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MaRk MaxwEll,  
CO wEsTMEaTh

I 
am pleased with the 
progress I made last year 
and every year since 
joining the programme. 
I began purchasing Her-

eford and Friesian calves last 
year to rear to beef  at two 
years old. 

The first of  these are about 
to reach slaughter in the next 
three to four weeks and I am 
happy with the margin they 
will leave. 

Last year, I increased my 
calf  purchases to 20 and this 
year I may increase numbers 
further, which should in-
crease my gross margin. 

I have reached my target 
of  120 cows calving between 
autumn and spring herds 
and I believe this is the limit 
for my land base and housing 
for now. 

The purchased calves will 
help increase output further 
as they require less housing 
and land and don’t consume 
as much labour as suckler 
cows. 

I will now be finishing 
a much higher number of  
two-year-olds between steers 
and heifers. My policy of  
purchasing Hereford-cross 
heifers in calf  will continue. 

I find crossing them with 
a good terminal sire coun-
teracts the dairy influence 
from the cow and leaves me 
with a good weaning weight 
and good shape. I find it dif-
ficult to source good-quality 
Hereford-cross in-calf  heifers 
and find myself  purchasing 
Angus-cross in-calf  heifers, 
which are also good maternal 
cows and their progeny fin-
ish at an even earlier age, al-
beit at lower carcase weight.

This year, I will have to 
look at hiring a full-time la-
bour unit on the farm. Up to 
now, I had hired half  a labour 
unit, but with the extra stock 
on farm and the fact I carry 
out my own machinery work, 
I feel I have enough work to 
justify this increase.

While I have introduced a 

number of  extra paddocks 
on the farm and measure 
grass weekly, I am aiming to 
tackle a large area of  low-
lying land which needs to be 
paddocked further, reseeded 
and have extra water troughs 
installed. This work will be 
required to allow me to carry 
my higher stocking rate at 
grass efficiently this year.

Before joining the pro-
gramme, I questioned 

whether my farm could 
handle a higher stocking rate 
of  close to 2 LU/ha. Now I see 
it is capable of  much higher 
than that, possibly up to 2.8 
LU/ha.

My target carcase weight 
is currently 420kg for steers 
at 24 months and 360kg for 
heifers at 24 months. For 
dairy-bred stock, I aim for 
320kg at 22 months. 

If  carcase weight allowanc-

es change in future, I may 
have to finish my stock a 
month or two earlier. 

Achieving adequate 
fat score at the lighter 
weight on continen-
tals is something I 
may have to pay more 
attention to.

Niall PaTTERsON,  
CO lEiTRiM

Overall, 2015 was another 
challenging year on the farm. 
Heavy rainfall and poor 
growth led to a very difficult 
grazing season. Some cattle 
were rehoused for six weeks 
during the summer months. 

Good weanling prices have 
helped to offset some of  the 
high costs incurred this year. 
All the sheep fencing that 
was completed earlier in 
the year has made life much 
easier, with stock easier man-
aged as a result.

One of  the highlights of  
the year was the successful 
farm walk held on the farm 

last September. It definitely 
helped to highlight the 
changes and progress that 
we have made in the past few 
years, but most importantly 
where I should focus on in 
2016.

After attending a recent 
BETTER farm technical day, 
I am going to increase the 
number of  paddocks further 
on the farm for 2016. Grass 
utilisation level has a huge 
impact on the gross margin 
figure year on year. 

It opened my eyes to what 
can be achieved with the 
correct paddock system put 
in place. I plan to graze the 
sheep in smaller paddocks 
and move them more fre-

quently by splitting paddocks 
with three rows of  tempo-
rary electric wire.

Having a farm with heavy 
land is difficult to manage, 
but it is possible to make 
more changes in the coming 
year. 

Changing to a one-and-a-
half- to two-day rotational 
grazing system would be 
more sustainable for me. 
Being vigilant for weather 
forecast and rehousing cows 
will still be essential, but I 
can afford to take some more 
chances and keep damage 
and poaching to a minimal.

Looking forward, I want to 
further tighten my calving 
pattern to 12 weeks. 

Having a group of  wean-
lings the same age and 
weight at selling makes 
management much 
easier on the farm. 

The herd currently 
begins calving in 
mid-December and 
goes on till mid-
April. This has been 
tightened in previ-
ous years, but 
by 2017 I 

hope to calve the herd from 
mid-December to mid-

March. 
Ewe numbers 

have increased on 
the farm over the 
past two years and 
I intend to main-
tain my flock with 

100 ewes lambing in 
spring 2016.

Ballinagore, 
Co Westmeath

Dohern, 
Carrigallen, 
Co Leitrim

Focusing on putting in more paddocks

Changes programme farmers 
would like to make in 2016

Spring 2014-born heifers on Mark Maxwell’s 
farm which were housed in  early November 
and will be built up on to 6kg ration and 74DMD 
silage for 70 to 80 days prior to slaughter.

lOOkiNG 
TO 2016


