tions. 

Steers and heifers which 
are currently at grass will be 
housed for fi nishing in the 
next few weeks. The target is 
to weigh steers at housing; 
those that are approximately 
620kg or more will be fed a 
fi nishing ration until fi t for 
slaughter. 

Typical fi nishing regimes 

will see bullocks fed for 90 to 
100 days, but if  bullocks are 
adequately fl eshed before 
this they will be drafted for 
slaughter. 

The last group of  steers 
killed on the farm which 
were slaughtered off  grass 
over the summer months had 
an average carcase weight 
of  402kg. It is hoped that the 
current batch fi nished out of  
the shed will have an average 
carcase weight of  close to 
420kg. The target for heifers 
is to hit a carcase weight of  
330kg to 350kg.

The fi nishing diet is 
critical to ensure that the 
required weight targets are 
met. The lifetime gain of  the 
bullocks and heifers is about 
1kg liveweight gain per day 
on the farm. Over the fi nish-
ing period, the target growth 
rate for the bullocks is 1.2kg/
day. 

Silage quality on the farm 
is good. All baled silage is 
made from fi rst- and second-
cut fi elds with surplus pad-
docks being baled also. 

The fi nishing steers and 
heifers will be fed 74DMD si-
lage along with concentrates. 
Mark will supplement the 
bullocks with about 8kg/day 
at peak, while the heifers will 
get about 6kg per day.

The farm is based on a 
low-cost system. The ration 
is mixed on the farm as 
Mark grows his own barley. 
Straights such as soya hulls 
and maize meal are bought 
in. The mix contains about 
20% maize meal, 20% soya 
hulls and 60% rolled barley.

Alan Dillon, BETTER farm 
programme adviser, said 
that the ration being fed is 
approximately 11% protein 
and has a UFL of  about 0.97. 
Mark estimates that the fi n-
ishing ration is costing him 
about €170/t based on the 
cost of  the straights and put-
ting a value of  about €135/t 
on his barley off  the com-
bine, which translates into 
a cost of  €155/t rolled and 
treated with propionic acid.

Impressive fertile herd
While increasing cow num-
bers, Mark has been quite 
ruthless in culling. In the 
past few years, he has culled 
about 15% of  the herd an-
nually, targeting older cows, 
infertile cows and non-per-
formers. This has left him 
with impressive fi gures. 

The calving interval of  the 
herd is 357 days, eight days 
under the target of  365 and a 
massive 50 days shorter than 
the national average. Run-
ning a high culling rate while 

at the same time trying to 
build cow numbers would fl y 
in the face of  most people’s 
theories. 

However, Mark said that 
on a fi nancial basis, it makes 
sense. High beef  prices for 
cull cows in the factory in the 
past few years, along with 
achieving average carcase 
weights of  about 350kg for 
his cull cows, means that the 
value of  the culled cow is al-
most paying for the replace-
ment heifer. 

However, naturally you 
have to bear in mind that 
Hereford cross heifers do 
not receive the same price 
premium of  most continental 
cross heifers with breeding 
potential.

Low mortality
The stock bulls on the farm 
are easy-calving Charolais. 
The target is not to have 
export-quality calves, but to 
produce R grade cattle which 
have the ability to reach high 
carcase weights to keep out-
put high. 

Calving ease is important. 
Aside from the fact that Mark 
calves 120 cows in the year, 
the most important reason 
for using easy-calving bulls 
is not only to reduce labour, 
but to reduce losses. Mark 
said that having a low-cost 
and high-output system is 
key for him to achieve a high 
margin; a dead calf  trans-
lates into a loss of  340kg to 
420kg in carcase the follow-
ing year. 

Getting steers to the maxi-
mum permissible weight is 
essential for him to maxim-
ise output and margin. But 
he consults with his factory 
on the weights of  cattle being 
supplied and the timing of  
supply. 

Mortality at birth last year 
was 0.9%, while mortality 

at 28 days was 4.8%, both 
well below average. Calves 
per cow per year last year 
was 0.98, 0.16 more than the 
national average, meaning 
there are 16 more calves to 
sell for every 100 cows com-
pared to the average farmer.

Adviser 
comment

Mark has shown large 
increases in stocking rate 
and output since joining 
the programme. While up 
to now his gross margin 
hasn’t refl ected this due to 
Mark increasing stock on 
hand, his 2015 profi t moni-
tor should demonstrate 
how Mark has improved 
his profi tability with an 
expected gross margin of 
€1,200-€1,300/ha. Mark 
was very defi nite in his 
idea of what cow type he 
wanted for his system and 
he has stuck rigidly to this 
plan. 

An easy care, low cost, 
relatively light cow with 
plenty of milk and docil-
ity was his aim and he has 
been fortunate to source 
these yearly around the 
country. Keeping the two 
calving seasons separate is 
a challenge on any suckler 
farm but with Mark’s strict 
culling and breeding regime 
he has managed to keep 
calving to two distinct 12-
week seasons. 

 — Alan Dillon

  120 cows split between 
spring and autumn calv-
ing.

 Hereford replacement 
heifers bought in.

 Twenty Hereford and 
Angus calves bought in 
per year.

 Stocking rate increased 
from 1.7-2.5 since joining 
the programme.

 Finishing steers to 
420kg out of the shed on 
8kg ration and silage.

 Finsihing heifers to 
340kg carcase on 6kg 
ration and silage.

 Calving interval 357 
days; calves per cow per 
year 0.98.

KEY POINTS
Spring 2014-born heifers on Mark’s farm. They will be housed in the next few weeks and will be built up on to 6kg ration and 74DMD 
silage for 70-80 days.

Spring-born bull calves and cows on Mark Maxwell’s farm. The 
bull calves were castrated a few weeks ago and will be weaned in 
the coming weeks.

420kg in carcase the follow-
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