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ON THE GROUND
JOE MURRAY

A sale budget should be 
based on realistic prices and 
liveweight gain in cattle
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A 
common question 
that has been asked 
by many suckler pro-
ducers this autumn 
is whether they 

should be selling weanlings 
now, wintering them until 
spring or finishing them. 

Currently, a strong mart 
trade and a low beef  price 
have led many producers to 
question the merit of  finish-
ing cattle, despite meal prices 
easing back.

Selling cattle can be a gam-
ble if  you have not carried 
out any form of  budget to try 
to establish which sale option 
will leave a greater margin 
per head. 

A sale budget should be 
based on realistic prices and 
liveweight relevant to the in-
dividual farm in question, as 
it is based on an individual 
suckler herd.

There is no benefit in us-
ing a beef  price or mart price 

that does not reflect the type 
of  cattle on an individual 
farm or the level of  perfor-
mance. Similarly, prices 
should reflect the current 
market, not what you expect 
the market price to be next 
year.

A budget can be simple 
or complex, but the purpose 
is to leave the producer in 
a more informed position 
on how best to market their 
cattle. 

Joe Murray has been in-
volved in the BETTER farm 
programme since 2009 and 
uses simple sale budgets to 
evaluate the best market for 
his cattle.

Joe works closely through-
out the year with local 
Teagasc adviser Gerry Cregg 
and programme adviser 
Catherine Egan on all as-
pects of  herd management, 
especially when deciding on 
sale options for his cattle.

Farm details
Joe farms 51ha (126 acres) 

of  grassland near Elphin, 

Co Roscommon. The farm is 
divided into three large land 
blocks, with two of  these 
land parcels owned and 44 
acres of  rented land. 

The owned land is natural-
ly heavy in soil type but has 
undergone a major drainage 
and reseeding programme in 
recent years. The rented land 
is drier and is invaluable for 
grazing cattle throughout the 
year.

The suckler herd consists 
of  70 late-autumn cows calv-
ing from November to Febru-
ary. Cows are served to AI 
sires, with Charolais being 
the dominant breed choice 
to maximise sale value in 
marts. 

In recent years, Shorthorn 
genetics have been used to 
produce replacements that 
are smaller in size and easier 
maintained at grass. This is 
also important during winter 
and to improve maternal 
traits.

According to Joe, his cows 
have a good supply of  milk, 
as he is happy with weaning 

weights and daily liveweight 
gain of  calves while they are 
on the cow. It is post-weaning 
that he has noticed that live-
weight gains have suffered 
in recent years, especially in 
heifers.

November and December-
born calves are weaned in 
July and have consistently 
gained 1.2kg/day to 1.4kg/
day while suckling the cow. 

After weaning this year, 
heifer weanlings have 
struggled to gain more than 
0.8kg/day, despite being on 
top-quality grass and 2kg 
of  ration. Weanlings were 
wormed and also monitored 
for rumen fluke after the 
herd had problems in 2013.

Cattle sales
Traditionally, the herd pro-
duced cattle that were sold 
live at 10 to 12 months of  age. 
Cattle were usually sold live 

through the local mart, but 
in recent years they have 
been batch-sold to feedlots, 
with males sold entire.

In 2014, there are 27 heif-
ers, averaging 339kg live-
weight on 2 October, with 
replacements to be kept from 
this group. 

A group of  45 bulls aver-
aged 424kg liveweight. Bulls 
have averaged 1.32kg/day un-
til weaning on 5 August and 
1.44kg/day since weaning on 
top-quality grass, with meal 
fed at 2kg/day until 1 Octo-
ber when it was increased to 
4kg/day.

The planned sale date 
was early November for the 
herd, but before deciding on 
any market route, Joe has 
been working with Gerry 
and Catherine to complete a 
few sale budgets for his bull 
weanlings. 

There are three options 

available to Joe for these 
cattle.

Firstly, they can be sold 
live now, as in previous 
years. Secondly, there is an 
option to castrate these cattle 
and sell as steers next spring. 
While it is something not 
particularly favoured on the 
farm, it is an option nonethe-
less. Thirdly, take the bulls 
through to finish under 16 
months of  age.

The start date for all op-
tions is 1 November and an 
average liveweight of  468kg, 
based on the assumption that 
weanlings maintained their 
daily growth rate of  1.4kg/
day over October. The budget 
also assumes a meal price of  
€240/t and a cost of  €800 for 
keeping the cow on the farm.

The cow cost may appear 
high, but the farm is autumn 
calving and therefore has 
higher overheads with meal 
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T
he programme farms 
have been following 
the autumn grazing 
planner to close up 
grazing ground over 

the past three weeks. 
On the programme farms, 

the target is to have at least 

60% of  the farm closed by 
the beginning of  November. 
Almost all farms have met 
this target with most farms 
having 40% to 85% closed 
this week.

The target is to have all 
remaining grazing land 
closed up within the next two 
weeks. Assuming a closed 
period of  120 to 140 days, the 
last paddocks to be closed 
will be ready for grazing 
in the first rotation in late 
March to early April.

With these paddocks being 
grazed out now, they will be 
ideal for targeting slurry, 
FYM or fertilizer once the 

closed period ends, as they 
will still have low covers. 
By the time they are ready 
for grazing, the swards will 
be free of  any residue from 
slurry.

There are a few farms 
operating on extremely dry 
land that have less than 40% 
of  the farms closed by 1 No-
vember, but even with heavy 
rainfall becoming more 
common, these farms should 
manage to have 100% of  the 
farms closed by 1 December.

Housing
More cattle are being housed 
this week as ground condi-

tions deteriorate after more 
heavy rainfall. Temperatures 
are lower this week, which is 
helping to reduce the risk of  

pneumonia in weanlings. 
When housing cattle, the 

programme farmers are try-
ing to follow best practice in 
terms of  management.

Where possible, cattle are 
being housed on dry days. 
Cattle are being housed in 
groups to prevent high stock-
ing densities in housing, 
although this is more labour 
intensive. 

But it has benefits. If  there 
is a case of  pneumonia in 
weanlings or stores, gradual 
housing means there is only 
part of  the herd to be treated 
rather than all animals.

Cattle have been intro-

duced to meals before wean-
ing and these have contin-
ued. 

Having calves well weaned 
and settled on meals has 
resulted in the programme 
farms experiencing few res-
piratory problems in young 
stock. The meal also helps 
to ease transition between 
diets, so there is no reduction 
in weanling performance.

On some farms, cattle are 
being treated for lice and be-
ing clipped on housing. Dung 
samples have been taken 
recently to determine fluke 
levels and cattle are being 
dosed accordingly.

BETTER farm Beef Programme

After completing sale budgets for 
his bull weanlings, Joe Murray has 
decided to sell his cattle as 10 to 
12-month-old weanlings based on 
strong mart prices at present.

Farms on target for closing up grassland
Where possible, 

cattle are being 
housed on dry days. 
Cattle are being 
housed in groups to 
gradually increase 
stocking densities 
in housing, although 
this is more labour 
intensive
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James Madigan 
Co Kilkenny
Land is getting soft after the 
heavy rain over the weekend, 
but, overall, we had a good 
autumn. I weaned spring-born 
calves in early October and 
all weanlings are now back at 
grass after spending about 
fi ve days indoors. 

Dry cows are on an out-farm 
where there is a good cover of 
grass and I hope to keep them 
out until late November. 

I housed and dosed my 2013 
autumn-born yearlings last 
weekend. The steers weighed 
477kg and the heifers 434kg 
and they gained 0.98kg 
and 0.91kg/day since birth, 
respectively. 

They are being fed fi rst-
cut baled silage that tested 
70% DMD and 1.5kg to 2kg of 
concentrates. 

I housed 2013 spring-
born heifers and steers 
for fi nishing in early 
October. They were 
dosed with a pour-on 
prior to housing and 
faecal samples 
indicated there 
was no 
worm, 
liver or 
rumen 
fl uke 

present. Steers weighed 
609kg and the heifers 539kg 
on 27 September. They are 
being fed fi rst-cut baled silage 
and 4kg of ration for heifers 
and 5kg for steers. 

I hope to have the heifers 
fi t for slaughter by mid-
December and steers for late 
December/early January. 

My autumn 2012 steers 
were fi nished off grass on 
29 September and averaged 
414kg carcase weight at 26 
months. I was very happy with 
their performance at grass, 
as they only consumed about 
250kg of concentrates during 
the 60-day fi nishing period. 

My spring cows scanned 
very well, with 40 out of 41 
cows in-calf over a 14-week 
breeding period. 

My autumn cows are cur-
rently split into two groups 
(19 and 25) with two Charolais 
stock bulls and are into week 

fi ve of their breeding 
season. 

I have high magne-
sium buckets with them 
to prevent grass tetany 

as the nights are getting 
cooler. I may house 

one of these 
groups to take 

the pressure 
off the land 
in the com-

ing days.

John O’Connor 
Kildalton College
We currently have 14 out of 
21 beef heifers slaughtered. 
They averaged 325kg carcase 
weight and sold for €1,257 on 
average. They graded from 
U- to R= and fat score range of 
2+ to 3+.

Scanning took place in late 
July. Only three cows were 
empty, so we will have 50 
cows and 11 heifers calving 
down in the 12-week period 
from 6 January to 26 March 
2015. 

Approximately 78% of cows 
will calve in the fi rst six weeks. 
There are 30 cows in-calf 
to the Charolais stock bull. 
Replacement heifers and re-
maining cows were artifi cially 
inseminated by our stock man 
Billy Fraher with CWI, HCA, 
SEV or ATT straws. We hope 
that the Limousin cross Frie-
sian heifers that we purchased 

in the spring 
will increase 
the milk and 
fertility in 
the herd.

The 
suckler 

calves 
were 

weaned on 5 September. Males 
gained 1.2kg/day, while the 
females gained 1.14kg/day up 
until weaning. Since weaning, 
these animals have performed 
very well and we are look-
ing forward to seeing what 
progress they will have made 
between weaning and weigh-
ing at housing next week. 

Students will then clip the 
backs and tails of the housed 
stock before dosing and 
injecting stock for internal and 
external parasites.

A group of 20 continental 
bulls from the suckler herd 
were slaughtered in June 
under 16 months of age. They 
gained 1.8kg/day while on 
ad lib fi nishing. They aver-
aged 660kg liveweight when 
fi nished. The average value of 
the carcase was €1,585, which 
is down €205 on the 2013 
average carcase value. 

As the kill-out and car-
case weights were only back 
slightly on last year, the drop 
in value is mainly down to a 
10.8% reduction in price per 
kilo. We will have 18 bulls from 
this year’s calves suitable 
for fi nishing under 16 months 
of age by next May, with the 
remaining 10 males going for 
steer beef at 24 months in 
February and March or 2015.

In association with

A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS JOURNAL INITIATIVE

Percentage of farm 
closed for grazing 
until spring

Northern figures from NI Suckler 
Beef programme; southern figures 
from BETTER farm programme 
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feeding. The farm is often 
faced with a six-month win-
ter, which increases the cost 
of  production.

Option one
Selling the weanlings as one 
group in early November 
would leave a margin of  
€304 per calf. The sale value 
of  the calf  is based on Irish 
Farmers Journal Martwatch 
fi gures for the average price 
of  top weanlings currently 
being sold through cattle 
marts.

Joe’s weanlings are pre-
dominantly Charolais-bred 
from top AI sires and quality 
is excellent, so it is realis-
tic to assume they would 
command such prices in the 
mart. 

While there are a few 
Shorthorn bulls, they are 
still of  reasonable quality 
due to the Charolais breed-

ing in cows. If  cattle were of  
a plainer quality, a price of  
€2.20/kg would be more re-
alistic, reducing the margin 
by €140.

This sale option basically 
assumes the animal will 
be sold straight off  grass, 
with only €66 of  meal costs 
against the animal. 

As all options assume 
the same grazing period, 
there are no grazing costs 
included. Option one is the 
sale option heavily favoured 
by Joe for his cattle and he 
has decided to offl oad cattle 
live now.

Option two
While it is not an option fa-
voured by Joe, it is a consid-
eration, as it is often carried 
out by suckler producers to 
target the store buyers at the 
start of  the grazing season. 

Cattle would be sold 
straight from the shed in this 
option as autumn calving 
cows would get priority graz-
ing when possible in March.

The margin after cow and 
feed costs is deducted is €193 
and includes a higher vet-
erinary cost for castration. 
Liveweight gains assumed 
are only 0.5kg/day to account 
for the acclimatisation pe-
riod after housing and after 
castration.The option as-
sumes the animal is fed 2kg/
day during the winter. Meal 
levels could be increased, but 
silage on farm is excellent at 
70 to 74 DMD, so there would 
be no cost benefi t to increase 
meal feeding. 

The lower margin means 
that this option was ruled 
out on Joe’s farm, but where 
producers are considering it, 
it is important to get steers 
out to grass in early March 
and sell in April/May after 
getting 60kg to 80kg of  cheap 
gain from grass to stand any 
chance of  making a margin.

Option three
Finishing bulls under 16 
months is a specialised sys-
tem and requires good hous-

ing facilities, as well as good 
management. 

Housing space is lim-
ited on Joe’s farm, but there 
would be potential to fi nish 
bulls. As cattle are bred from 
high terminal index bulls 
through AI, the budget as-
sumes an average daily gain 
of  1.7kg/day over a 120-day 
feeding period.

Feeding levels assumes an 
average 10kg of  meal fed on 
a daily basis, starting from 
6kg and building up to 12kg. 
Top-quality silage would 
also be offered in the diet 
as roughage at 10kg per day 
fresh weight.

Once fi xed costs and cow 
costs are deducted, there is 
a margin of  €307 per head in 
the budget, based on a beef  
price of  €4/kg. 

This price is based on bulls 
reaching U grades on current 
base prices and qualifying 
for the quality assurance 
premium. For every 10c/kg 
increase in beef  price, the 
margin increases by €39/hd.

 Most of the programme farms are on track with closing 
up grassland ahead of winter.

 Farms have between 40% and 85% of the farm closed 
for spring turnout.

 The remainder of the grazing ground will be closed within 
the next two weeks and ground rested for 120 to 150 days.

 More cattle are being housed as ground conditions dete-
riorate further with increased rainfall.

 Cattle are being housed gradually to reduce stocking 
density and lower the risk of pneumonia.

 Cattle have been treated for lice as they enter the house.

 When opening the silage pit, there can be 
high levels of waste at the pit face. There is 
a policy on some farms to offer silage from 
the shoulders or top of the pit to dry cows. 
Do not feed spoiled silage to in-calf cows as it 
increases the risk of abortion.

WEEK IN REVIEW

TOP 
TIP

Table 1: Cattle sales budgets on Joe Murray’s farm
Option 1 – Sell at 
10 to 12 months

Option 2 – Sell as steers 
at 15 to 16 months 

Option 3 – Finish bulls 
under 16 months

Start weight 468kg 468kg 468kg

Sale date 1 November 1 April 1 March

Feed period 150 days 
(avg 0.5kg/day)

120 days 
(avg 1.7kg/day)

Meal consumed (lifetime) 276kg 576kg 1.47t

Meal cost (€240/t) €66 €138 €353

Silage consumed 4.5t 1.2t

Silage costs (€25/t) €112 €30

Vet & misc €40 €10

Fixed costs (50c/day) €75 €60

Total costs €66 €365 €453

Sale price* €2.50/kg €2.50/kg €4/kg

Sale weight 468kg (live) 543kg (live) 390kg (dead)

Sale value €1,170 €1,358 €1,560

Margin after costs 
(including €800/cow cost)

€304 €193 €307

*Sale price is based on MartWatch data for relevant week as per Irish Farmers Journal
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