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P
oor weather condi-
tions combined with 
heavy rain in most 
areas has led to dif-
fi cult grazing condi-

tions. 
In the southwest, west 

and midlands some of  the 
programme farmers have 
been forced to re-house stock. 
In the southeast weather 
conditions and rainfall have 
not been as severe. On drier 
ground, where rainfall has 
not been as heavy, farmers 
are continuing to graze light 
stock at a low stocking rate. 

Where grazing is continu-
ing, farmers are reducing 

the stocking rate and they 
will cease to target cleaning 
out swards to 4cm and move 
stock along quicker until 
ground conditions improve.

Despite heavy rain in west-
ern counties, some farmers 
on dry ground are continu-
ing to graze light weanlings 
and strong autumn-born 
calves. Stocking rates remain 
low, with most farmers us-
ing strip wires to give daily 
allocations of  grass. Because 
ground conditions are wet 
and due to the unsettled and 
windy weather, calves are 
being given access to creep 
areas during the day to give 
them the choice of  grazing 
or remaining inside on straw 
bedding. 

Because of  the bad weath-
er, calves are being closely 

watched to ensure there are 
no signs of  pneumonia or 
chills. Autumn-born calves 
are being supplemented with 
1-1.5kg concentrates per day 
and are housed at night.

Opening covers are vary-
ing greatly on farms, with 
the lowest covers on farms 
that have a sheep enterprise. 
In the main opening covers 
are ranging from 450kg Dm/
ha to approximately 800kg 
Dm/ha. 

As Peter Lawrence ex-
plains on p40, the opening 
farm cover will have a major 
infl uence on the turnout of  
stock. Where the opening 
covers are low, the numbers 
of  stock to be turned out will 
be low until growth rates 
increase and average farm 
covers increase.

Grass growth
around the 
country
(kg DM/ha/day)
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Billy Glasheen 
Co Tipperary

Farming system Store to beef
Land type Heavy
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) N/A
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 663

I have an average cover of 
663kg DM/ha with an average 
stocking rate of 0.96 LU/ha. 
I feel this is a high enough 
stocking rate for the time of 
year on my farm. Weather con-
ditions will dictate how many 
more stock are turned out as I 
don’t want to cause signifi cant 
poaching damage. Stock have 
been grazing since late Janu-
ary in small lots. Prior to the 
weather breaking last week I 
managed to get out 23 units 
N per acre of urea across any 
land that didn’t get slurry ear-
lier in the year. It was spread 
in perfect conditions so I am 
not worried about leaching 
from subsequent rain. I aim to 
follow up on grazing ground 
with slurry at 2,000 gallons 
per acre. Covers were too high 
overall for spreading on these 
paddocks prior to grazing. I 
am currently buying stock to 
replace stock slaughtered.

John O’Connor, 
Kildalton College

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry free-draining
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) 9
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 525

Grazing ground was closed in 
rotation from 7 October and 
housing cows took place on 28 
October. As a result, we have 
a nice wedge of grass on the 
suckler ground. The aver-
age farm cover is 525kgDM/
ha with a range of 1,253 to 
648kgDM/ha. Growth rates 
are hovering at 5-9kg DM/ha. 
We spread about 2,000gals 
of slurry in late January that 
was about 8% DM on all the 
grazing ground except for 
the paddock with the high-
est cover. On 9 February we 
spread three-quarters of a bag 
of urea per acre on all grazing. 
Forty-fi ve cows calved out of 
60 since 8 January. We turned 
out 11 cows and calves to grass 
on 9 February and would hope 
to let out more next week. We 
are temporarily subdividing 
the paddocks to help utilisa-
tion and allow them clean 
the paddocks out to 4cm and 
protect grass re-growth. 35% 
of the silage ground is grazed 
with the target of grazing it all 
prior to closing in April.

Patrick Grennan 
Co Wexford

Farming system Suckler to U16 bull
Land type Light free-draining
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) N/A
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 548

Calving started on 5 February 
and to-date almost 50% of 
the herd has calved. I hope to 
have the fi nal 22 cows calved 
by early April to maintain 
the compact calving period. 
The average farm cover on 
my main home block was 
548kg DM/ha last week. It 
is a little lower than what I 
hoped for with my heaviest 
covers around 750 kgDM/ha 
(7cm). With the dry weather 
last back-end, I grazed my 
paddocks very tight at closing 
and this will help set the farm 
up with good grass this spring. 
Because my farm is very frag-
mented I have only started to 
graze my earliest calved cows 
and calves on the home block. 
They are only allowed access 
to a paddock beside the yard 
by day and they are housed at 
night and fed round-bale grass 
silage. Soil temperatures seem 
to be around 6°C and I hope to 
spread half a bag of urea/acre 
next week.

Richard Jennings
Co Mayo

Farming system Suckler to weanling
Land type Dry/heavy
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) N/A
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 401

The average farm cover this 
week is 401kg DM/ha. I spread 
half a bag of urea per acre 
a fortnight ago in order to 
kickstart growth in time for 
the ewes starting to lamb. 
The ewes are housed since 
mid-January and are due to 
start lambing from mid-March. 
They scanned at 2.25 lambs/
ewe, which I am very happy 
with. The autumn-born calves 
are going out of the shed 
grazing during the day. This 
is a huge help in reducing calf 
health issues on the farm. The 
calves will be used to going 
out when they are turned out 
with the cows, which will hope-
fully be by the end of March 
.The breeding season is in 
full swing and so far the cows 
have been quick to show heat. 
The plan is to to try get them 
scanned back in calf before 
turnout. I will scan in the next 
fortnight.

Grazing conditions deteriorate

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

 Stock have been 
housed on heavy farms, 
and where heavy rainfall 
has occurred.

  In some cases, light 
stock continue to be 
creep grazed by day.

 Autumn-born bulls are 
being supplemented with 
1-1.5kg concentrates per 
day.

 The stocking rate has 
been reduced on most 
farms in an effort to re-
duce ground damage.

 Where opening covers 
are low, grazing is being 
delayed to allow covers 
to build.

KEY POINTS

If cattle are not keeping 
up with the weekly targets, 

then not enough stock have been 
turned out and this may lead to 
a grass surplus in late April/May 
when growth picks up 
– BETTER farm >> 40
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guideline to follow to ensure 
there is sufficient grass 
grazed to allow enough time 
for regrowth to start the 
second rotation. It will also 
ensure that grass does not 
run out before the start of  
the second rotation. 

The target dates for dry 
and heavy farms are shown 
in Figure 1. As grass growth 
is generally low in Febru-
ary and March, the spring 
rotation planner will allow 
grazed paddocks 50-60 days 
of  regrowth between the first 
grazing and the start of  the 
second rotation. 

In order to prolong the 
rotation length to 60 days, 

Management Tips

 ÂThe number and type of 
stock turned out at differ-
ent stages will dictate the 
daily and weekly herd feed 
demand for grass.

 ÂAim for 50-60 day rota-
tion to allow average farm 
cover build up for second 
rotation.

 ÂWhere the target area to 
be grazed by a certain date 
is not being achieved, more 
stock need to be turned out.

 Â If the target is being 
exceeded, grazing needs to 
be slowed down. This may 
involve feeding some silage 
at grass, re-housing or on-off 

grazing of some stock or de-
laying your planned turnout 
date for other stock.

 ÂAim to graze out swards to 
3.5cm to 4cm.

 ÂWatch the weather fore-
cast and avoid poaching 
during heavy rainfall as this 
will damage sward structure 
and regrowth.

 ÂGraze heavy covers (> 
1,200 kg DM/ha) by mid-
March for best utilisation.

 ÂUse strip wires and back 
fences to protect regrowths.

 ÂApply slurry and N to help 
boost regrowth’s for second 
rotation.

In association with

A TEAGASC/IRISH FARMERS 

JOURNAL INITIATIVE

BETTER farm  
Beef Programme

ON THE GROUND
TREVOR MINION, WICKLOW

Grass growth  
during the  
winter months  
is good

T
he spring rotation 
planner is a manage-
ment tool that divides 
the area of  your farm 
into weekly portions. 

To calculate your weekly 
grazing targets the only in-
formation you need is: 
(1)  The target turnout date 

for your priority group of  
stock (weanlings heifers, 
young bulls etc).

(2)  The date you want to be-
gin the second rotation. 

(3)  When you expect grass 
growth to match herd 
demand – magic day (ie 
the daily grass demand  = 
grass growth).

The rotation planner is a 

BETTER farm programme 
participant Trevor Minion 
started his first rotation in 
early February. 

Trevor is operating a 
spring-calving suckler calf-
to-beef  system where the 
males are finished as steers 
at 24-25 months and heifers 
not suitable for breeding 
are finished at 22-23 months. 
Trevor also rears about 20 
Friesian calves that are 
slaughtered as steers at 26-30 
months of  age. 

In 2014, the farm stock-
ing rate was 2.07 LU/ha and 
Trevor’s aim is to increase it 
closer to 2.2 LU/ha by keep-
ing more suckler cows and 
rearing more Friesian calves. 
The farm has an added ad-
vantage that it is relatively 
close to the east coast and 
grass growth during the win-
ter months is good, as can be 
seen from the farm covers 
taken in Table 1. 

The farm has good free-
draining soils on the upper 
half  but the lower half  is 
a heavier soil and ground 
conditions are still quite soft. 

Although Trevor can get cat-
tle out grazing sooner than 
many farms, the same prin-
ciples apply to later farms 
with regard to managing the 
first round of  grazing, only 
they must adjust their target 
dates on the spring rotation 
planner. 

On 1 February Trevor let 
12 14-month-old Friesian 
steers (about 415kg live-
weight) out to grass by day. 
They were on-off  grazing for 
the first few days and when 
the weather settled they were 
out full-time on 5 February. 

Calving
Calving started on 6 Febru-
ary and Trevor has 10 of  the 
oldest cows and calves on-off  
grazing since mid-February. 
Trevor is keeping a close eye 
on the weather forecast and 
will try leaving them out 
to grass full-time when the 
weather allows. 

Table 2 shows the calcula-
tions on how Trevor’s spring 
rotation planner works. Basi-
cally, the target is to have 
40% of  the grassland grazed 

Programme 
adviser Peter 
Lawrence 
looks at the 
spring rotation 
planner

Managing the first rotation
Figure 1
Turnout during the main 
grazing season
       = 40%           =60%

Dry farm Heavy farm

15 Feb

22 Feb

1 Mar

8 Mar

15 Mar

22 Mar

29 Mar

5 Apr

12 Apr

19 Apr

Table 2: Planner to calculate area available for grazing each 
week during spring for Trevor Minion - farm size 36ha

40% grazed 100% grazed  
Turnout – 6 Feb 17 Mar (6 Apr 

2.58ha/wk (0.37ha daily) 5.04ha/wk  (0.72/day)  

Table 3: Spring grazing plan-
ner showing weekly targets 
for Trevor Minion (36ha)
Week 
Ending

Grazing 
area/week

Grazing 
area in total

12 Feb 2.58ha 2.58ha
19 Feb 2.58ha 5.16ha
26 Feb 2.58ha 7.74ha
5 Mar 2.58ha 10.32ha
12 Mar 2.58ha 12.9ha
19 Mar 2.58ha 15.48ha
26 Mar 5.04ha 20.52ha
2 Apr 5.04ha 25.56ha
9 Apr 5.04ha 30.6ha
16 Apr 5.04 35.64

off  by 17 March. There are 39 
days from when Trevor’s cat-
tle will be out full-time graz-
ing (6 February to 17 March). 
Forty percent of  Trevor’s 
36ha of  grassland (silage 
ground and grazing ground) 
is 14.4ha. By dividing 14.4 ha 
(40% of  grassland) by the 39 
days, Trevor needs to graze 
off  approximately 0.37ha per 

day or 2.58ha each week until 
17 March. 

Between 17 March and 16 
April he still needs to graze 
off  60% of  the farm. The 
remaining 60% of  the farm, 
or 21.6ha, will be grazed over 
the remaining 30 days. The 
aim is to graze 0.72ha per day 
or 5.04ha each week for four 
weeks up to magic day. 

Table 3 shows the weekly 
targets for this farm. The 
same can be applied to your 
own farm when your turnout 
and target dates are adjusted. 

Trevor’s opening average 
farm cover is 739kg DM/ha. 
This figure is on target and 
would indicate that if  the 
weekly targets are met, then 
there should be no issue with 
running out of  grass. 

However, if  this figure was 
lower (300-400kg DM/ha) you 
need to be careful that you 
don’t have too many stock 
out and exceed the weekly 

Table 1: Grass covers on Trevor Minion’s farm at closing and opening (R= reseeded, T= tillage)

Grass cover  
24-11-2014

Grass cover 
16-2-2015

Paddock Area (ha) cm Kg DM/ha cm Kg DM/ha
1a 2.6 7 750 6.3 575
1b 1.5 7 750 6.3 575
1c 1.5 7 750 6.3 575
2a 1.63 10 1500 11.1 1775
2b 1.68 8.5 1125 9.3 1325
2c 2 9 1250 6.5 625
2d 1.72 8.5 1250 7.2 800
2e 1.72 7.5 875 7.1 775
3 1.95 7.5 875 5.7 425
5a 1.24 R R 7.6 900
5b 1.35 R R 7.6 900
6a 1.5 5.5 375 T T

Grass cover  
24-11-2014

Grass cover 
16-2-2015

Paddock Area (ha) cm Kg DM/ha cm Kg DM/ha
6b 2.04 5.5 375 T T
7a 1.26 6.5 625 6.9 725
7b 1.43 6 500 5.7 425
7c 1.73 7.5 875 7.5 875
9 1.24 6.5 625 6.6 650
10a 1.47 6.5 625 7.3 825
10b 1 6.5 625 6.5 825
10c 1.43 7 750 6.1 525
10d 1.47 6 500 6.6 650
11a 2.86 6 500 6.2 550
11b 2.85 7 750 6.7 675

Avg 754 Avg 739

a proportion of  the grazing 
ground should be grazed 
before the silage ground. Do 
not graze the silage ground 
first as you need this ground 
to buy you time on your pad-
docks that have been grazed 
first.

targets. If  cattle are graz-
ing more than the weekly 
targets, that would suggest 
too many cattle are turned 
out and some may need to be 
rehoused or supplemented 
with silage to slow down the 
rotation. 

If  cattle are not keeping 
up with the weekly targets, 
then not enough stock have 
been turned out and this may 
lead to a grass surplus in 
late April/May when growth 
picks up. It may also mean 
that the silage ground cannot 
be grazed before closing or if  
it is grazed it may be delayed 
resulting in delayed cutting 
date and after-grass later in 
the year. 

It is also important to try 
to graze out swards down 
to 3.5-4cm on the first and 
second rotation (weather 
permitting) in order to set 
the sward up for the rest of  
the year. 

Grazing tight now will help 
boost tillering by allowing 
sunlight into the base of  the 
sward and remove any dead 
material carried over the 
winter to produce a highly 
digestible, lush sward.

Trevor and Andrew Minion 
measuring the average 
farm cover with Teagasc 
adviser Martin Doyle.
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