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Grass+

Beef

Check sugars and nitrates in silage ﬁeld
CIARÁN LENEHAN
BEEF SPECIALIST
clenehan@farmersjournal.ie
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fter increasing by
20% last week,
grass growth rates
are up a further
25%, to 76kg DM/
da/day on average, across the
country in the seven days up
to Wednesday 24 May.
A number of our BETTER
farmers’ average farm cover
has increased exponentially
in the space of two weeks and
it is only now as they measure
grass for the first time that
they’re realising just how
quickly things can turn.

64

95

Indeed, a number of our
farmers are running with farm
covers double what they
should be.
Given that many will be attempting to take a first cut of
silage this week, knocking
some extra grass on these
farms with big grass supplies
is a no-brainer. Growth is on
an upward curve and with
tropical conditions forecast
for the weekend there is no
sign of this changing.
Sugars in grass act as a food
for acid-producing bacteria
during the ensiling process
– not enough present and these
bacteria won’t produce enough
acid. Not enough acid and we

won’t inhibit all the sinister
organisms that we don’t want
in our silage clamp. Plants
produce sugars via the process
of photosynthesis, which is
driven by light. This is why the
guidelines state to mow crops
in the evening – after a full
day’s exposure to light.
High levels of nitrates in
grass can affect the rate at
which pH drops in the silage
clamp, leading to a poor fermentation.
Residual amounts of N fertilizer in the crop are the principal cause of this and though
a general guide is to allow for
an uptake of two units of N
per day, slow grass growth

rates such as those in early
May can stall uptake.
Send sample of your grass,
plucked in clumps from
around the field, to your adviser for sugar and nitrate testing. Nitrates of greater than
600ppm would be considered
high, though if there are sufficient sugars present (≥3%)
grass will ensile correctly up
to 800ppm. Wilting to 27-30%
dry matter will reduce the effects of high nitrates. Where
sugars are at 2-3%, target a
24-hour wilt and use an acidbased or molasses additive if
not possible. Below 2% sugars
and additive should be used
regardless.
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Joe Healy
Co Meath

Tullamore Farm

Ger O’Dwyer

John McSweeney

System: suckler to beef
Soil type: free-draining loam
Average farm cover (kg DM/ha): 408
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day): 30

System: suckler to beef
Soil type: heavy clay
Average farm cover (kg DM/ha): 1431
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day): 115

System: suckler to beef/calf to beef
Soil type: variable
Average farm cover (kg DM/ha): 668
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day): 89

System: suckler to beef/calf to beef
Soil type: relatively dry
Average farm cover (kg DM/ha): 1359
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day): 76

Hard to believe we’re looking
for rain in the west here but
grass still hasn’t kicked on
despite the recent showery
spell. It is beginning to head
out now that bit sooner as
it’s under stress for moisture. On a more positive
front, I’ve cut my ﬁrst crop
of silage and hope to gather
it today (Thursday). All
ground was grazed tight
prior to closing, so I’m conﬁdent it’ll make top-quality
silage. I’ll make a decision on
whether to close for secondcut over the weekend as I’ve
nearly 100 bales left over
from last year.
I’m ﬁnishing last year’s
spring-born bulls at the
minute. The original plan
was to ﬁnish them under 20
months allowing them to get
cheap weight gain on over
the summer and house in
August. Unfortunately, the
poor growth forced my hand
and I had no choice but to
house them earlier in May at
an average weight of 450kg
as grass was scarce. I’ve
slowly built them up to ad-lib
and they’ll be fed hard for
100 days.

Last week, with the excellent
growing conditions, grass
really powered on. Surpluses
are starting to appear and
there are a number of paddocks identiﬁed which will
be taken out in the next few
days. I have already over
50 bales taken from surplus
paddocks which will make
high-quality silage for feeding to weanling bulls next
winter.
To date, there are 13 cows
left to calve and I hope a
week or so should see that
number well reduced. All
of the calved cows are out
and doing very well. I have
a group of 30 heifers which
I have identiﬁed as being
suitable replacements and in
the coming weeks they will
be synchronised and served.
I have three groups of last
year’s bulls in the shed now
for ﬁnishing. Some are being
built up on meals and others
are fully ad lib at this stage.
Silage was cut on Tuesday and was tedded out on
Wednesday to wilt. It will be
picked up today and should
make good-quality fodder.

Grass growth has taken off
here this week and we have
decided to remove 7.2ha
from the grazing area as
round bales. This was mowed
on Wednesday and will be
lifted Friday morning. There
is also 7.12ha taken out for
reseeding at the moment.
The 4ha that was reseeded
with the Dalbo min-till
machine on 20 April is progressing well. This got a bag
of CAN/acre at the beginning of this week. A lot of
spear thistles have appeared
since seeding and these will
be sprayed this week. As
the thistles have appeared
in clumps, we will try to just
spray the areas affected to
avoid killing the clover. Kale
will be sowed over the next
fortnight and the ground will
be sprayed off at the end of
this week. AI will ﬁnish at
the end of this week. Seventy of 87 cows have been
submitted over the past 21
days, which means submission rate was 80% in the AI
group. Bulls will be turned
out with approximately 41
cows/heifers each at the end
of this week.

There is lots of grass here
and I am planning to add
more ground to my ﬁrst
cut which is for taking in
the coming days. I have 10
of 23ha earmarked for the
main cut. At 2.68 LU/ha, my
stocking rate is quite big and
though farm cover is high
there are a handful of very
strong paddocks pulling it up
and I have split the grazing
block into 31 paddocks –
some permanent, some temporary – and thus can easily
skip over heavy covers.
As well as my 20 sucklers I
am rearing 96 dairy calves
at the moment. Going
forward, I will push up to 30
cows and pull back to 40-50
calves, opting for a beefcross (Hereford/Angus), as
opposed to a pure Friesian.
I am having good results
pushing my suckler calves
and the best dairy animals
as U16-month bulls and I
think I will keep doing this
system, perhaps weighing
the dairy stock in the back
and pushing the heaviest out
as bulls with my sucklers.
The rest can go as bullocks
or be sold for cashﬂow when
needed.
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Plenty to
ponder in
Portarlington

A

John Dunne
is keen to
make the
most of his
BETTER farm
experience,
writes
Ciarán
Lenehan

VIDEO ONLINE

watch the video on
farmersjournal.ie

Guide to

trafﬁc lights
Fixed costs:
<€350/ha
<€550/ha
>€550/ha

€/hr worked:
(as prop of net profit)

>€12.50/hr
<€12.50/
<€5/hr

Cashﬂow: (consecutive months without
sales – incl. sheep)

<5
<7
>7

IRISH

t just shy of 295 acres, John
Dunne’s farm near Portarlington in Co Offaly is one
of the biggest in the programme. In 2016, 100 continental cows calved in the spring. John’s
calving pattern is tight, with 88% dropping in eight weeks from early February. Towards the end of his calving
season, he begins to take in batches of
dairy-cross calves to rear. Though he
takes all of his suckler progeny to finish, the suckler herd itself is small relative the amount of hectares John has to
fill. This is where the dairy-beef enterprise comes in – an easy way to drive
on-farm output without the hassle of
calving more cows. At present there
are 54 Hereford-cross calves being
reared in batches throughout the yard.
When designing farm plans, there
are a number of targets the team aims
to hit. With most of the farms in the
BETTER farm programme understocked relative to the county’s most
profitable beef enterprises, getting
more animals on the ground and more
beef out the gate is generally a big part
of the planning process. John’s 2016
stocking rate was 1.86 LU/ha. While
this is over half a livestock unit per
hectare more than the average Irish
beef farm, the average Irish beef farm
is not financially viable and thus not a
benchmark to concern ourselves with.
Two blocks
John’s farm is laid out in two blocks,
both of which are free draining and
have the potential for lengthy grazing
seasons and big grass growth.
John will look to push stocking rate
well beyond 2LU/ha and get more beef
out the gate. In 2016 he produced
491kg of liveweight per hectare; the
national average on Irish beef farms is
477kg. Indeed, the most profitable
farms in phase two of the BETTER farm
programme exceed 1,000kg of liveweight output per hectare annually.
Mike Dillane topped the financial
league tables at the end of BETTER
farm phase 2, recording net profit of
€1,281/ha (before subsidy). In the same
year, he produced 1,241kg of liveweight
per hectare at a stocking rate of
2.58LU/ha. Donal Scully, another BETTER success story, achieved a net margin of €1,139/ha at the end of phase 2
with output of 1,412kg/ha. While these
farmers operate bull beef systems,
meaning a lot of this output is coming
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off concrete in the finishing shed,
steer-producer John will still aim for
800-900kg by the end of his BETTER
farm tenure in three years’ time.
How will he do this?
In this phase of BETTER farm, we have
placed a big focus on telling a more
complete story. There is a bigger focus
on fixed costs, farm cashflow and, crucially, labour demand. John’s huge
farm is largely a one-man show – his
three daughters have pursued off-farm
careers and his 15-year-old son, while
heavily interested in agriculture, attends boarding school at Cistercian
College Roscrea. John has a phenomenal work ethic, but calving 100 cows
and then going straight into rearing
50 calves is a huge undertaking for any
man. The fact that John’s calving
spread is already impressively tight is a
big help – other programme farmers
are not so lucky and have a lot of
streamlining to do in this area. We
asked John to think long and hard
about whether he wanted to push on
cow numbers or look to other ways of
getting farm output up. It was a measure of John’s enthusiasm and drive
that he answered straightaway: “I’ll go
to 120 cows and double calf numbers.”
John is running maternal Simmental
(€151 replacement index, sired by SKU)
and Charolais (€128 replacement index, sired by CF51) bulls with his ma-

John Dunne,
Co Offaly

Fixed costs
€/hr labour
Cashﬂow

Calving pattern
Farm system
Farm size
2016 gross margin
Land type

In association with

Spring
Suckler to steer
113.5ha
€750/ha
Free-draining loam

Table 1: John Dunne’s farm current performance and future targets
Suckler cows
Dairy calves reared
Stocking rate (LU/ha)
Output (kg live weight/ha)
Herd replacement index (€)
Gross margin (€/ha)
Average soil pH
Percentage of soils optimum P
Percentage of soils optimum K
Net proﬁt per hour worked (€)

ture cow herd and taking daughters
from these. He will look to up numbers
naturally from within the farm walls,
but must replace both of these bulls
this year to avoid running into inbreeding problems. The herd is strong

Podcast

More on farmers
journal.ie/podcast

maternally, with an average index value of €92, +6.4kg for daughter milk
and -1 days of a calving interval figure.
Many herds that opt to grow numbers
naturally run into problems around
keeping on poor-quality heifers. Given
the quality of his herd and its size,
John should not have this problem.
However, he must remain ruthless
with his calving spread and maintain
that tightness.
John will continue rearing 50 calves
after his calving season in the spring
and take in another 50 in the autumn
to spread the workload. He tends toward a Hereford-cross calf and tries to
source these straight from farm. This,
however, is not always possible.
“The majority of the calves I have
had to treat for illness are dealer
calves. I will look to get more in
straight from farms but it’s difficult to
find them sometimes,” John told us.
These dairy calves will be finished
along with his own animals, with
steers going for slaughter at two years

Current
100
50
1.86
491
92
750
5.9
47
73
5-12.50

Target
120
100
2.4
>800
112
1,250
>6.3 (some high Mo areas)
70
70
>12.50

of age and heifers prior to a second
winter at 18 to 20 months.
Labour will be a massive talking
point on this farm. John does almost
all of his own machinery work on top
of his stock and grassland duties. He
has chosen the take part in the farm
structures and labour challenge, along
with the soil fertility, breeding and
mandatory farm finance, farm safety
and grass challenges. For this challenge he will measure his working days
intermittently throughout the year
and quantify his net return per hour
worked. There will be an emphasis on
streamlining so as to maximise the
figure.

Adviser comment
John Greaney
Increasing the stocking rate on
this farm was always going to be a
challenge. There’s work to be done
on soil fertility and we want to grow
more grass on the farm. First, John
has to utilise the grass he’s growing
at present – he needs more mouths
on the ground. Although rearing
calves is not for everyone, John
dipped his toe in the water before,
having reared some calves in 2016.
We decided to buy a better type
calf, opting for a Hereford cross. The
plan is to push these animals hard
with the view to getting as many as
possible ﬁnished before the second
winter.
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How are the former BETTER farmers faring?
Their stint in the programme
ended in 2015, but Ciarán
Lenehan looks at how the
former BETTER farmers
have fared since in terms of
profitability

Table 1: Average input and output prices
Ireland, 2015 v 2016
1t native barley SPOT
1t soya bean meal ex-port
1t urea fertiliser
1t CAN fertiliser
1t 18-6-12 fertiliser
350kg weanling bull (€/kg)
400kg store heifer (€/kg)
R4L steer carcase (€/kg)
Cull cow carcase (R4) (€/kg)

I

n its third phase at present, the
BETTER farm beef programme
involves the placement of an intensive support and advisory
team around a selection of Irish
beef farmers for four-year stints. During these, attempts are made to optimise and push every facet of participant farms in order to create a viable,
profitable enterprise by the end of the
programme. However, the ultimate
goal is to create farm businesses in
which profits are sustainable in the
long term.
Phase 2 of the BETTER farm beef programme came to conclusion at the end
of 2015. In 2016, the participant farmers had to go it alone, so to speak – operating without the support network
they once had. How did they fare?
Here, we examine these farmers’ 2016
e-profit monitors and contrast them
with 2015.
That year that was
The fact that beef producers are largely
price takers means that external forces
can have big effects on farm financial
performance. Table 1 outlines how key
input and output prices differed across
the two years.
Paid less but paying less – the sting
of the weaker beef price in 2016 versus
the previous year was softened somewhat by slightly lower market prices
for feed and fertiliser, the two main
inputs on beef farms. Live cattle were
also cheaper on average in 2016 versus
2015, bad news for live sellers but a
boost to the two trading systems that
partook in BETTER farm phase 2.
The farms
Average BETTER farm size in 2016 was
55.8ha, 2ha bigger than the previous
year. This was driven by a handful of
farmers taking on significant portions
of extra ground. Liveweight output per
hectare was back slightly. While some
of this drop can be attributed to a dilu-

Stocking rate

Ger Dineen (centre with cap) was one of the
most successful farmers in phase 2.

The fact
that beef
producers are
largely price
takers means
that external
forces can
have big
effects

Output

kg/ha

2.3

2.3

2015

2016

The sting of the weaker beef price in 2016
versus the previous year was softened by lower
market prices for feed and fertiliser.

tion effect of increasing farm size, other factors such as the poor spring in
2016 affecting animal performance
would’ve played a role. Also the fact
that live prices were high relative to
beef price at many points in the year
meant many producers purchased less
cattle in 2016, while others offloaded
stock at lighter weights to cash in.
Liveweight output value per hectare
was back slightly on average on BETTER farms, due to both the reduced
levels of physical output and lower
beef prices. Interestingly, live sellers

849

799

2015

2016

managed to increase their output value per hectare. While this goes against
the grain in that 2016 live prices were
consistently back on 2015, our farmers’
success may have been on the back of
consistent uniformity and top quality
in their lots and a number of smaller,
part-time operations only getting their
houses in order by 2016 – hopefully
they will maintain this and even kick
on from here. Feed inputs remained
largely unchanged on average, with
lower raw material prices in 2016 not
reflected in feed sales. Interestingly,

Feed

¤/ha

Fertiliser

¤/ha

2016
150
364
351
257
366
2.35
2.35
3.76
3.21

trading farmers spent significantly less
on feed – likely a reflection of a reluctance to buy cattle given the high live
to beef price ratio. Indeed, stocking
rates were back slightly on these farms
when the two years are compared.
These farmers also spent significantly
less per hectare on fertiliser – a result
of both lower grass demand and lower
fertiliser prices. So too did the trading
farms, though there is a small sample
size here (two farms) and one of these
switched from CAN to urea and made
a significant saving.
As a whole, the group spent slightly
less on fertiliser in 2016, again, likely a
reflection of reduced prices. However,
our group of live sellers actually spent
more money on fertiliser in 2016 than
in the previous year. This is a clue that
more grass was grown in 2016 versus
2015, a sign that perhaps peak efficiency had not been reached by 2015, as
suggested earlier. Would this translate
into an increased live seller gross margin for 2016 versus the year before?
And, the burning question, how did
the group do as a whole in 2016?
In 2016, gross margins were back
from €1,059/ha to €979/ha – impressive
given the significant reduction in beef
price and the fact that farms actually
increased in size slightly. Both finishing groups saw their margins eroded
slightly. As suggested above, the live
sellers actually increased their farm
profitability slightly. Growing more
grass leads to growth in profits – it is
no coincidence that the spend on fertiliser paid off here. The margin increase
on trading farms was largely driven by
the switch in fertiliser.

Mike Dillane shares some wisdom with the new BETTER beef farmers during a recent visit.

Output

LU/ha

2015
162
383
410
320
418
2.48
2.51
3.97
3.56

Gross margin

¤/ha

¤/ha

1,951

1,869

299

299

228

217

1,059

979

2015

2016

2015

2016

2015

2016

2015

2016

Table 1: Comparison of phase 2 BETTER beef farm physical and financial performance 2015 vs. 2016

All farms
Bull beef
Steer beef
Live seller
Trading

Farm size (ha)
2015
2016
53.7
55.8
58.2
60.9
57.2
61.9
43.7
43.9
69.6
69.6

Stocking rate (LU/ha)
2015
2016
2.29
2.29
2.45
2.48
2.21
2.21
2.05
2.04
2.45
2.32

Output (kg/ha)
2015
2016
849
799
1039
955
754
725
735
696
798
714

Output (€/ha)
2015
2016
1951
1869
2450
2335
1747
1558
1567
1624
1963
1800

Feed (€/ha)
2015
2016
299
299
464
470
209
226
129
158
507
397

Fertiliser (€/ha)
2015
2016
228
217
203
203
233
200
229
240
243
168

Total variable
costs (€/ha)
2015
2016
892
890
1098
1155
731
709
684
728
1179
964

Gross margin
(€/ha)
2015
2016
1059
979
1352
1180
1016
849
883
896
785
836

