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T
he large amounts of  
rain last weekend 
disrupted grazing on 
some heavy farms, 
particularly in the 

western half  of  the country 
where temporary hous-
ing had to take place due to 
poaching. However, since 
then, farmers have managed 
to get grazing back on track. 

Average growth rates have 
improved considerably in 
the past week due to warmer 
weather, which has benefi ted 
farmers in the eastern half  
of  the country, especially 
those with high stocking 
rates who were on their sec-
ond rotation. Increased grass 
growth has allowed most 
farmers to begin to close up 

ground for silage. But again, 
farmers on heavy land strug-
gled to get all silage ground 
grazed off  prior to closing. 
The target pre-grazing sward 
height is 10cm-12cm (1,200kg-
1,500kg DM/ha). 

The target of  keeping all 
swards grazed out to 4cm is 
being achieved more read-
ily now due to improving 
ground conditions. The post-
grazing cover will be main-
tained at this height during 
the main summer months. 

As growth rates improve, 
dry cows may be turned 
out on some farms to help 
graze out swards. Currently, 
23-27 units N/acre are being 

spread on heavy ground, as 
many of  these areas have 
not been traffi cable in recent 
weeks. With silage ground 
closed, the rotation on most 
farms for the next seven to 
eight weeks will be limited to 
about 21 days.

 The need to rehouse cows 
and calves, and in some cases 
the inability to turn out 
some calved cows and calves, 
resulted in scour outbreaks, 
mainly cryptosporidium. 
Although quick treatment 
reduces losses, prevention is 
always better than cure. 

Hygiene is essential. Calf  
creep areas need to be bedded 
daily. In addition, allowing 

calves access to grass by day 
will reduce the risk of  scour 
for these animals. Vigilance, 
quick action and isolation 
are crucial in reducing the 
risk of  scour.

 With the second round 
of  grazing now under way, 
the risk of  grass tetany is 
increased. Most farmers have 
administered some form of  
magnesium supplement to 
cows, with some farmers 
opting to use lick buckets 
in fi elds. These buckets are 
being moved from paddock 
to paddock with cows as 
they graze. Table 1 shows the 
grass demand of  grazing live-
stock on a liveweight basis.
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Patrick Drohan
Co Waterford

Farming system Suckler to store
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 36
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha) 903

The warmer weather last 
week has boosted grass 
growth and helped increase 
grass supply. As my calving 
was very compact this year, 
80% of the cows calved in 
the fi rst six weeks. I started 
turning out cows and calves 
in mid-February. As regrowths 
were slow in March, I kept 
some later-calved cows and 
calves indoors until farm cover 
had built up for the second 
rotation. All the animals are 
out now and second rotation 
on the home block started 10 
days ago. Average farm cover 
is 903 kg DM/ha and grass 
growth has increased from 
18kg to 36 kg DM/ha/day in 
the last week. I spread slurry 
from mid-February through to 
early April on grazed pad-
docks and one bag/acre of 
urea in early March on all the 
grazing ground and two bags/
acre of CAN on reseeded land 
that got lime recently. Breed-
ing started on 1 April.

Pat O’Reilly
Co Clare

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 63
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha) 777

My growth rate came in at 
63kg/day, with an average 
farm cover of 777kg DM/ha. 
Land is being covered with 
half a bag of urea/acre after 
each grazing. Grass supply 
will become tight now as I 
am closing the last of my 
silage ground and aim to cut 
between 20-25 May. I have 
closed over 90 acres this year 
– higher than usual. I have 
stopped buying store cattle 
at the minute as I feel I can’t 
justify current prices. I have 
most of my spring herd calved, 
with only a handful of cows 
left. Calving went well, but un-
fortunately I had an outbreak 
of cryptosporidium. I treated 
sick calves with Halicur and 
used electrolyte solutions to 
keep them hydrated. Thank-
fully, I didn’t lose any calves 
and they are responding well 
to treatment. I am hoping for a 
continued spell of fi ne weather 
to let out the last of my stock.

Patrick McCarthy
Clonakilty College

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry to heavy
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 53
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha) –

All stock is at grass at the 
moment, except for the last 
two cows to calve and the 
stock bull. The yearlings went 
to grass on 10 March, with the 
cows following on 13 March. 
The stock had to be rehoused 
on one occasion due to the 
wet weather. Grass growth has 
increased to 53kg DM/ha/day 
from 32kg DM/ha last week. 
Demand is 42kg DM/ha this 
week. Two grazing paddocks 
will be closed for the fi rst cut 
along the main silage ground. 
The silage ground has gotten 
2,500 gallons of slurry along 
with three bags of CAN/acre 
and 1.5 bags of 0/10/20 per 
acre. The silage ground has 
index 2 for P and K. The aim 
is to cut the silage about 20 
May. Grazing ground is getting 
half a bag of urea/acre after 
each grazing. All fi nishing 
stock was slaughtered by the 
end of March. Bullocks aver-
aged 402kg at 24 months, 
heifers 344kg at 22 months.

James Strain
Co Donegal

Farming system Suckler to weanling
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) –
Avg farm cover (kgDm/ha) 558

With recent ground conditions 
improving, last week I turned 
out 20 cows and calves. Heif-
ers that were rehoused due to 
poor grazing conditions were 
turned out again. I spread 
slurry on silage ground in 
March. The remainder of the 
farm got 2,000 gallons per 
acre last week. Calves are 
performing well at grass at 
the moment. By giving them 
access to grass close to the 
shed since Christmas, this has 
made a big difference to them. 
I started closing up ground for 
silage last week. The whole 
farm also got half a bag of 
urea to increase grass growth. 
In order to increase P and K 
on the farm, I will spread 1.5 
bags of 18-6-12 after the fi rst 
grazing. Currently my grass 
demand is 20kg DM/ha.

Grazing getting back on track

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

Key points from BETTER 
farm walks: Nathan Tuffy 

looks at the key messages from 
four farm walks which took place 
in the past few weeks 
– BETTER farm >>50

Table 1: Converting growth rate into kilos of liveweight per hectare/acre 
Daily growth rate kg/DM/HA

20 30 40 50 60 70 80
Kg/LW/HA 700-1,000 1,000-1,500 1,400-2,000 1,750-2,500 2,100-3,000 2,450-3,500 2,800-

4,000
Kg/LW/Ac 280-400 420-600 560-800 700-1,000 850-1,200 1,000-1,400 1,100-1,600
*During period of poor ulilisation, use fi gures at the lower end of the range.
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Farming system to suit off-farm work
Farming just 30ha, Donal 
Scully, like many farmers 
across the country, is reliant 
his off-farm job. However, 
over the past few years he 
has worked at tweaking the 
system to increase gross 
margin, while maintaining a 
relatively manageable farm-
ing system. 

Despite having an off-farm 
full-time job, he still manages 
to fi nd about 30 to 35 hours 
a week to run the farm. The 
system sees about 40 suckler 
cows calving mainly in July 
and August, with the remain-
der in September. Donal feels 
that calving at this time of  
year takes much less labour 
as the cows are at grass. The 
cows calve at grass, and are 
grazed tight prior to calv-
ing to ensure they are not 
over-fat. In addition, calving 
at this stage allows him to 
maximise the grass intake of  
the bulls prior to slaughter at 
16 months of  age.

Two years ago, Donal took 
the plunge and put a roadway 
through the farm. 

“The single best invest-
ment I have made on the 
farm in the last few years 
has been the roadway. It cost 
about €12/m including fenc-
ing, but it has taken a lot of  
work out of  the system.” 

Donal can now move 
groups of  stock easily and 
quickly using the road. In 
addition, despite the weather 
he can drive to the end of  the 
last fi eld to look at stock, sav-
ing valuable time. 

The largest single labour 
input on the farm is moving 
fences for stock. At peak, 
Donal runs about six groups 

of  stock at pasture. Grass 
is allocated on a 24-hour 
basis. During wet weather, 
he allocated grass as often as 
morning and evening. Back 
fences are also used to avoid 
sward damage and maxim-
ise regrowth. In some of  the 
fi elds, mobile water drinkers 
are used and are moved along 
with cattle. 

When answering ques-
tions on ideal grazing covers, 
Donal said: “My aim is to 
put stock on to grass covers 
of  about 10-12cm and graze 
them out to 4cm in as short a 
period as possible.”

BUSINESS, ENVIRONMENT, TECHNOLOGY through TRAINING EXTENSION RESEARCH
BETTER farm Beef Programme

Since 2010, Des and Frank 
Beirne have increased suck-
ler cow numbers from 60 to 
95 and this year they bought 
in about 50 bulls for fi nishing 
to increase output further. To 
cope with increased numbers 
on approximately the same 
land area, there has been 
a key focus on increasing 
grass production and grazing 
management. In 2011, the 
farm grew 7.5t DM/ha. In 
2014, grass production almost 
doubled to 13.5t DM/ha. 

It is estimated that the 
increased grass production is 
worth about €400/ha per year 
if  it can be utilised, hence 
the increase in stocking rate 
– to use the additional grass 
grown. At peak during the 
summer months, there can 
be 10 to 12 groups of  stock 
grazing on the farm, which 
makes grassland manage-
ment quite diffi cult, but this 
is one of  the key areas Des 
focused on. He said: “It’s 
not about spending a lot of  
money permanently divid-
ing fi elds. We didn’t know 

what paddock sizes we would 
need as we didn’t know what 
numbers we would have in 
groups.

“We used pig tail posts and 
temporary electric fences to 
create paddocks; €200 would 
go a long way. It’s only now 
that we know what paddock 
sizes we need that we have 
made permanent divisions.’’

He also told the crowd that 
in terms of  water troughs, 
not much investment has tak-
en place either. Most original 
drinkers are still where they 
are. Fields are split diagonal-
ly from them.

This year, Des intends 

to try something new with 
silage. He is not closing up 
any specifi c fi elds. All fi elds 
have got about 60 units of  
Nitrogen so far this spring. 
Des said that as grass growth 
increases, the grazing areas 
will naturally contract and 
surplus area can be cut as 
silage. 

He estimates that nitrogen 
will be used by 10 May, and 
he is targeting a cutting date 
of  15 May. This is a bit of  an 
experiment, but there is a 
full pit of  2013 silage in the 
yard which leaves him with 
enough of  a buffer if  yields 
are very low.

Key points from spring farm walks

6.5t more grass DM grown in Longford

The fi nal spring farm walk 
took place on Willie Treacy’s 
farm in Co Louth. Last year, 
Willie had an average stock-
ing rate of  3 LU/ha on the 
farm. When questioned on 
whether or not he thought he 
would be able to carry that 
stocking rate when joining 
the programme, he said: “No, 
not really, but I saw what 
they were doing in Grange 
at a high stocking rate, and I 
thought that as I have drier 
land, if  they can do it, then 
why can’t I?” 

It was emphasised that 
Willie is farming under a ni-
trates derogation since 2012 
and the stocking rate carried 
on the farm could only be 
replicated on very dry land 
in some parts of  the country. 

He said that the split calv-
ing nature of  his herd and 
the fact that he is fi nishing 
bulls also helps to maximise 
the stocking rate. 

“I usually have the high-
est grass demand in spring 

and early summer. As the 
autumn herd don’t start calv-
ing until July, this means 
that if  grass is very tight or 
if  the weather is poor, these 
cows can remain indoors in 
spring or be re-housed when 
needed.” 

As only about half  the 
bulls are fi nished at 16 
months, the rest can be 
housed for fi nishing earlier 
also if  required.

Because of  the very high 
stocking rate, silage mak-
ing is delayed slightly on 
the farm. Silage ground is 
grazed twice before closing 
in the third week of  April. 
The crop is then grown for 
six to seven weeks and cut 
in mid-June. The fi rst cut 
is usually 70 acres with the 
second cut about 50 acres. 
‘’I think I can grow enough 

silage to meet the stock-
ing rate. Last year was a 

good growing year and I 
had plenty.’’

Increasing numbers from cashfl ow
Since joining the programme 
in 2012, Patrick Drohan has 
tightened his calving spread 
considerably, while at the 
same time increasing stock 
numbers. All of  this expan-
sion has been funded from 
cashfl ow on the farm. 

In 2012/2013, 20 additional 
suckler cows were purchased 
to increase cow numbers and 
farm output. The increased 
numbers meant that more 
grass had to be grown. Pat-
rick felt that the increased 
numbers of  bought-in cows 
did result in a little more 
pressure on herd health, al-
though no disease outbreaks 
occurred. The focus is now 
on the use of  a Simmen-
tal maternal stock bull out 
Curaheen Tyson ET which 
has a replacement index of  
€196, +6kg for daughter milk 
and has a negative daughter 
calving interval. The second 
stock bull is a Limousin with 
a replacement index of  €260. 
However, the majority of  this 

fi gure is coming from carcase 
traits.

In terms of  grass produc-
tion and the length of  the 
grazing year, Patrick said 
that because his farm is dry 
and in the southeast, he is 
targeting 240-250 days at 
grass. All silage was har-
vested as surplus paddocks 
last year, but as his stock-
ing rate increases, he feels 
that he may need to take one 
bulk cut of  silage along with 
removing some bales to en-
sure he has enough silage on 

hand for the winter months. 
Patrick said that one of  the 
key tools he has implemented 
on the farm is the closing of  
fi elds in autumn using both 
the autumn rotation and 
spring rotation planner to en-
sure he has grass supply for 
early spring grazing. A lot of  
work has gone into improv-
ing soil fertility, in particu-
lar, pH, P and K. A reseeding 
programme has also been 
implemented. Paddocks that 
are not performing well are 
taken out and reseeded.
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Maximising output on a dry farm

Bulls at grass on Frank and Des Beirne’s farm. They are being 
allocated grass on a daily basis. Two years ago Donal put in a central road. He splits up fi elds and 

allocates grass on a daily basis to stock.

Willie Treacy speaking 
at the farm walk on his 
farm in Louth.

Nathan Tuffy looks at key messages from four BETTER farm walks which took place in recent weeks

Heifers indoors will be turned out in the coming weeks. They are 
currently on 74DMD grass silage and 1kg concentrates.
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