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CaThERINE EgaN 
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o
ne of  the key as-
pects of  running an 
efficient suckler sys-
tem is good breeding 
management and 

herd fertility. 
Cow condition score, bull 

fertility, the incidence of  
difficult calving and herd 
health are some of  the main 
factors affecting fertility. 

Poor herd fertility will 
have a major impact on farm 
output and income. 

Having a defined, compact 
calving period and set-
ting out clear objectives for 
targeting a 365-day calving 
interval, 12-week calving 
spread, less than 2.5% mor-
tality at birth and less than 
5% mortality at 28 days are 
very important. 

Farmers’ disciplined 
approach to breeding has 
shown huge progress, which 
has had a positive effect on 
farm output and profitability.

Pregnancy scanning is a 
vital tool used on herds in 
the programme. The benefits 

of  pregnancy scanning far 
exceed the cost. When it is 
at least 35 days since the last 
cow in the herd could have 
been served, then you should 
consider scanning the cows. 

Scanning offers many ad-
vantages:

 ÂFirstly, it will identify 
pregnancy. This will allow 
you to cull empty cows.

 ÂSecondly, most scanners 
are able to give you a good 
estimate of  the number of  
weeks since each cow has 
gone in-calf. This is ex-
tremely helpful when a stock 
bull is used on the farm. You 
can use this information to 
predict the cow’s due date, 
which will influence how she 
is fed and when is the opti-
mum time for vaccination.

Scanning allows you to pen 
cows according to their pre-
dicted calving date and pen 
late-calvers together. These 
predicted late-calvers could 
be selected for culling next 
year when their calves have 
been weaned.  

It is also possible to sell 
them at the mart now, prior 
to calving or with calves at 
foot. However, the benefits of  
selling may be negated by a 
reduction in output. 

Selling works best where 
there are higher numbers 
of  replacements available 
or where plans can be put in 
place to bring more replace-

ments into the herd in 2016.
If  the scanning reveals 

that, for example, more than 
5% of  your cows are empty, 
then this may signify that 
there is a fertility problem in 
your herd. 

Maybe it was a bull issue 
or perhaps a mineral defi-
ciency or disease problem. 
In any case, it should prompt 
you to investigate.

Pregnancy scanning  
results 2015
All participants in the pro-

gramme have scanned their 
cows at this stage. 

Following the results, cows 
that are not in-calf  are iden-
tified for culling. On average, 
93% of  the cows scanned in 
2015 proved in-calf. This is an 
increase of  3% from 2014. 

As shown in Figure 1, 
there appears to be minimal 
variation across each region. 
Issues identified for empty 
cows were bull fertility, stock 
bull removed early to tighten 
calving pattern and other 
individual case problems.

Pregnancy scanning allows cows to be penned on predicted calving date and body condition score. 

ImPRovEd 
BREEdINg 
IN 2015

Programme farmer views on scanning

Marty Lenehan, Sligo 
“Scanning helps to iden-
tify cows that are not in-calf 
early. I separate the empty 
cows from the main herd and 
sell them off grass. Provided 
cows haven’t gone over 12 
to 14 weeks in-calf, you are 
able to detect if any cows are 
carrying twins. This is a huge 
benefit, as you can watch the 
condition of these individual 
cows in the runup to calving. 
You are also aware of what 
to expect at calving time. 
Overall, it makes breeding 
decisions easier on my farm.” 

Niall Patterson, Leitrim 
“When the cows are scanned, 
it really helps predict the ex-
pected calving date. I cross-
reference this to my own 
records that I keep when the 
stock bull is turned out. At 
housing, I pen cows accord-
ing to their predicted calving 
date and pen late-calving 
cows together. I find this is a 
great help at calving, as all 
the cows are being fed ac-
cording to their requirements 
and it’s easier to monitor 
cows at calving time.”

Figure 1
Percentage of cows on BETTER farms in calf/empty in 
2015
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To sell or finish
Many farmers will be asking 
themselves the question on 
whether to sell cull cows live 
or retain to slaughter. 

Factors such as housing 
availability, fodder supplies 
and cow condition will obvi-
ously influence decisions. 
But where these are suffi-
cient and there is an opportu-
nity to increase cull cow val-
ue and lift output, decisions 
on selling or finishing are 
made on programme farms 
with the help of  budgets. 

When doing a budget, it is 
important to take realistic 
costs and performance levels 

for your herd. Overestimat-
ing performance will only 
lead to increased finishing 
costs and a risk of  failing to 
cover costs. 

Table 1 looks at an example 
budget farmers can use. It is 
based on a suckler cow gain-
ing about 80kg to 100kg live-
weight. For the purposes of  
the budget, it is assumed that 
silage quality is high (first 
cut or surplus bales at 74 
to 75 DMD) and the concen-
trates fed have a high energy 
value (0.95UFL+). The three 
options are feeding silage 
only, plus two supplementa-

tion rates of  3kg or 6kg. 
For the basis of  the exer-

cise, the starting point is a 
600kg O+/R- grading cow 
with a current market value  
of  €1.30/kg, or €780. 

There is a slight favour in 
the concentrate systems, but 
the big advantage comes in 
having cows moved off  the 
farm earlier, freeing up more 
room for when cows are 

calving. It does not take into 
account reducing other vari-
able costs.

The finishing period 
shows that finishing cows on 
poor-quality silage is not an 

option. For every 4% to 5% 
unit drop in silage quality, 
concentrate supplementation 
would need to be increased 
by 1kg to sustain similar per-
formance. 

*silage intake reduced to 40kg

Table 1: Cull cow finishing budget
Silage only (75 DMD) Silage only (68 DMD) Silage (75 DMD) +3kg meals Silage (75 DMD) +6kg 

meals

Starting value €780 €780 €780 €780

 Liveweight gain/day 0.65kg to 0.7kg 0.50kg 0.9kg to 1kg 1.1kg to 1.2kg

Finishing period (90kg gain) 129 days 180 90 days 78 days

45kg silage @€30/t €174 €243 €122 €94*

Concentrates @€225/t - - €60 €105

Feed costs €174 €243 €182 €199

Value of 690kg cow @48-49% kill-out @48-49% kill-out @49-50% kill-out @50-51% kill-out

Carcase value @ €3.40/kg €1,149.54 €1,149.54 €1,173 €1,196

Margin over feeding costs €195.54 €126.54 €211 €217


