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T
he last week has seen 
a large variation in 
terms of  what is hap-
pening around the 
country in grassland 

management. Despite last 
week seeing high growth 
rates right across Ireland, 
many farmers, particularly 
in the northern half  of  the 
country, are reporting a vis-
ible drop in growth due to 
cold conditions. 

Also, in the northern half  
of  the country and western 
counties, rain combined with 
low daytime temperatures of  
5°C to 6°C has considerably 
reduced grass growth in the 

fi rst half  of  the week. Grass 
utilisation in the area was 
also hit by the wet condi-
tions. 

In most other parts of  
the country, utilisation has 
remained good due to dry 
ground conditions. The rain 
that fell over the weekend 
was needed in the south and 
southeast. 

However, some southeast-
ern farms received little to 
no rainfall and as a result 
the ground remains very dry, 
which is starting to impact 
on growth rates.

On average, the farmers in 
the programme have about 20 
days of  grass ahead of  stock 
at the moment. However, 
in the southeast there are 
farms where days ahead have 
dropped below 12 and as a re-

sult some silage ground has 
rejoined the grazing rotation. 

These are silage fi elds which 
only got half  of  the fertiliser 
application. 

While a number of  farms 
still have high average farm 
covers of  over 900kg DM/
ha, the focus will remain on 
grazing down to 4cm as long 
as conditions allow, and in 
some cases surpluses may 
be taken out in the coming 
weeks.

Fertiliser continues to go 
out on farms at a rate of  24-27 
units N/acre. In the south-
ern half  of  the country, the 
fertiliser of  choice is CAN 
or pasture-sward, while 
on heavy land conditions 
remain suitable for urea. 
With temperatures expected 
to rise in the coming days, 
having nitrogen applied will 
boost growth rates.
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David Mitchell
Co Monaghan

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Heavy
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 58
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 707

After the heavy rain in March, 
land has dried out well in the 
last few weeks and cattle are 
able to graze out the paddocks 
to between 3.5cm and 4cm 
in most fi elds. Grass growth 
improved greatly last week 
and increased from growing 
at 22kg DM/ha/day the week 
before, to 58kg DM/ha/day. As 
my farm is very fragmented, 
I had to allow grass covers to 
build up on some of the blocks 
before letting stock out, as 
I used my sheep and lambs 
for the fi rst grazing on some 
blocks of land. My heifers and 
steers were grazing off silage 
ground and are on their graz-
ing block since last week. The 
average farm cover here is 
707kg DM/ha. The animals are 
moderately stocked at 1,371kg 
liveweight/ha and currently 
their daily demand is 27kg 
DM/ha. Therefore, I will have 
to keep a close eye in the next 
few weeks on taking out sur-
plus grass as silage, to main-
tain pre-grazing swards at 
8cm to 10cm. I have one cow 
left to calve and my breeding 
season started on 17 April.

James Kenneally
Co Cork

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 55
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 1,035

I am currently stocked at 4.2 
LU/ha on the grazing ground. 
Silage has been closed for the 
past three weeks and I will 
aim to cut in late May. Growth 
rates were 55kg/ha last week, 
compared with a demand 
of 53kg DM/ha, so I am just 
keeping ahead. My average 
farm cover is very high at 
1,035kg/ha, so supply won’t be 
an issue for a while yet. I had 
a later-than-normal turnout 
due to poor weather in March, 
so covers managed to build 
ahead of me. Some covers 
that haven’t been grazed yet 
are starting to get very heavy 
(2,000kg DM/ha). I may look 
at taking out one of these pad-
docks as bales, but will wait a 
week to see how growth fares 
out. Up until now we haven’t 
had any of the rain mentioned 
in the last three to four weeks. 
Ground is extremely dry and 
utilisation is excellent. I am 
following up each grazing with 
30-35 units of nitrogen.

John O’Connor
Kildalton

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 60-80
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 1,000

Despite the cold nights, soil 
temperatures have stayed 
around 10°C over the past 
week, so growth has really 
responded. We applied a bag 
of CAN per acre to the grazing 
ground when we fertilised the 
silage ground over two weeks 
ago. Grass growth last week 
measured between 60kg DM/
ha and 80kg DM/ha across the 
three divisions of the drystock 
unit – with the average farm 
cover just over 1,000kg DM/ 
ha on the suckler paddocks. 
Weed control is also high on 
the agenda in April. Billy Fra-
her is making great progress 
AI-ing the temporary maternal 
herd we have established to 
breed replacements from. It is 
made up of our top maternal 
index cows and heifers, and 
the plan is to keep them away 
from our Charolais stock bull 
for the breeding season. To 
date, a total of 48 cows and 
12 heifers were served to a 
combination of AI and stock 
bull. The last two bullocks 
were slaughtered last week, 
at an average carcase weight 
of 421kg.

Richard Jennings
Co Mayo

Farming system Suckler to weanling
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 38
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 856

I am on my second grazing at 
the moment and I currently 
have 21 days grazing ahead 
of stock. I have been able to 
graze out paddocks to about 
4cm so far this year, and cov-
ers are recovering slowly at 
the moment. Silage ground 
was grazed earlier in the 
spring by the ewes. I closed it 
for fi rst-cut silage on 10 April. 
I am targeting cutting silage 
at the end of May, weather 
permitting. I have spread 80 
units of nitrogen per acre on 
this ground, along with about 
3,000 gallons of slurry/acre. 
All cows and calves are out at 
grass at the moment. Lambs 
were dosed for nematodirus 
and will be vaccinated with 
Covexin 8 against clostridial 
disease in the coming week. 
All the cows were scanned as 
they were turned out. They 
will be re-scanned in a month’s 
time to ensure they are in calf.

Growth rates dip due to cold weather

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

 Growth rates have 
dropped due to low tem-
peratures, wind and rain.

 On heavy ground, 
utilisation was temporar-
ily impacted, however in 
most cases farmers are 
grazing swards to 4cm.

 The focus on dry farms 
is to maintain days ahead 
at 14, while heavy farms 
are focusing on manag-
ing graze-outs and grass 
quality.

 Fertiliser continues to 
go out at 24-27 units N/
acre.
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SPLIT FIELDS TO INCREASE 
YOUR GRASS GROWTH: 

Nathan Tuffy looks at how Frank 
and Des Beirne have split fi elds to 
grow and utilise more grass 
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investing in additional drink-
ers, in some cases he focuses 
on splitting fields like the 
spokes of  a wheel from the 
drinker to ensure that cattle 
continue to have access to 
water while getting regular 
allocations of  grass. They 
have opted to divide larger, 
square fields,  in four, with 
one drinker serving many 
paddocks.

Temporary wires
The use of  temporary 
electric fences cannot be 
overemphasised. Des is a 
firm believer in allocating no 
more than three days’ grass 
to cattle. 

Bulls are often changed 
and given a fresh alloca-
tion of  grass daily in wet 
or unsettled weather. They 
firmly believe in the need 
to utilise a back fence when 
grazing groups like the bulls. 
Along with reducing ground 
damage, they have seen the 
benefits it brings in terms of  
grass growth. A three-fence 
system is operated, particu-
larly during early spring, 
to ensure that bulls cannot 
move over areas already 
grazed.

Temporary drinkers
Several farmers in the pro-
gramme have opted to use 
small plastic drinkers, which 
they move along through 
large fields as a cost-saving 

method of  providing water. 
One issue that can arise 

with this method is leaks at 
the joint into the ballcock. 
However, some farmers have 
got around this by placing a 
metal bracket on the drinker 
to stop the pipe moving. One 
farmer in the programme 
made a metal frame for a 
plastic drinker and uses a 
quad to move it across the 
field, as needed, which reduc-
es the need to empty troughs 
regularly.
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W
ith grass growth 
rates increasing, 
this week we look 
at how the imple-
mentation of  pad-

dock grazing on some of  the 
farms in the Teagasc-Irish 
Farmers Journal BETTER 
farm programme. Des and 
Frank Beirne joined the sec-
ond phase of  the programme 
in 2012. As part of  their farm 
plan, the target was to in-
crease the stocking rate from 
1.55LU/ha in 2011 to 2.3LU/
ha. They are currently carry-
ing a stocking rate of  much 
greater than this through the 
purchase of  50 extra bulls for 

finishing, along with their 
own stock.

The increase in stock-
ing rate came about gradu-
ally; at the same time, the 
farm increased the amount 
of  grass grown to meet the 
increasing demand. In 2011, 
the farm grew 7.0tDM/ha; 
in 2014, they almost doubled 
grass production to 13.5tDM/
ha. This was done through a 
mixture of  rotational graz-
ing using a paddock system, 
growing grass in three weeks 
and grazing in three days or 
less and by improving soil 
fertility through the imple-
mentation of  a reseeding 
programme.

It is one thing being able 
to grow more grass, but it is 
pointless unless you are able 
to utilise the grass grown 
and convert it into beef. 

At the same time as they 
started to increase the stock-
ing rate, they applied lime 
to raise the pH of  the soil to 
the target of  6.2 and started 
to apply more compound 
fertilizers to improve the P 
and K index of  the soil. They 
are reseeding approximately 
10 acres per year, but this 
varies, depending on the field 

size which is earmarked for 
reseeding.

Splitting fields
Because the Beirnes were 
unsure of  the numbers of  
stock which they would be 
carrying on the farm in the 
first few years, they did not 
put permanent paddocks 
in place. Instead, they used 
temporary electric fences; 
pigtail electric fence steaks, 
and reels to create a pad-

Because the Beirnes were unsure of the numbers of stock which they would be carrying on the farm in the first few years, they did 
not put permanent paddocks in place. Instead, they used temporary electric fences.

SPLIT FIELDS 
TO INCREASE 
YOUR GRASS 
GROWTH
Nathan Tuffy 
looks at how 
Frank and Des 
Beirne have 
split fields 
to grow and 
utilise more 
grass 

 A new rotational paddock system implemented by Frank and Des Beirne has significantly improved 
grass quality, increased volumes grown and lifted animal performance. Bulls are being grazed in 
two- to three-day paddocks. 

dock system on the farm. 
At peak, they can run up to 
12 different groups of  stock 
on the farm, so there needs 
to be flexibility. The herd 
of  95 cows run in three to 
four groups, with autumn 
and spring herds split for 
breeding. Bulls are grazed 
in groups of  15 and heifers 
in larger groups. Many large 
fields have been split with 
permanent fences. These 
fields can be further subdi-
vided using temporary elec-
tric fences.

Since joining the pro-

gramme, they have split what 
was 11 different fields into 30 
subdivisions. Frank and Des 
acknowledge that moving 
drinkers in fields, along with 
placing additional drinkers, 
brings significant cost. They 
have added a few extra drink-
ers, but not all have been 
relocated. 

Des operates a simple cost-
effective system. Instead of  

The increase in 
stocking rate came 
about gradually; at 
the same time, the 
farm increased the 
amount of grass 
grown to meet the 
increasing demand

Targets

The targets are simple 
– to grow grass in three 
weeks and graze it in 
three days or less. In 
some cases, daily alloca-
tions of grass are given to 
minimise ground damage 
and maximise intake. Us-
ing a paddock system has 
the benefit of increasing 
total grass production 
as paddocks. The target 
pre-grazing height is 
8cm to 10cm (1,300kg 
DM/ha to 1,500kg DM/
ha). The rotation length 
should be about 21 days 
during the main growing 
season. Where three-day 
paddocks are in opera-
tion, seven paddocks are 
required.
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