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T
he reasonably dry 
weather is allowing 
several farmers in 
the BETTER farm 
programme to start 

turning stock out to grass. 
As farmers are gearing up 

for turnout, the current focus 
on the farms is to take open-
ing grass covers and start 
to create the spring rotation 
planner. 

This is a simple tool that 
allows the farmers to follow 
a targeted turnout plan to 
ensure they only allocate a 
set area each day. This helps 
ensure the rotation is long 
enough for there to be ample 
covers for cattle to graze in 
the second rotation. 

The fi rst rotation is cru-
cial. Along with having the 

benefi t of  getting cheap 
early weight gain on calves, 
grazing management, and 
in particular post-grazing 
sward heights, will have a 
signifi cant infl uence on grass 
quality through the summer 
months. 

Grazing conditions are 
quite good in most areas with 
farmers reporting fi rm un-
derfoot conditions, ideal for 
light weanlings and stores. 

Gradual 
A slow and gradual turnout 
is required. The target on 
dry farms is to have 40% of  
the farm grazed by 17 March, 
while on heavy farms the 
target will be to have 40% 
grazed by the end of  March. 

The remaining 60% of  the 
farm should be grazed off  in 
the following three weeks on 
dry farms and four weeks on 
heavy farms. 

Next week’s BETTER farm 

page will detail the spring 
rotation planner in more 
detail.

Soil temperatures across 
almost all of  the BETTER 
farms are averaging 5-6°C. 
Farmers on very heavy 
farms have slightly lower soil 
temperatures. 

Urea
Most participants at this 
stage have spread urea at a 
rate of  23-28 units/acre. 

Light cattle are now graz-
ing on some farms, with most 
other farmers planning the 
turnout of  some cattle in the 
coming week.

Calving is continuing on 
most spring-calving herds. 
The target should be to have 
70-75% of  cows calved in the 
fi rst six weeks of  the season. 

All farmers in the pro-
gramme are striving to 
achieve a compact 12-week 
calving pattern.

Grass growth
around the 
country
(kg DM/ha/day)
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David Walsh 
Co Tipperary

Farming system Suckler to store
Land type Heavy clay
Growth rate (kg/day) NA
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) NA

I have had 12 calved cows and 
their calves to grass along 
with 18 yearlings for the past 
two weeks. 

They are grazing covers 
of about 800kg DM/ha. I am 
grazing some lighter, drier 
paddocks fi rst and will move 
on to my heavier covers later. I 
will continue to turn out stock 
as they calve and weather 
allows. 

I covered bare paddocks 
with around 2,000 gallons of 
slurry on 30% of the farm in 
mid to late January. The rest 
of the farm got a half a bag of 
urea per acre in the fi rst week 
of February. 

I took advantage of the dry 
conditions to spread because 
when the rain arrived over 
the last week it made some of 
my poorer fi elds sticky. Soil 
temperatures are hovering 
around 5-6°C lately so any 
rise in temperatures should 
help urea work.

Trevor Minion
Co Wicklow

Farming system Suckler to steer
Land type Dry
Growth rate (kg/day) NA
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) 739

I took my fi rst farm cover on 
Monday and my average farm 
cover is 739kg DM/ha. My 
highest cover is 1,775kg DM/
ha (~11cm) and lowest cover is 
425kg DM/ha (~5.5cm). 

I spread 1,800 gallons of 
slurry/acre on paddocks with 
low covers in late January 
during the frost. 

I let out 12 14-month-old 
Friesian bullocks on my driest 
paddocks close to the farm-
yard on 1 February by day and 
housed them at night. They 
are out at grass full-time since 
5 February. 

I will gradually add to this 
group in the coming weeks 
with more heifers and bull-
ocks. 

Calving is going well and we 
have 10 of the 35 calved since 
6 February. I am letting these 
10 cows and calves graze a 
paddock close to the shed by 
day and they are housed at 
night.

Joe Murray 
Co Roscommon

Farming system Suckler to weanling
Land type Very heavy to dry
Growth rate (kg/day) NA
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) NA

I have taken in ewes to graze 
the silage ground on the home 
block. 

This ground is very heavy 
and the sheep are a great 
way to graze out covers with 
minimal damage. 

Lighter stock will be turned 
out on to dry ground when 
conditions allow. 

Once this ground is grazed 
out I will close for silage in 
early April. 

Last week I started spread-
ing slurry as ground condi-
tions had well improved. On 
paddocks that the sheep had 
grazed out, I spread 2,000 
gallons/acre. I will spread 
chemical fertilizer in the 
coming weeks on to heavier 
swards.

I am very happy with the 
heifers I kept over the winter. 
They did not get meal until 
the end of November and I 
stopped giving them meal at 
the end of January. 

This was a huge reduction 
in concentrates in comparison 
with other years.

Liam McWeeney
Derrypatrick Herd

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Mod well-drained
Growth rate (kg/day) NA
Avg farm cover (kg/ha) 461

We turned out our 73 wean-
lings this week. The 24 young 
bulls remain indoors on ad-lib 
concentrates and will be fi n-
ished under 16 months of age. 
Our opening cover was 461kg 
DM/ha, which was a little 
lower than expected. However, 
we still have 59 days grazing 
ahead of these weanlings al-
lowing for no growth. 

We have heavy covers on 
some reseeded paddocks 
which were not grazed off 
in the autumn. These will be 
grazed fi rst with our lightest 
weanlings. 

We have earmarked some 
sheltered paddocks for cows 
with young calves which will 
be turned out in two to three 
weeks. 

We will work to our spring 
rotation planner to make sure 
we hit our targets in getting 
paddocks grazed off in the 
next few weeks. 

Calving started on 26 Janu-
ary and we currently have 37 
calved. One-third of the farm 
got 3,000 gallons slurry/acre, 
with the remainder getting a 
half bag of urea/acre.

Farmers planning stock turnout

 Grass+Grass+ beef is powered by  farmers in the BETTER farm Beef Programme Beef

 Turnout continuing on 
most farms in the BET-
TER farm programme.

 All farmers are walking 
the farms to get an open-
ing grass cover.

 The target on dry farms 
is to have 40% of the 
farm grazed by 17 March 
or the end of March on 
heavy farms.

 The aim is to have the 
other 60% of the farm 
grazed by the end of the 
fi rst week or mid-April.

 Urea has gone out 
on grass covers, while 
light covers and grazed 
areas have got slurry at 
200gals/acre.

 Calving is continuing on 
most farms, and for most 
they are in the middle of 
the busiest period.

KEY POINTS

Pat fi nds that using the 
O-grazer in the spring to 

cut heavy covers, followed by 
applying 1,500gals of watery 
slurry per acre increases the 
speed of grass growth on these 
fi elds - BETTER farm >> 46
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F
or most farmers the 
thought of  using a 
machine to cut grass 
and draw it to stock 
indoors is costly. Pat 

O’Reilly is a participant in 
the BETTER Farm pro-
gramme who has gone down 
the route of  buying a Belmac 
O-Grazer for getting more 
grass into cattle, particularly 
bulls. 

The machine was pur-
chased in March 2013 in the 
depths of  the fodder crisis. In 
2013 alone, Pat feels that the 
machine was vital in reduc-
ing bought-in feed and main-
taining animal performance. 

Pat’s farm is in three 
sections. He runs a herd of  
45 autumn-calving suckler 
cows and 75 spring-calving 
cows. His system sees the 
top export-quality bulls sold 
live on the land. Heifers are 
sold as forward stores, with 
some killed off  grass. Store 
cattle are bought in and 120 
are killed each year includ-
ing bulls, steers and heifers. 
All cattle are bought and sold 
through his local mart.

Zero grazing is carried out 
mainly on the home block of  
land as a means to get grass 
into stock in the early spring 
and autumn. The zero graz-
ing process started at the 
end of  January. In total, 130 
head of  cows and calves are 
currently being fed on zero-
grazed grass alone. 

For the coming weeks, Pat 
is focused on supplying two-
thirds of  the cattle’s daily 
intake from zero-grazed grass 
during the day, and one-third 
through silage at night. Be-
fore heavy rain, Pat will cut 
an additional load to avoid 
cutting on wet ground.

The plan will be to let ap-
proximately 80 weanlings out 
to grass in the coming weeks 
if  ground conditions con-

tinue to be favourable. 
The cows will remain 

indoors on grass and grass 
silage until turned out in 
mid-March.

Finishing cattle
One of  the other main uses 
for the O-Grazer is feeding 
grass to bulls and autumn-
born yearling bulls later in 
the grazing season. It is not 
just an additional cost on the 
farm, but a management tool. 

The out-farm is dry in na-
ture and frequently burns up 
in summer months. During 
this time, grass is carted in 
using the O-Grazer. Previ-
ously, Pat had issues around 
grazing strong bulls – they 
become restless, walk a lot 
and in some cases have bro-
ken to heifers and cows. 

Housing the bulls and zero 
grazing them has helped 
to keep them content and 
maintain high weight gains. 
In addition, finishing steers 
and heifers can be fed grass 
using the machine. One thing 
he finds is that for finish-
ing bulls, grass is removed 
from the diet for the last four 
weeks as he finds the high 
protein content keeps the 
bulls growing at a time when 
he wants them to stop. 

Cost savings
The O-Grazer on Pat’s farm 
is the Belmac O-Grazer 70, 
capable of  carrying up to 
four tonnes of  fresh grass. 
Once filled, with fresh grass 
at 15% DM, it is estimated 
that each load would contain 
approximately 600kg of  grass 
DM, and up to now Pat was 
cutting 1.5 loads per day to 
feed the 45 suckler cows and 
approximately 85 weanlings. 

This has added significant 
cost savings to his system. 
Weanlings typically would 
have been out to grass from 
mid to late February depend-
ing on ground and weather 
conditions. Typically none of  
the suckler cows would have 
been out grazing before mid-

March. The O-Grazer is now 
used to get cows onto grass 
from the end of  January, a 
saving of  approximately six 
weeks on silage in the spring 
and another four weeks in 
the autumn.

Table 1 details the number 
of  tonnes of  silage saved in 
the spring and autumn of  the 
year by using the O-Grazer. It 
is estimated that this spring 
alone, approximately 154t of  
silage have been saved, while 

over the entire year the total 
saving is estimated to be 
around 260t. 

At a cost of  €25/t, this 
equates to a saving of  over 
€6,000. However, this is not 
a total saving as the grass 
grown and zero grazed will 
also have a cost. Pat esti-
mates that the cost of  cutting 
each load of  grass uses about 
€4 of  diesel, or slightly less 
than 1c/kg DM. In addition, 
the grass grown in place of  
the silage would be approxi-
mately 65t of  DM, at an aver-
age cost of  6c/kg DM. This 
grass will have cost €3,900 on 
grass alone, or €4,500 when 
diesel is included. This shows 
a potential saving of  about 
€1,500 excluding the cost of  
the machine. In addition, the 
machine is also helping to 
reduce hired-in labour.

Machine costs
There is no doubt that the 
machine does bring signifi-
cant costs to the system. The 
machine itself  cost €25,000 
including VAT. Spreading 
the cost of  the machine over 
eight years at 7.9% interest 
would result in a yearly cost 
of  approximately €4,375. This 
may seem large and is ex-
tremely hard to quantify as 
estimating the cost of  zero-
grazed grass will fundamen-
tally depend on how much 
the machine is used during 
the year. 

On Pat’s farm, it is used 
every day for six to eight 
weeks in the spring and 
autumn. It is also used on a 
daily basis for bringing grass 
in to the bulls. 

For argument sake, we will 
presume that for six months 
of  the year the machine is 
used for one load of  grass 
each day. In total, we will pre-
sume that 110t DM is passing 
through the machine. This 
equates to a cost of  approxi-
mately 4c/kg DM.

Grazed grass costs approxi-
mately 6-7c/kg DM, factoring 
in fertilizer, land cost etc. 
Using a machine like the O-
Grazer has its place on some 
farms due to fragmentation, 
system, etc, but it will almost 
double the cost of  grazing in 
the initial years. Manufac-
turers of  machines like the 
Belmac claim a life span of  
10-15 years is achievable. This 
would reduce the cost of  us-
ing the machine considerably 
from year five onwards.

Unmeasurable
We can try to estimate direct 
costs of  using the machine 
and the savings. However, 
there are a significant num-
ber of  factors which are not 
easily measured. Pat finds 
that using the O-Grazer in 
the spring to cut heavy cov-
ers, followed by applying 
1,500gals of  watery slurry per 
acre increases the speed of  

grass growth on these fields. 
He also says that grass uti-

lisation, particularly in early 
spring and autumn, is almost 
100%. Having cattle out graz-
ing in these periods would 
undoubtedly lead to tramping 
of  grass and reduced grass 
utilisation. Pat feels that this 
improved grassland utili-
sation, particularly in the 
spring, helps him get early 
weight gain on weanlings at 
the same time as maximising 
utilisation and minimising 
grass losses. 

The other factor is that, as 
weanlings are on grass from 
late January, they are accus-
tomed to a grass diet and no 
reduction in liveweight gain 
is experienced after turnout. 
In addition, because the cows 
are on a higher-quality feed 
from January, no supple-
mentation is required and a 
slightly tighter calving pat-
tern is developing as a result.

ON THE GROUND
PAT O’REILLY

O-Grazer helping 
to get grass 
into the diet 
early
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Table 1: Potential silage saving in spring/autumn
Numbers Volume/

month
No. months 
(spring)

No. months 
(autumn)

Total

Suckler cows 45 1.4 1.5 1 157.5

Light weanlings 80 0.54 1 43.2

Heavy weanlings 85 0.7 1 59.5

Total 260.2

Pat started zero grazing at the end of January and up to last week, 130 head of cattle were fed grass alone.

 ÂTop-quality export-type 
bulls sold off the land and 
heifers sold as stores.

 ÂBulls and stores bought 
in and 120 bulls, bullocks, 
heifers and cull cows 
slaughtered annually.

 ÂO-Grazer used from the 
end of January to mid 
March and in the autumn 
to December.

 ÂFuel cost is estimated 
to be less than 1c/kg 
DM, while the cost of the 
machine over five years is 
estimated to be near 4c/
kg DM, but this will vary 
greatly depending on the 
amount of use.

 ÂBulls for finishing and 
strong autumn-born bulls 
are zero-grazed for man-
agement purposes.

KEY POINTS

Adviser 
comment

Alan Dillon: ‘’Pat’s meal bill 
per head has been reduced 
substantially by incorporat-
ing grass into the diet. The 
system also allows him to 
finish more stock than be-
fore, utilising almost 100% 
of grass early and late in 
the year and reducing his 

silage re-
quirement 
in the 
winter.’’
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