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Table 3: Scanning results for Munster spring-calving BETTER beef farms
Name County Cows In-calf % Heifers In-calf % Overall %

Sean Hayes Clare 37 73.0 4 75.0 73.2

John McSweeney Cork 16 100.0 14 85.7 93.3

James and John 
Flaherty

Kerry 44 90.9 14 78.6 87.9

Shane Gleeson Limerick 43 90.7 11 72.7 87.0

The Stanleys Tipperary 55 85.5 20 100.0 89.3

Average 39 88.0 13 82.4 86.2

Table 2: Scanning results for Leinster spring-calving BETTER beef farms
Name County Cows In-calf % Heifers In-calf % Overall %

Tom Bolger Carlow 43 90.7 11 81.8 88.9

Harry Lalor Laois 89 88.8 26 92.3 89.6

Robert Abbott Longford 17 88.2 7 100.0 91.7

Martin O'Hare Louth 58 91.4 20 90.0 91.0

Joe Healy Meath 63 88.9 27 81.5 86.7

John Dunne Offaly 93 97.8 31 54.8 87.1

Martin Downes Westmeath 79 91.1 28 92.9 91.6

Cathal and Peter 
Breen

Wexford 59 94.9 5 100.0 95.3

Brian Doran Wicklow 41 97.6 0 n/a 97.6

Average 60 92.2 17 86.7 91.0

Table 1: Scanning results for Connanct and Ulster spring-calving BETTER beef farms
Name County Cows In-calf % Heifers In-calf % Overall %

Garreth McCormack Cavan 36 97.2 9 88.9 95.6

The Grieves Donegal 50 86.0 0 n/a 86.0

Nigel O'Kane Galway 21 95.2 7 63.6 84.4

Philip Keville Leitrim 17 94.1 4 100.0 95.2

Wesley Browne Monaghan 72 93.1 19 94.7 93.4

Padraig O'Connor Roscommon 45 95.6 12 100.0 96.5

Glen McDermott Sligo 40 87.5 8 75.0 85.4

Average 40 92.2 8 87.0 92.1
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With farmers across the 
country well and truly 
i n  w i n t e r  m o d e , 
thoughts turn to next 
spring’s calving season. 

At this stage, most suckler farmers will 
have pregnancy-scanned their cows and 
dealt with or be in the process of dealing 
with any empty animals. 

If this hasn’t yet happened, the wheels 
need to be put in motion now. We simply 
cannot aff ord to have our suckler cows 
out of their working clothes at any point. 
Last year, a full cow-cost breakdown on 

one of our most progressive spring-calv-
ing BETTER farms returned an annual 
cow-keep figure of €592 (before over-
heads/calf cost to weaning). 

At present, one in five suckler cows 
calving in Ireland is doing so having 
slipped back a calving season. There is 
no doubt that one of the reasons behind 
this is that many farmers do not preg-
nancy-scan, hold females over the winter 
thinking they’re in calf, and then by the 
time they realise they’re empty the next 
breeding season is only weeks away, so 
another chance is given. It is manage-
ment and decision-making like this that 
generally fuels the “suckler cow ineffi  -
ciency” fi re, as opposed to the cow’s own 
performance. 

Below, our BETTER farms are divided 
into their respective regions and ranked 
based on scanning results. How do you 
compare?

BETTER farm 
scanning results: 
how do you compare?
Ciarán Lenehan looks at the 
results of the 2017 breeding 
season and the farmers 
behind the standout fi gures 
give their side of the story

Most of these heifers originally came in 
from the autumn herd, though a good 
number will be calving at two years of 
age. This was to get numbers on the 
ground. 

Going forward, we’ll be calving down 
everything at two here and won’t be mov-
ing animals between our autumn and 
spring herds. 

The success was down to our Hereford 

bull,  who came 
from Kilmallock two 
years ago. He ran with 
20 heifers and six 
cows and all were 
in-calf in a nine-
week period. 

The winter before going to the bull the 
heifers would have got fi rst-cut silage 
and 1.5kg of a high-protein nut.

Stock on Brian Doran’s farm in Wicklow. Brian achieved the highest in-calf rate among the BETTER 
farm spring-calving suckler herds.

Around three-quarters of my cows are 
fi rst-cross Limousins. The rest are conti-
nental. We don’t do anything ground-
breaking. At present the dry cows are 
gett ing around 24kg of forage a day – 2kg 
of barley straw and the balance as 69% 
DMD grass silage. 

I’d be a big believer in minerals. In the 
run-up to calving, I leave a pre-calver 
mineral in dust form in buckets along 
the feed face at all times. I fi nd cows go 
mad for it in the fi rst weeks that you give 
it. 

Then, post-calving, they’re gett ing to 
good grass as soon as possible and I’ll 

have copper and 
fertility lick buck-
ets out in the fi eld 
before and during 
breeding. 

At present, I’m 
calving 13 cows in three 
weeks from the middle of November. 
The balance are then calving in 10 weeks 
from early January. I plan to move toward 
complete spring calving. As I build to-
wards a target of 50 cows, I’ll be doing 
AI at the beginning of the season as I 
only want to run one bull and want to 
maintain a tight spread.

My own CF52-sired Charolais bull went 
lame high in the leg towards the end of 
May. We brought in a replacement bull 
and he seemed to be working fine – I 
watched the fi rst few cows he served and 
they didn’t repeat. 

Then there were two periods a couple 
of weeks apart where I observed lots of 
repeats. As the date I had earmarked as 
the end of breeding approached, there 
were more repeats. Alarm bells started 
ringing and I got my vet to scan. There 
were 20 empty cows at that stage – the 
bull had been successfully serving hand-
fuls of cows and, though still appearing 
active, not impregnating others. 

It was almost like a cycle, as if he was 

taking days off . Not wanting to stretch 
my calving spread, I decided to cut my 
losses and pull him out a few days later. 
There were 11 empties in total. I sold four 
of the empty cows that were worth de-
cent money, bought in some in-calf heif-
ers to replenish my spring herd and put 
seven good cows that wouldn’t have set 
the mart alight into my autumn-calving 
herd. 

It’s not the ideal scenario I know, but 
I have bred these cows myself. I know 
they’re good cows and I’m trying to build 
up numbers here. If I have cash in the 
spring I might pick up another couple 
of animals – I’m fi ve short of my spring 
target now.

Top of the pile: Brian Doran

Hot on heifers: Dwayne Stanley

Bull trouble in Clare: Sean Hayes

BETTER farm average in-calf rate

(91% cows & 86% heifers)

90%
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 Grass+ Beef

Source: PastureBase Ireland, 
Agrinet and Irish Farmers Journal.

12

12
5

26

11 14

8

25

9

17
18

17

13
16

7

12

1211

15

10-year average grass growth
kg DM/ha/day

0

20

40

60

80

100

2016

2017

10-year average

DecNovOctSepAugJulJunMayAprMarFebJan

FARMERS 
JOURNAL

IRISH farmersjournal.ie

A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS 
JOURNAL INITIATIVE

In association with

MICHAEL KEAVENY

A damp weekend brought the 
last beef stock in across the 
country. Mild weather since 
has led to a lot of pneumonia 
in sheds. Doors of catt le hous-
es should be left open. If there 
is wind blowing on to the pen 
they’re in, but catt le can move 
to a point where there are no 
draughts as they please, then 
this is fi ne.

As farmers push to make 
good-quality silage, digestibil-
ity increases. The transition 
from grass to this type of ma-
terial can be stressful for a 
young animal as their stomach 
adjusts. This can be one ele-

ment of a perfect storm for 
respiratory disease. 

The rapid passage rate of 
high digestibility and/or low 
dry matt er material through 
the animal can reduce the 
amount of nutrients absorbed 
– not unlike one of the main 
mechanisms that can lead to 
grass tetany in suckler cows 
on wet grass.

Pneumonia
Couple this with a warm shed, 
a bulling animal in a pen, new 
p e n  m a t e s  f i g h t i n g  t o 
establish a hierarchy or a 
management disturbance like 
clipping or dosing and it’s 
easy to see how the planets 

can align for pneumonia.
Vaccinations will help but 

a vet once described these to 
me as an extra weight on the 
prevention scales. If we put 
enough undesirable weight 
on the other side – ie stressors/
disease burden – then even a 
vaccination won’t save us.

Remember that many of the 
main disease-causing agents 
are in or around the animal’s 
system or environment already. 
A weakening of the immune 
system (stressor) is what lets 
them in. Animals off  feed is 
the big warning light for me. 
Any animal not coming in to 
eat should have their tem-
perature taken immediately 

and a vet called at or above
39.5°C. Don’t try to be a hero 
and take it in the pen – you
will get kicked or worse. Use 
handling facilities.

Snotty cattle
We are gett ing a lot of queries 
about snotty cattle and 
coughs. Snots are a sign that
the animal’s immune system 
is working against something; 
if the animal is eating and it 
is an isolated example, then I
wouldn’t worry. A cough post-
feeding can be a result of the 
dryness of a concentrate feed, 
but lots of coughs in a shed
before feeding should be in-
vestigated.

Preventing pneumonia in housed cattle

Martin O’Hare
Co Louth

System suckler to bull beef
Soil type free-draining
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) -
Grass demand (kg DM/ha/day) -
Growth (kg DM/ha/day) -

The majority of stock is 
housed at this stage with 
the exception of some wean-
lings which are cleaning off 
the last few paddocks. 

All bulls and some of the 
heifers will be housed this 
weekend and the remaining 
heifers will move to a catch 
crop which I have sown for 
winter grazing. Currently, I 
am in the middle of AI with 
my autumn-calving herd 
and thankfully it is going 
well so far. Those autumn-
calving cows are currently 
on 72DMD silage ad-lib 
and 1.5kg of ration to keep 
them in shape for breed-
ing. Spring-calving cows are 
currently being restricted 
on silage and straw to keep 

calving minerals will be 
introduced to them in the 
next few weeks. 

Last year’s autumn-born 
bulls are on ad-lib meal and I 
will start slaughtering them 
in December. The last of my 
spring-born 2016 heifers 
will be slaughtered next 
week at 20 months of age. 
All autumn-born calves will 
receive their booster shot 
for pneumonia this week. 

Ken Gill
Co Offaly

System organic suckler to beef
Soil type heavy clay
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) -
Grass demand (kg DM/ha/day) -
Growth (kg DM/ha/day) -

Despite the recent inclement 
weather, grazing conditions 
are holding up, with all of 
last year’s autumn-born 
calves still outdoors. The 

of turnip, rape and kale, 
while the heifers are cur-
rently on the stubbles from 
the oats also having access 
to the last of my grass. I 
weighed both groups of 
stock almost a month ago so 
it’ll be interesting to see the 
thrive, particularly from the 
bullocks on the winter crop. 
Both groups of stock will be 
housed next month.

Breeding is in full swing 
here and will continue for 
another four weeks. I’ve 
gone almost 100% AI here 
this year. Lisnacrann Fifty 
Cent (SI2469) is a bull I’ve 
used a lot this season. I’m 
focusing on getting more 
replacements on the ground 
while keeping size in my 
cows and he’s throwing 
some great calves. Surpris-
ingly, my silage results are 
quite modest and I’m a bit 
disappointed with the red 
clover silage. I’ve plenty of 
fodder and the combi crop of 
peas and barley will reduce 
my concentrate bill.

Ger O’Dwyer
Tullamore Farm

System suckler/calf to beef
Soil type variable
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 629
Grass demand (kg DM/ha/day) 3
Growth (kg DM/ha/day) 17

tion in early October grazing 
1.83ha/day, which decreased 
to 1.44ha in early November. 
We hoped to have 100% 
of the farm grazed this 
week but it will be another 
week or so before we’re 
done given that growth has 
been slightly stronger than 
expected and recent rain has 
made for less than favour-
able grazing conditions. So 
the ewes will graze what’s 
left. Fifty cows started graz-
ing kale on 27 October and 
60 dairy heifers went to kale 
on 21 November.

The bulls are housed and 
are on a diet of 78% DMD 
silage, with 4kg of a 15% 
protein ration. Cows that 
scanned as not being in-calf 
are being fattened on a diet 
of 78% DMD silage ad-lib 
and 5kg of ration, with the 
weanling heifers getting 
2kg/concentrates as well as 
78% DMD fed ad-lib. Cows 
are being fed a maintenance 
diet of 62% silage ad-lib and 
are due to be body-condi-
tion-scored next week. 

Dairy calves received 
boluses, were weighed and 
had their tails clipped before 
going on to kale.

James Flaherty
Co Kerry

System suckler to weanling
Soil type variable
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) -
Grass demand (kg DM/ha/day) -
Growth (kg DM/ha/day) -

With the recent poor graz-
ing conditions, all stock 
has been housed except for 
26 calves who continue to 
be out by day eating ap-
proximately 1kg of ration, 
on ground which is too wet 
for the rest of the stock 
but would rot if left until 
spring. Eleven in-calf heifers 
are out full-time on rough 
grazing. Apart from them, 
all suckler cows, bull and 
heifer calves, cull cows and 
fat heifers have been housed 
since mid to late October, 
with younger stock eating a 
diet of high-quality paddock 
silage of 71-72 DMD and 1kg 
of ration while the suckler 
cows are eating lower-quali-
ty silage.

We removed cubicles from 
a slatted house to create 
more lying space, on which 
we may insert rubber mats 
in the near future. We also 
put on a small extension 
on an old slatted shed by 
putting in a dry bed area 
alongside it.

Two months ago, we 
scanned 58 females, of 
which 51 were in-calf. We 
culled the empties and 
bought in an extra six high-
index cows. 


