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Grass growth
around the 
country
(kg DM/ha/day)

Dairy figures powered by 
PastureBase, AgriNet and 
Grass+ farmers
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Get your priority stock out to grass now

BUSINESS, ENVIRONMENT, TECHNOLOGY through TRAINING EXTENSION RESEARCH

In association with

BETTER farm Beef Programme

Grass+ beef is powered by

Beef
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T
he winter has been 
exceptionally mild 
this year, which has 
led to good growths 
throughout December 

and January on most farms 
across the country. Farm-
ers who closed paddocks in 
early October are reporting 
huge covers of  1,800-2,000kg 
DM/ha. Beef  farmers with 
high covers should try to get 
priority stock out to grass 
now. Many will argue it is too 
early and fear running out 
of  grass later on. However, 
grassland management is 
about being proactive and 
reacting to circumstances 

before they become an issue. 
Currently, we are experi-
encing very mild weather 
and ground conditions are 
excellent. There may not 
be an opportunity in a few 
weeks’ time to graze down 
those heavy covers. If  large 
amounts of  rain fall, it could 
make grazing heavy covers 
very diffi cult and the risk of  
wasting and trampling grass 

will be far higher. Some of  
our BETTER farmers are let-
ting calves and dry stock out 
to grass now to make a start 
at grazing, allocating one-day 
blocks to maximise utilisa-
tion. There are a number of  
benefi ts to getting stock out 
now: 

 Heavy covers are getting 
grazed off, so slurry can be 
spread on bare fi elds and uti-
lisation during dry weather 
will be better.

 Fields that are grazed off  
now will grow more grass, 
compared with fi elds that are 
closed for another month.

 Liveweight gain will in-
crease as energy levels from 
early spring grass are better 
than silage and similar to 
feeding concentrates. 

 The quality of  grass in the 
second and subsequent rota-
tions will be far higher.

Some farmers are spread-
ing urea now to boost grass 
growth. Soil temperatures 
in the south are currently 
at 6.5°C. Anecdotal evidence 
suggest this fi gure is consid-
erably lower in the north of  
the country. 

February is usually a 
relatively dry month and 
the workload on most farms 
doesn’t peak until March, 
so it might be worth spread-
ing half  a bag now and half  
a bag in mid-March, to re-
duce the risk of  N loss. The 
weather is perfect now for 
spreading slurry. With heavy 
overcast conditions, N loss 
will be at a minimum. 

Ger Dineen 
Knockroe, Kilnamartyra, 
Co Cork

Farming system Suckler to fi nish
Land type 60% medium-v.dry
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) 1,300

Two cows calved on Wednes-
day morning and once the 
calves sucked they went 
straight out to grass. Ten 
cows have calved so far with 
no issues and all are at grass. 
Ground conditions are excel-
lent. The remaining 40 cows 
will go out once they calve, 
weather permitting. My aver-
age farm cover is 1,300kg DM/
ha. Last year we did a lot of 
reseeding and that combined 
with the mild winter resulted 
in excellent growth. I have 
heifers on an out block grazing 
covers of 1,600kg DM/ha. They 
are allocated 24-hour blocks 
to help utilise the grass as 
best we can. Slurry won’t be 
spread until more paddocks 
are grazed off. I blanket-
spread the entire farm with 
half a bag of urea per acre. 
Demand will increase substan-
tially in the next few weeks. 

Donal Scully 
Ballyphilip, Banogue, 
Co Limerick

Farming system Suckler to fi nish
Land type Mainly dry
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) 750

I spread slurry on the silage 
fi elds two weeks ago. These 
were grazed out and got lime 
(2t/acre) in late autumn, so 
there wasn’t a big cover of 
grass when the slurry was 
spread in late January. The si-
lage fi elds will be grazed once 
before closing for silage on 10 
April. The remaining paddocks 
that didn’t get slurry received 
half a bag of urea/acre on 
Wednesday. The July/August-
born calves are out grazing by 
day and in again at night. The 
bull and heifer calves are kept 
separate. Calves are grazing 
covers of 9cm (1,200kg DM/
ha). Bull calves are weighing 
280-300kg and heifers are 
averaging 30kg lighter. I am 
aiming to let cows out to grass 
in late March. They are getting 
74 DMD silage.
  

Des and Frank Beirne
Newtownforbes, Co Longford

Farming system Suckler to fi nish
Land type Dry
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) 1,030

We started calving last week. 
It’s much more compact here 
now, with fi ve cows calving on 
Tuesday and nine calves on 
the ground so far. The majority 
of cows will calve in March, 
including heifer replacements. 
There are 14 bulls (averaging 
370kg) out on grass since 
6 February. They are graz-
ing covers of 1,000kg DM/ha 
on 1ha paddocks. They have 
settled into grazing nicely and 
will now be let into heavier 
covers of 1,250kg DM/ha. 
Winter was very mild here 
and the majority of paddocks 
increased by 280kg DM/
ha since closing. Slurry was 
spread using the umbilical 
system and a dribble bar on 
17 January. Growmax lime will 
be spread on low pH fi elds at a 
rate of 50kg/ha and targeted 
urea will be spread next week. 
Cows that have calved will go 
to an out-farm in early March. 

Marty Lenehan 
Liggan, Ballinfull, Co Sligo

Farming system Calves sold as  
 weanlings 
Land type Dry
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) NA

The 48 autumn-born calves 
have access to grass all winter. 
They were housed in Novem-
ber and since then can go out 
to grass and come back in for 
a suck on their own accord. 
I am currently in the middle 
of calving, with 17 calved so 
far. One calf had a case of 
crypto, but he is being treated 
with Halocur now. Slurry was 
spread on approximately 40 
acres. This ground was all 
cleaned off by calves during 
the winter. I have no chemi-
cal fertilizer spread yet, but 
if soil temperatures are good 
next week I will go out with 
urea. There is a good sup-
ply of grass on the out-farm 
and I plan to get the replace-
ment heifers and some cows 
and calves out to this in late 
February/early March. Soil 
fertility is good here and I am 
trying to maintain indexes.  
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Patrick Grennan  
Co Wexford
The farm stocking rate in-
creased in 2014 to 2.42LU/ha 
up from 2.19LU/ha in 2013. 
Output of  beef  increased 
by 16% which totals 938kg 
liveweight/ha as there were 
more sales due to stock 
numbers increasing. Ten 
extra bulls, six extra heifers 
and two extra cull cows were 
killed than in 2013. Total 
gross output increased from 
€1,989 in 2013 to €2,127 in 
2014. However, the gross mar-
gin decreased from €1,234/ha 
to €1,035/ha. This is mainly 
due to the higher beef  price 
paid for the under 16 month 
bulls in 2013 than 2014. The 
value of  beef  produced in 
2013 was €2.54/kg liveweight 
whereas in 2014 it dropped 
to €2.27/kg. The extra bulls 
killed helped supplement the 
lower beef  price, but the beef  
output didn’t reach its full 
potential due to the specifica-
tion limits on young bulls. 
The bulls were killed on av-
erage at 474 days at 409kg car-
case weight in 2013 whereas 
they were killed younger at 
463 days and lighter at 381kg 
carcase weight in 2014. Vari-
able costs increased signifi-
cantly from 2013 as feed costs 
increased to €329/ha due to 
the extra finishing ani-
mals. Veterinary costs also 
increased as the calves had 
scour problems last spring 
and I am using more preven-
tative vaccines.

Cathal Crean  
Co Wexford
I have put extra tillage land 
back into grassland in the 
last two years and therefore 
my stocking has reduced 
to 1.91LU/ha from 2.51LU/
ha in 2012. However, I am 
planning on increasing the 
stocking rate to maximise 
my production and profitabil-
ity from this extra grassland. 
Although my cattle sales 
increased in 2014, my gross 
output reduced to €1,484/
ha from €1,622/ha last year 
because I purchased extra 
store bulls last autumn to 
finish with my own cat-

tle and increase my farm 
output for this year. I also 
need to continue building 
my suckler herd as numbers 
have dropped off  slightly 
due a higher culling rate in 
2013. My production costs 
have risen from €572/ha in 
2013 to €591/ha in 2014. The 
main increase has come from 
spreading more lime and 
10-10-20 compound fertilizer 
and reseeding costs where 
they have risen from €141/
ha in 2013 to €214 in 2014. My 
feed costs have reduced from 
€241/ha in 2013 to €219/ha in 
2014. My gross output was 
not high enough to dilute my 
production costs in 2014 and 
my gross margin is back to 
€893/ha but I should be back 
on target next year when I 
have the extra sales to lift my 
output.

Pat O’Reilly  
Co Clare
I have had a reasonable year 
profitability wise. I achieved 
€1,083/ha gross margin on 
the cattle side of  my farm, 
an increase of  almost €300/
ha on 2013 which admittedly 
was a bad year for me due to 
poor weather increasing my 
ration bill and a TB outbreak 
which restricted my buying 
and selling. I have resumed 
my old policy of  selling top-
quality export calves live at 
400kg in the local mart and 
purchasing in O grade steers 
and heifers for finishing. I 
find this policy works well 
once suitable stock can be 
sourced at reasonable prices. 
Despite price drops, I found 
cattle thrived better, came in 
off  grass heavier and con-
sumed less ration in the final 
finishing period. My farm 
grew grass very well this 
year and I aim to improve on 
this over the next 10 months. 
My sheep enterprise which I 
started last year will contrib-
ute to a higher overall gross 
margin on the farm and is 
helping sward quality sig-
nificantly. I have maintained 
cow numbers at 120 between 
autumn and spring as I feel 
this is enough for a one-man 
operation. My silage quality 

improved also this year with 
my first-cut results showing 
74DMD. I aim to repeat this 
in 2015 by closing up early 
and cutting around 15 May.

James Kenneally  
Co Cork
My gross margin was more 
or less maintained this year 
at €1,022/ha. I have had two 
TB outbreaks on my farm 
which resulted in a sub-
stantial number of  cows 
and yearlings being slaugh-
tered but once I got clear 
on my first retest I began to 
purchase stock for finish-
ing to maintain output. This 
resulted in a stocking rate 
increase to 2.89LU/ha which 
was one of  the highest in 
the programme. Consider-
ing all that went on between 
TB, low finished cattle prices 
and high store and wean-
ling prices, I am happy with 
the result. Next year, with 
hopefully higher beef  prices 
and slightly better fortune 
regarding TB, I hope to ex-
ceed this target again. I will 
rebuild my cow numbers 
back up to 60 and continue to 
purchase in weanling heifers 
and steers to finish.

I managed to make top-
quality silage with my first 
cut coming in at 71DMD. I 
aim to exceed that this year 
and turn stock out earlier. As 
this is predominantly a dry 
farm with good P, K and lime 
levels and a lot of  reseeding 
carried out, I feel I can push 
the stocking rate to 3LU/ha 
without any major problem.

Mark Maxwell  
Co Westmeath
Although I didn’t hit the 
€1,000/ha mark in 2014, I 
feel I am well-placed to drive 
on and exceed it in 2015. 
I finished up with a gross 
margin of  €899/ha and I have 
shown a steady increase 
each year since I joined 
the programme. I can now 
see a steady increase in my 
margins in direct correlation 
with output in terms of  kg 
liveweight/ha. I have built 
up numbers slowly and am 
coming close to reaching my 

target of  120 cows with all 
stock finished as 24-month 
steers and heifers. This year 
I may examine the option 
of  buying calves to finish, 
driving output up further. 
My grassland management 
showed its value this year in 
maintaining sward quality 
and deciding when to take 
out paddocks for bales or 
spreading extra fertilizer. I 
am also making better use 
of  slurry and have a much 
earlier turnout date in my 
mind than in previous years. 
I aim to turn stock out from 
early February each year 
once land is dry from now 
on. Closing up following an 
autumn rotation planner 
ensures I have a bank of  
grass available each spring 
to get young stock out. Extra 
paddocks have also being in-
stalled to improve utilisation 
and extra water troughs have 
bee installed also.

Sean Power  
Co Kilkenny
I slaughtered 337 heifers in 
2014, 97 more than in 2013. 
I also purchased 369 heif-
ers, 37 more than in 2013. 
My stocking rate increased 
from 2.36LU/ha in 2013 to 
2.45LU/ha in 2014 and beef  
output has increased from 
702kg liveweight/ha to 774kg 
liveweight/ha in the same 
period. My gross output 
value has also increased 
from €1,768 to €1,946 and the 
extra sales are driving this. 
However, my gross margin 
is back 3% to €739/ha from 
€762/ha in 2013. Despite 
the extra output generated, 
my production costs have 
increased to 62% of  gross 
output value. I would like 
to get this back to 50%. My 
variable costs increased from 
€1,006/ha in 2013 to €1,207/
ha in 2014, mainly due to feed 
costs increasing from €570/
ha to €734/ha. I did incur 
extra feed costs last spring 
when I couldn’t get heifers 
killed when they were ready 
for slaughter. I will try to buy 
heavier cattle with a shorter 
finishing period and get more 
cattle finished off  grass and 

concentrate on improving 
my silage quality. However, 
my overall farm gross mar-
gin with the sheep and cattle 
enterprise combined has 
increased to €967/ha in 2014 
from €793/ha in 2013.

Patrick Drohan  
Co Waterford
Since joining the pro-
gramme, my gross margin 
has increased from €202/ha 
in 2011 to €574/ha in 2014. 
The main reason for this 
increase has been increasing 
the cow numbers and produc-
ing extra stock for sale. Ini-
tially, the farm stocking rate 
was relatively low at 1.22LU/
ha and is now 1.84LU/ha. My 
output of  beef  produced has 
increased from 295kg live-
weight/ha in 2011 to 632kg 
liveweight/ha in 2014. In-
deed, gross output value has 
nearly doubled during this 
period rising from €650/ha 
in 2011 to €1,201/ha in 2014. 
As expected, my production 

costs have also increased 
over time due to the increas-
ing intensity of  the system. 
In 2014 my total produc-
tion costs were €627/ha and 
mainly comprised fertilizer 
and lime at €240/ha, contrac-
tor at €129/ha, feed at €82/ha 
and veterinary at €84/ha. I 
am investing in the farm by 
reseeding and improving soil 
fertility which is an added 
cost for the short term. How-
ever, the extra output has giv-
en me more scope to invest in 
the farm as my variable costs 
have been diluted from 69% 
of  total gross output to 52% 
of  the gross output.

Richard Williamson  
Co Meath
Farm gross margin has 
increased to €732/ha in 
2014, up from €594 in 2013 
which was a difficult year 
with high production costs. 
My major objective when 
drawing up my farm plan 
was to increase my suckler 

PROFIT MONITOR: 
FARMERS’ VIEWS
This week we continue to look at the views of farmers  
in the programme on their profit monitor analysis

Profit monitor results

Name
Stocking rate 

(LU/ha)
Output  
(kg/ha)

Gross output 
(€/ha)

Variable costs   
(€/ha)

14 GM 
(€/ha)

13GM 
(€/ha)

Change 
(€/ha) % Change Farming system

Patrick Grennan 2.42 938 2,127 1,092 1,035 1234 -199 -16 Suckling to U16m bulls
Cathal Crean 1.91 585 1,484 591 893 1050 -157 -15 Suckling to U20m bulls
Patrick O’Reilly 2.33 767 1,832 749 1,083 729 354 49 Suckling to U20m bulls
James Kenneally 2.89 1,028 2,184 1,162 1,022 875 147 17 Suckling to steers
Mark Maxwell 1.97 683 1,437 539 899 662 237 36 Suckling to steers
Sean Power 2.45 774 1,946 1,207 739 754 -15 -2 Trading system
Paddy Drohan 1.84 632 1,201 627 574 249 325 131 Suckling to store
Richard Williamson 2.00 632 1,335 602 732 594 138 23 Suckling to steer 
Donie Ahern 2.19 980 2,341 1,126 1,215 920 295 32 Suckling to U20m bulls
Charlie Crawford 1.85 494 1,185 692 493 674 -181 -27 Suckling to weanling
Richard Jennings 2.31 838 2,257 1,060 1,197 621 576 93 Suckling to weanling
Chris McCarthy 2.33 728 1,798 769 1,029 410 619 151 Suckling to weanling
Joe Murray 2.09 614 1,627 1,034 592 241 351 146 Suckling to weanling
David Mitchell 1.94 620 1,468 1,032 436 164 272 166 Suckling to steers
William Treacy 3.00 959 2,099 1,022 1,077 995 82 8 Suckling to U20m bulls
Micheal Smith 1.72 429 1,133 490 643 171 472 276 Suckling to store
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