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ON THE GROUND
DAVID THIRLWELL

Barren rates for cows are 
typically 3% in a nine-week 
breeding season
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T
he BETTER farm pro-
gramme participants 
visited the Stabiliser 
Cattle Company to 
view first-hand how 

the farm is focusing on car-
rying out on-farm feed effi-
ciency trials. 

The suckler herd is well 
managed by David Thirwell, 
with Ursula Taylor responsi-
ble for marketing and sales 
of  pedigree stock. 

Stabiliser cattle are a com-
posite breed established in 
Colorado by the Leechman 
Cattle Company. The breed 
originally consisted of  four 
breeds – Angus, Hereford, 
Simmental and Gelbvieh. 
More recently, the breed has 
evolved and there is less 
Simmental influence in new 
bloodlines in the UK. 

Although it is an uncom-
mon breed in Ireland, there 
are some pedigree herds 
established. In Northern Ire-

land, the breed has become 
well-established with some 
notable herds.

The breed was imported 
into England in 1996 when 
five beef  producers in East 
Yorkshire founded the Stabi-
liser Cattle Company. 

Finding it difficult to 
source quality replacement 

heifers from the dairy herd 
due to the increasing Hol-
stein influence, these farm-
ers viewed the Stabiliser as 
being a potential breed to 
provide maternal suckler 
cows with low feed costs, lon-
gevity and high fertility.

Farm background
Givendale farm runs 245 
spring-calving cows and all 
animals are purebred. Cows 
calve from early to mid-
March and all females are 

calved in nine weeks, with 
70% of  cows calved in the 
first three weeks. 

Cows are turned out to 
grass as they calve as there 
would be too great a demand 
on indoor calving facilities.

The calving interval is 365 
days. Cows are served with 
a combination of  stock bulls 
and AI. Stock bulls cover 45 
to 50 cows. Barren rates are 
typically 3% in a nine-week 
breeding season.

Prior to Stabiliser cattle, 
the farm carried a spring-
calving herd of  Angus and 
Limousin cross Friesian 
cows crossed with Charolais 
sires to produce slaughter 

cattle. A 100-cow pedigree 
Charolais herd was also in 
place.

The current system sees 
all stock being performance-
recorded, with high-index 
bulls and heifers retained, 
as well as sold for breeding, 
along with a select number 
of  stock bulls. 

Cattle that are not suitable 
for breeding are finished 
on-farm. Bulls are slaugh-
tered at 400 days with carcase 
weights of  350kg.

The breed is geared to-
wards maternal traits and 
with Angus and Hereford ge-
netics present, the male prog-
eny produce lighter carcase 

weights when slaughtered. 
Up to 80% of  young bulls on 
the farm mostly grade R4L.

Animal performance
Calf  birth weights are 41kg 
for bulls and 39kg for heifers. 
Cows and calves are grazed 
extensively on upland grass-
land. 

Grass quality is poor and 
the farm is prone to burning 
during the summer. Creep 
feeders are introduced in late 
summer, with calves offered 
1kg/head of  a barley and 
maize distillers mix.

Calves remain on the cow 
until weaning at 200 days in 
late October. Weaning weight 
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H
eavy rainfall over 
the past week has 
led to ground condi-
tions deteriorat-
ing quickly on the 

BETTER farms. To minimise 
sward damage, heavier cattle, 

such as cows or cattle that 
will be finished over the win-
ter, are being housed.

On/off  grazing has been 
used in a few cases where the 
grazing block has a stand-off  
hardcore area, which allows 
cattle to graze for a few hours 
before being moved off  the 
paddock. 

In drier areas, some of  the 
programme farms are giving 
cows a 12-hour and one-day 
grazing allocation. With cat-
tle moving quickly around 
the last rotation and in a 
controlled manner, it is help-
ing to keep grass utilisation 

reasonably good.
Given the time of  year, it 

is more important to remove 
the heaviest grass covers be-
fore housing all stock. 

Grazing days ahead are 
still running at 15 to 30 days 
ahead, but with utilisation 

falling, days ahead can be 
easily reduced by a week.

If  the weather settles and 
ground conditions improve, 
some of  the under-grazed 
paddocks will be grazed out 
with light weanlings in line 
with their autumn grazing 
planner. However, this does 
not include paddocks that 
have now been closed for the 
winter.

Finishing cattle
Cattle being slaughtered off  
grass have had meal feeding 
levels increased to keep them 
settled during heavy rainfall 

and to offset the lower feed 
value of  grass. Most of  the 
farms have now drafted the 
vast majority of  cattle that 
are being slaughtered off  
grass. Most of  the remaining 
cattle will be gone by the end 
of  the month.

Cattle housed in late Sep-
tember have been performing 
well indoors on the finishing 
diet. These cattle have been 
sampled for worms and fluke 
on some farms. 

Worm burdens are gener-
ally low, but there have been 
some samples showing a high 
presence of  fluke.

Cattle have been treated 
with an appropriate product 
to cover the animal during 
the finishing period, with 
attention paid to the with-
drawal period. One farm has 
had a positive case of  rumen 
fluke this year, but having 
had previous experience and 
from regular weighing, this 
problem was identified early.

Cows being housed now 
will not be treated for worms 
until at least six weeks post-
housing. At present, cows are 
being housed in good flesh, 
indicating few problems with 
parasites in late autumn.

BETTER farm Beef Programme

 ÂStabiliser Cattle Com-
pany formed in 1996.

 Â 1,200-acre farm with 
500 acres of grassland.

 Â245 spring-calving 
cows.

 ÂCalving spread of nine 
weeks.

 ÂCalving interval 365 
days.

 ÂMale progeny sold for 
breeding or finished at 
400 days as bulls.

 ÂCarcase of 350kg for 
bulls on 1.2t concentrates.

 ÂFeed efficiency trial be-
ing carried out on 1,000 
cattle over five years.

FARM FACTS

Great 
Givendale, 
Yorkshire

Farm manager, Stabiliser Cattle Company

80 steers and bulls 
will enter a 56-day 
feed trial three times 
per year. Bulls have 
averaged 1.8kg.

Weather forces housing on BETTER farms
Given the 

time of year, it is 
more important to 
remove the heaviest 
grass covers before 
housing all stock
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Percentage of farm 
closed for gazing 
until spring

Northern figures from NI Suckler 
Beef programme; southern figures 
from BETTER farm programme 
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for bulls in 2013 was 323kg 
and calves are on track to 
reach a similar weight this 
year. Performance is moni-
tored through weighing and 
calves have averaged 1.4kg/
day this year.

Once housed, bulls are 
moved on to the fi nish-
ing ration and pushed for 
slaughter. There is no storing 
period on the bulls. 

Finishing is all about cost 
per kilogramme of  carcase 
gain and daily feed costs. 
Bulls are the most effi cient 
converters of  concentrate 
feed, so storing them only 
adds cost to the fi nishing 
system.

Bulls are fed 12kg DM per 
day of  wholecrop wheat, 
straw, sugar beet pulp, maize 
distillers and barley. The fi n-
ishing ration is 14% protein 
and typically 38% to 40% 
starch and high in energy. 
Daily feed costs are £2/head/
day (€2.40).

Average daily liveweight 
gain is 1.8kg/day over the 
fi nishing period for bulls. 
Kill-out is usually 57%, so 
average daily carcase gain 
is 1.02kg/day. Bulls are mar-
keted through retail chain 
Morrisons and a premium of  
10p/kg is paid on young bulls 
between 320kg and 370kg.

Heifers that are kept for 

breeding are fed red clo-
ver silage and 1kg/day of  
concentrates. Heifers have 
gained 1kg/day during the 
winter period and are being 
bred from 450kg to 480kg 
liveweight at 15 months with 
little trouble.

According to farm man-
ager David Thirlwell, heifers 
are getting too big at breed-
ing, which is increasing cow 
size. This winter, heifers will 
be offered red clover silage 
only. Mature cows weigh 
from 650kg to 800kg. David 
would like the upper weight 
range capped at 700kg. 

While cows are heavy, they 
usually hold body condition 
between 3.5 and 4.0, which is 
adding 30kg to their live-
weight. Heifers that are fi n-
ished are slaughtered out of  
the house. There is no second 
grazing for these animals. 
Eating a similar ration to the 
bulls, the heifers are killed 
at 450 days at 300kg carcase 
weight.

Feed effi ciency
Feed costs account for 70% of  
the total production costs in 
suckler-beef  systems. There-
fore, the less feed consumed 
by the animal and the better 
the performance, the greater 
the margin. 

The farm received a £1.5m 
grant from industry stake-
holders and government to 
carry out feeding trials.

The plan is to have 1,000 
Stabiliser cattle pass through 
a purpose-built feed unit in 
fi ve years. Steers and bulls 
are on trial and the informa-
tion collated will be used to 
produce a breeding index or 
EBV. While feed effi ciency is 
important, it has limits, as 
it does not take into consid-
eration carcase weight or 
carcase grade, which have a 

major infl uence on the value 
of  the animal. This informa-
tion has to be accounted for 
afterwards.

Three trials are run annu-
ally, with 80 animals per tri-
al. Animals are sourced from 
Givendale Farm, plus other 
known Stabiliser breeders. 
Animals must represent the 
top and bottom performing 
animals. Animals coming 
on to the unit are treated for 
worms, fl uke and IBR, then 
weighed and given an elec-
tronic ear tag.

Animals have a 28-day pe-
riod to acclimatise to the new 
environment and diet. The 
actual feed trial lasts for 56 
days and during this period, 
cattle have ad-lib access to 
the fi nishing ration. 

Cattle eat from a feed crate 
fi tted with a weigh cell. Cat-
tle have an electronic tag 
so all intakes are recorded 
along with the number of  
times the animals eat daily.

From the data recorded to 
date, bulls are 20% more ef-
fi cient than steers, although 
steers have performed well 
on trial. Bulls have averaged 
1.84kg/day over the 56 days 
this year, with a range of  
1.2kg to 2.4kg/day.

Steers have averaged 
1.4kg/day, with a range of  
0.5kg either side of  the aver-
age. Steers are older when 
carrying out the feed trial, 
which has to be accounted 
for when compared to a 
12-month-old bull. Steers are 
14 to 16 months old at the 
start of  the trial and slaugh-
tered at 16 to 18 months at 
330kg carcase weight.

The trial has shown that 
there can be a 25% difference 
in intakes between bulls and 
steers and a 13% difference 
between the top and bottom 
third of  cattle on the trial.

 Heavy rainfall has led to ground conditions becoming dif-
fi cult on a number of programme farms.

 Heavy cattle are being housed fi rst to relieve ground 
pressure and to minimise sward damage.

 Where cattle remain at grass, grazing rotations have been 
shortened, with cattle moving quicker around paddocks.

 Grass utilisation is variable due to the weather. Where 
grazing paddocks have been split to one-day or 12-hour 
allocations, utilisation is better compared with two- to 
three-day blocks.

 Finishing cattle have been sampled for worms and fl uke.
 Cows will be blanket-treated for fl uke around six to eight 

weeks post-housing.

 Clipping the backs of cattle at housing will 
help to prevent cattle from sweating indoors. 
It also reduces problems with lice. When 
clipping cattle, take at least three runs of 
the blade either side of the spine to have any 
effect.

WEEK IN REVIEW

TOP 
TIP 245 cows calve in nine weeks, with 70% of cows calved in the 

fi rst three weeks of the calving period.

Cattle in the feed effi ciency trial are electronically tagged. This 
helps to identify each individual animal and their feed intake.

Heifers are served at 15 months to calve at 24 months. Heifers 
calve down in excess of 600kg liveweight.

Givendale Farm runs 245 spring-calving Stabiliser cows. Stabi-
liser cattle are a maternal breed consisting of Hereford, Angus, 
Simmental and Gelbvieh.
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