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P
oor ground condi-
tions have hampered 
grazing plans on 
many farms across 
the country in the 

past week. 
Intermittent heavy rain 

has led to farmers on heavy 
land having to re-house stock 
in some parts. Poor graz-
ing conditions for others 
have meant that in some 
cases they have had to opt to 
reduce the stocking rate to 
minimise sward damage. 

With the weather fore-
cast to become drier over 
the weekend and early 
next week, farmers in the 
programme will look again 
at re-evaluating the spring 
rotation planner and focus 

on grazing the remainder of  
ground prior to the start of  
the second rotation. 

Stocking rates will be 
increased again, and strip 
wires used to allocate grass 
on a one- to three-day basis to 
increase utilisation and en-
sure that swards are grazed 
out tight. 

Silage
On some farms, the main 
issue ahead is to get silage 
ground eaten off  by early 
April. With just three weeks 
to get this done, this will 
mean that once conditions 
are suitable, additional stock 
will have to be turned out to 
graze off  these areas. 

Farmers on heavy ground 
who reseeded swards in the 
autumn now have strong 
covers of  1,600kg DM/ha on 
these areas. With ground 
soft, the challenge will be to 

graze these swards. 
In some cases, light wean-

lings will be used to graze off  
these locations as they will 
cause less ground damage 
than cows and calves. 

Grazing these areas soon 
is paramount as reseeded 
swards will grow more rap-
idly in the spring and will 
respond better to fertilizer. 
Grazing off  and applying 
23-28 units N/acre, or watery 
slurry, should result in these 
swards being ready to graze 
again early in the second 
rotation. 

Sheltered areas
Where spring-born calves 
and cows have been turned 
out, the farmers in the pro-
gramme are targeting shel-
tered areas. 

During the wet weather a 
very close eye is being paid 
to calves to watch for any 
early signs of  pneumonia. 
Given the rapid changes in 
temperature, there have been 
some cases of  pneumonia 
recorded on farms in the pro-
gramme in the past week. 
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8 Heinz Eggert
Co Kildare 

Farming system  Suckler to store/beef 
Land type  Heavy 
Growth rate  (kgDm/Ha) N/A 
Avg farm cover  (kgDm/ha) 659 

We have over half the cows 
calved here in Sheplands 
Farm. We started on 6 Febru-
ary and have 55 cows calved 
out of 97 cows. I have three 
maiden heifers left to calve 
out of 16. I use a polled Her-
eford stock bull on my maiden 
heifers. I had one C-section on 
a heifer as she didn’t dilate at 
calving. I have no stock out to 
grass yet as ground conditions 
are quite wet but depending 
on the weather I will try get 
some weanling bulls or heifers 
out to grass by the weekend. I 
spread dung in January on old 
silage fi elds that are low in P 
and K, and 1,600gals/acre of 
cattle slurry in early February 
to paddocks with low covers. 
I hope to spread half bag of 
urea/acre on all the dry pad-
docks this week. My opening 
farm cover is 659kgDM/ha. It 
has dropped back from 775kg 
DM/ha in late November due 
to the frost earlier this year. 

William Treacy 
Co Louth 

Farming system  Suckler to beef 
Land type  Dry 
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha)  8 
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha)  630 

We have 30 heifers out graz-
ing. These heifers went to 
silage ground on 10 Febru-
ary and are now on grazing 
ground. For the past few 
years I have grazed my silage 
ground twice before closing. 
Grazed silage ground has got 
2,500 gallons slurry/acre and 
I will aim to close this in the 
second week of April. We aim 
to go with fertilizer at the 
weekend on a lot of the farm. 
We are well through spring 
calving, with 18 cows left to 
calve. We scanned our autumn 
cows last week, and we had 
53 out of 56 in-calf. We sold 
our spring-born bull weanlings 
three weeks ago in light of 
the good market; this will take 
some pressure off stocking 
rate. They averaged 460kg at 
11 months. We were stocked 
at 3.0LU/ha last year which 
was possibly a little too high. 
Autumn-born calves are out 
grazing paddocks during the 
day around the shed. 

Mark Maxwell
Co Westmeath 

Farming system  Suckler to beef 
Land type  Dry 
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha)  10 
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha)  646 

I currently have a cover of 
646kg/ha which is around 
average for this time of year 
on my farm. Last week I grew 
10kg DM/ha. I recently spread 
35 units of CAN per acre as I 
fi nd it works better than urea 
on my land. Slurry was spread 
at a rate of 2,000 gallons per 
acre on 30 acres earlier in the 
spring and I am starting to see 
results. I have 32 store cattle, 
21 weanlings and 30 cows and 
calves at grass, but grazing is 
diffi cult. I am moving them in 
two- to three-day day blocks 
and they are entering covers 
of 1,200-1,400kg DM/ha. I 
will follow grazing with slurry 
or CAN. I started calving on 
12 February and aim to have 
90% calved by the end of 
March. I have roughly 20% of 
my land grazed and will aim to 
have silage ground closed for 
the fi rst cut by 5 April with a 
target cutting date of 25-30 
May. 

James Strain
Co Donegal 

System  Suckl’ to wean’/store 
Land type  Dry 
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha)  5 
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha)  534 

Weather conditions over the 
past week have made grazing 
conditions very diffi cult. The 
calves are going out of the 
shed grazing during the day 
and are housed at night. They 
are grazing out paddocks near 
the shed that I have spilt to 
allow them graze a small area 
at a time. They seem to be 
thriving very well. Breeding is 
currently in full swing at the 
moment and is progressing 
well. I hope to scan replace-
ment heifers in the coming 
fortnight to see how many 
are in-calf. They were run-
ning with a Simmental bull 
I purchased last autumn in 
the hope of breeding replace-
ments from within the herd. I 
had to re-house some heifers 
but they are now out again. 
When the weather and ground 
conditions improve, I hope to 
spread slurry and fertilizer on 
bare ground.

Weather hampering grazing plans

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

 Re-housing has oc-
curred on some farms. 

 Stocking rates have 
been reduced on others. 

 Once ground and 
weather conditions 
improve, additional stock 
will be turned out. 

 There is a clear focus 
on getting silage ground 
grazed off before early 
April. 

 Reseeds will be grazed 
and N spread on them to 
take advantage of their 
growth potential.

KEY POINTS

 The current focus on the 
farm is to increase output. 

However, one of the most limiting 
factors is housing. There are just 
two slatted sheds on the farm, so 
expanding the size of the autumn-
calving or spring-calving herd is 
restricted – BETTER farm >> 46
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ON THE GROUND
MICHAEL SMITH, CAVAN

The spring rotation 
plan has been very  
hard to stick  
to on the farm

M
ichael Smith farms 
55ha just outside 
Mount Nugent, Co 
Cavan. He runs 
a herd of  over 50 

cows, selling bulls as wean-
lings and some heifers as 
stores. 

The herd is split into 
autumn-calving and spring-
calving – 19 cows calved 
in the autumn and 32 are 
spring-calvers. In 2014, 
Michael ran a stocking rate 
of  just 1.72LU/ha, up from 
1.68LU/ha in 2013. 

The current focus on the 
farm is to increase output. 
However, one of  the most 
limiting factors is housing. 
There are just two slat-
ted sheds on the farm, so 
expanding the size of  the 
autumn-calving or spring-
calving herd is restricted. 
The autumn herd calves from 
August to September, with 
the last few calving in early 
October. 

Housing did not take place 
last year until late October, 
so calves were strong when 
housed. 

Difficult spring grazing
The spring rotation plan 
has been very hard to stick 
to on the farm. There are 10 
spring-calved cows at grass 
and a group of  26 yearlings. 

Because weather condi-
tions have been poor, the 
weanlings are out grazing off  
a large silage field containing 
44 acres (17.8ha). This area of  
the farm got 2,000gals/acre 
of  watery slurry five weeks 
ago. 

When conditions improve 
in the coming weeks, the re-
maining heifers will join this 
group at grass. The target is 
to have these grazed off  by 
early April. 

There is currently a 
grass cover of  about 1000-
1200kgDM/ha on the silage 
field. It is 50:50 old pasture, 
and Michael is trying to 
graze it down to try and 

improve silage quality. Ide-
ally the field would be strip-
grazed. However, because of  
the wet weather, the cattle 
are roaming the entire field 
at a low stocking rate to 
avoid ground damage.

There are 10 cows and 
calves out at grass. They 
were turned out to a paddock 
sheltered by a large ring fort. 
The fort provides shelter 
from each side, meaning that 
the calves always have a dry 
and draught-free lying area. 

Grazing on this area of  
the farm has been trickier. 
If  conditions were drier, 
Michael would prefer to have 
more cows and calves out 
grazing. Where the cows are 
grazing, the wet conditions 
are having a greater impact 
on the rotation.  

Michael has a reseeded 
paddock that has been di-
vided with a strip wire and 
is ready to graze. However 
he needs some drying before 
being able to target this area. 
It was reseeded last autumn 
and grazed lightly; there 
is currently a strong grass 
cover of  over 1600kgDM/ha 
on it. Ideally he would like to 
graze this tight now and ap-
ply fertilizer to it as it will be 
the quickest to re-grow. 

No chemical fertilizer has 
been applied on the farm yet, 
but Michael will start to ap-
ply to grazing ground in the 
first rotation. When weather 
improves, the focus will be 
on getting the first rotation 
completed by mid to late 
April and grazing out covers 
to ensure quality re-growth.

Indoor management
All bar 10 spring calved cows 
remain indoors. There are a 
group of  11 heifers currently 
indoors who are being served 
to AI. Michael will serve this 
entire group once, and if  
seven or eight heifers prove 
in-calf, these will be used as 
replacements for the spring 
herd. They are being served 

with an easy-calving Limou-
sin AI sire. 

There is also a group of  
eight heifers indoors for 
fattening. Michael does not 
usually finish cattle, but this 
group were forward heifers 
and, after weighing in late 
January, the decision was 

taken to separate them and 
finish them. 

They weighed about 610kg 
on average, with the heavi-
est weighing 660kg when 
weighed a few weeks ago. 
They started meal feeding at 
the end of  January and are 
currently being fed 5kg of  a 
high-maize ration along with 
ad-lib 66DMD silage. Michael 
will now increase the meal 
feeding level to about 6kg 
per day for approximately 30 
days before finishing. These 
heifers would typically have 
gone to grass in spring and 
finished in late May or June.

The rest of  the calves re-
main indoors due to weather 
conditions. The autumn-born 
calves were being fed 1.5kg 
concentrates per day but 
Michael has now started to 
reduce the supplementation 
level prior to turnout, which 
should take place in the next 
two weeks.

Breeding
Because the autumn cows are 
now calving earlier on the 
farm, much of  the breeding 
of  the autumn herd has been 
completed outdoors. Michael 
uses both a stock bull and AI. 
When cows are outdoors the 
bull is used, and AI is used 
indoors. He said that this 
year has been very successful 
in terms of  breeding. Of  the 
19 autumn-calving cows, just 
three were inseminated with 
AI. The autumn herd was 
scanned in February and, 
out of  the 19, three are not in 
calf. These will be replaced 
with purchased in-calf  heif-
ers.

The spring herd will be 
served to AI while indoors. 
After turnout, the stock bull 
is run with them till they 
go back in calf. Over the 
past few years, Michael has 
tightened up his calving pat-
tern significantly. Out of  32 

spring-calving cows, just six 
are left to calve.

Increasing output
There is a clear focus on 
increasing output on the 
farm. In 2014 output was just 
429kg/ha and output value 
was €1,133/ha. This was due 
to the low stocking rate. Be-
cause housing space is very 
tight, the focus is on a graz-
ing system. 

So far, 10 weanling heif-
ers have been bought in at 
weights from 320-380kg at a 
cost of  approximately €900/
head. They will be grazed on 
a rotational basis with the 
other heifers over the sum-
mer months with the aim of  
selling them as stores in the 
autumn. 

This should help to in-
crease the farm output quick-
ly while avoiding putting any 
extra pressure on housing 
facilities.

There are currently 26 yearlings at grass. In the coming weeks more will be let out, and it is planned to run 40 in this group over the 
summer months. The current focus is on getting silage ground grazed off.

Ten cows and calves are currently out in a paddock sheltered by 
a ring fort. When conditions improve, more will be let out.

Michael has split this reseeded paddock using a strip wire. Once 
the weather improves, it will be grazed with cows and calves

 Â26 yearlings and 10 
cows and calves at grass.

 ÂCurrently focusing on 
grazing out silage ground 
and an autumn reseed.

 ÂFertilizer will be applied 
on paddocks as they are 
grazed off.

 Â In-calf heifers will be 
turned out in the coming 
weeks.

 ÂClose attention in being 
paid to calves for early 
signs of pneumonia.

KEY POINTS
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