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A
s part of  the farmer 
technical day two 
weeks ago, the BET-
TER farm partici-
pants visited Ger 

Dineen’s farm in Cork to see 
his farming system first-
hand. 

The farming system is 
designed to be run as a single 
labour unit. He farms 31 
adjusted hectares near Mac-
room in west Cork. He runs 
a 50-cow suckler herd, finish-
ing all bulls under 16 months 
and selling surplus heifers as 
replacements. 

For years, Ger has had a 
clear focus on bringing milk 
through the breeding of  his 
cows. Since long before the 
€uroStar index, he has been 
doing this. As a result, he has 
a milky herd from which re-
placement heifers are sought 
after. In addition to having 

good maternal traits in the 
cows, he operates a closed 
herd. The cows on the farm 
are not for the fainthearted. 

When most people think 
of  cows with good maternal 
traits, they picture small 
cows. This is not the case on 
Ger’s farm. Cows are large, 
weighing 700kg to 850kg live. 
Ger operates a very tight 
calving herd. Last year, the 
herd calved over a 10-week 
period, with the major-
ity calved in the first eight 
weeks. 

Although he calves all the 
cows in the spring, to keep 
the calving spread tight Ger 
uses on-off  suckling. After 
calving, the cows and calves 
run together for the first 30 
days. After that, he removes 
the calves from the cows 
during the day and night, 
and allows them to suck the 
cows morning and evening. 
Although this sounds labour-
intensive, Ger said that it 
is only takes about 10 to 15 
minutes. 

A paddock next to the yard 
is grazed hard early in the 
spring. This is the paddock 
on which calves are grazed 
for the 30 days during on-off  
suckling. The reason for 
grazing this paddock hard 
in early spring is to ensure 
that only top-quality grass 
is available to calves and 
that the cover is not too high 
when they start grazing it. 

The cows are then ro-

tated through the paddocks 
as usual. Every morning 
and evening, the cows are 
brought in via the farm road 
and the calves let into them 
to suckle. All cows are served 
to AI, so handling daily is 
useful to train them into be-
ing brought in from the field 
daily. After 30 days of  on-off  
suckling, the calves rejoin 
the herd. 

Ger uses tail paint on the 
cows, orange is used first, 
then the colour is changed 
again after each insemina-
tion. 

Ger said that using tail 
paint is useful to identify 
cows that are not cycling. 
Scratch cards are used on 
heifers along with observa-
tions to identify what heifers 
are in heat. 

Replacements 
Although the target was to 
increase cow numbers to 55 
this year, higher empty rates 
last year resulted in cow 
numbers dropping to 46. Af-
ter a 12-week breeding period 
last year, 23% of  the cows 
were empty. 

Further investigation took 
place and there was no clear 

sign of  what the reason for 
the high empty rates was. 
With additional heifers be-
ing served this year, he is 
still confident to have cow 
numbers back at 55 next year. 
In terms of  the breeding 
strategy on the farm, bulls 
are selected for each cow to 
compliment her traits and 
maternal bulls are mostly 
used. Ger uses these to try 
and keep as much milk as 
he can in his cows, as he has 
spent years breeding for the 
trait. Even by using maternal 
sires, he admits that it is still 
difficult to keep adequate 
milk in the heifers. 

Finishing cattle 
Spring 2014-born bulls are 
currently housed for finish-
ing. They are fed ad-lib 
concentrates and straw. Ger 
estimates that they are eat-
ing about 12kg concentrates 
fresh weight per day. Last 
year, 22 bulls were slaugh-
tered at an average carcase 
weight of  409kg at 16 months 
of  age. They had carcase 
grades of  U= to E. 

The total meal input for 
the finishing bulls was about 
1.4t/head. There were seven 

heifers slaughtered at an 
average carcase weight of  
362kg at 21 months of  age at a 
U- and R+ grade. A further 16 
cull cows were slaughtered at 
417kg carcase weight. 

Despite having a high cull-
ing rate, because cow type 
and weight was strong for 
the stock culled, this helped 
to keep the farm output high 
in a year where there were 
fewer heifers to sell. 

The cows were housed in 
mid-November, and slaugh-
tered a month later. Meal 
input for the cows was 0.4t/
head. 

Grassland management
Grassland management on 
the farm is very good. All 
cows and cattle are grazed 
in three-day paddocks. Some 
of  the terrain is rugged and 
is not suitable for cutting in 
bales, but Ger grazes these 
areas tight to maintain grass 
quality. He operates a system 
of  taking out surpluses on 
the other paddocks. 

Figure 1 shows the grass 
wedge for the farm last year. 
The orange signifies the ar-
eas that have been removed 
as silage. 

To maintain grass quality, 
Ger cuts one cut of  silage 
and then removes surplus 
paddocks where they are 
starting to become too 
strong. 

This has two major ben-
efits – first, the silage cut 
from these fields is usually 
of  high quality. Secondly, 
this practice ensures that 
grass quality is maintained 
through the year without the 
need for any topping.

Financials 
Table 1 shows the profit mon-
itor analysis from the farm. 

In 2014, Ger achieved a 
gross margin of  €1,471/ha, 
one of  the highest in the 
programme. This was up by 
€596/ha on the 2013 figure of  
€875. 

The driving factor of  the 
increased gross margin was a 
24% increase in the farm out-
put (kg/ha), while the output 
value increased by almost 
18% in the same period. At 
the same time as an increase 
in output value, cost savings 
were achieved on fertilizer 
use due to the good growing 
year, which helped to reduce 
variable costs.

The cows are large, with the average weight ranging from 700kg to 850kg. Ger focuses on keeping milk in the cows.

TARGETING  
A TIGHT 
CALVING 
SPREAD
Nathan Tuffy 
looks at what 
Cork farmer 
Ger Dineen 
is doing to 
achieve a tight 
calving spread 
this year

Table 1: Ger Dineen’s profit monitor analysis
Stocking rate LU/ha Gross output kg/ha Gross output €/ha Variable costs €/ha Gross margin €/ha

2014 2.25 1,088 2,442 971 1,471
2013 2.22 874 2,069 1,194 875
2012 1.93 703 1,549 982 567

Figure 1
Cumulative paddock yield to 20 December 2014 
(kg DM/ha)
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H
eavy rain over 
last weekend and 
throughout the fi rst 
half  of  the week 
resulted in the 

widespread housing of  cows 
on many farms across the 
country. 

The intensity of  the rain-
fall has had a major impact 
not only on heavy farms, but 
also on dry farms. 

It is hoped that this will 
only be a temporary meas-
ure, as farmers on drier land 
will aim to get cows back out 
to grass when the ground 
soaks up the moisture. How-
ever, the prospect for those 

on heavier ground is not as 
promising as there is little 
sign of  a rapid change in 
ground and weather condi-
tions. 

There is a clear focus to 
avoid poaching ground at 
this stage of  the year. One 
round of  poaching can re-
duce annual grass growth by 
about 15%, while two rounds 
of  poaching early in the year 
can reduce annual produc-
tion by up to 50%.

 On heavy ground, farm-
ers with autumn-calving 
cows are weaning calves and 
housing cows where ground 
conditions are poor. By do-
ing this they are able to keep 
weanlings out at grass to ob-
tain good levels of  liveweight 
gain. In other cases, farm-
ers have housed bulls early 

and these will be put on to a 
fi nishing diet. In most cases, 
bullocks and heifers remain 
at grass, but at a lower stock-
ing rate.

 During short periods of  
heavy rainfall, some farm-
ers use standoff  pads or 
roadways to reduce sward 
damage, but the duration and 
intensity of  the rain on this 
occasion did not allow this 
on many farms. 

In some parts of  the south 
and southeast, the rainfall, 
although intense, has not 
created major diffi culties 
for farmers grazing cattle. 
The bigger issue on some of  
these farms has been grass 
supply, although the rain and 
warmer temperatures have 
taken some of  the pressure 
off  now.

Grass growth
around the 
country
(kg DM/ha/day)
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Tom Halpin
Co Meath

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 35
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 598

The rain last weekend was 
welcome as land was start-
ing to dry and grass needed 
moisture. However, I didn’t 
get to graze some paddocks 
out tight due to the heavy 
rain as I opted to move them 
on to another paddock to 
avoid poaching and damaging 
the sward. Grass growth fell 
back last week from 40kg to 
35kg DM/ha due to the colder 
weather. I have 33% of the 
farm closed up for silage since 
17 April. I dressed it with four 
bags/acre of 21-2.5-10+S and 
I hope to harvest it around 
5 June. Grass supply on the 
grazing ground is good and I 
have 13 grazing days ahead. 
I am stocked at 2,293kg 
liveweight/ha (2.88 LU/ha) 
and my demand is 46kg DM/
ha/day. I will spread 1.5 bags/
acre of 18-6-12 on all the 
grazing ground this week to 
increase growth and maintain 
the leafy sward. I have no sign 
of surplus grass coming and 
my pre-grazing sward heights 
are on target at 9cm-10cm 
(1,250kg-1,500kg DM/ha).

Liam McWeeney
Derrypatrick

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry to heavy
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 45
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 602

Grazing conditions deterio-
rated a lot over the weekend 
here. With approximately 
30mm of rain falling since 
Saturday. We have chosen to 
house some yearlings and a 
group of cull cows and calves. 
We may also choose to stand 
cows off paddocks for a few 
hours each day to avoid 
damaging paddocks. Growth 
dropped back this week to 
45kg DM/ha and our demand 
is around 48kg/ha. Our aver-
age farm cover is at 602kg 
DM/ha and our stocking rate 
is 2,419kg liveweight/ha. Our 
aim is to keep cows and calves 
out and avoid poaching pad-
docks as much as possible. We 
are moving cattle on a little 
quicker to avoid too much 
walking around paddocks and 
we will graze these tighter 
in the next rotation. Sixty 
synchronised cows are due for 
AI on Friday morning and will 
be inseminated to both CH and 
AA bulls. Maiden heifers will 
start breeding next week and 
will be inseminated to both LM 
and AA bulls.

Billy Glasheen
Co Tipperary

Farming system Store to beef
Land type Mixed quality
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 36
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 1,257

I am currently stocked at 3.58 
LU/ha. While my growth rate 
reduced to 36kg DM/ha over 
the past week, I still have an 
average farm cover of 1,257kg 
DM/ha. I have earmarked 2ha 
of strong grass to be taken 
out as bales once the weather 
improves. Last Saturday’s rain 
caused signifi cant poach-
ing damage on two blocks. I 
will level this with the grass 
harrow once it dries up. I kept 
spreading urea at a rate of 30 
units/acre after each graz-
ing up until last week. I will 
change to CAN and 18-6-12 
from now, depending on P 
and K levels on the ground. I 
have 30 steers coming fi t for 
slaughter at grass. They were 
turned out in early February 
and have thrived since then. 
They will now be moved on 
to meal for a few weeks, with 
a target slaughter date of 
25 May. My silage ground is 
slightly behind where I would 
like it to be. I had initially 
targeted 15 May as my cutting 
date, but this may be delayed 
for a week or more now unless 
growth and weather improve.

Billy Gilmore
Co Galway

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 72
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 950

Due to the heavy rainfall over 
the past week, I have had to 
put the 43 in-calf heifers back 
into the yard to avoid poach-
ing on the out-farm. They 
will hopefully go back out in 
the next day or so, depend-
ing on ground conditions. The 
autumn-born heifers remain 
out and are not doing as much 
damage on that farm. On the 
home block, dry cows and 
ewes are grazing out paddocks 
fairly tight in three to four 
days. I am using three strands 
of electric wire to split the 
paddocks. I fi nd it works well 
with the sheep and is easy to 
erect. This is a free-draining 
type of soil and ground condi-
tions are much better. The 
autumn-born bulls are being 
followed by some dry cows to 
graze out paddocks and this 
is working well. All the grazed 
ground will get a bag of CAN 
once the weather improves to 
push on growth.

Rain hammers grazing plans   

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

 Cows have been tem-
porarily housed on some 
farms.

 Calves continue to 
graze by day on most 
farms.

 Autumn-calved cows 
have been weaned to 
reduce grass demand and 
the risk of poaching.

 Spring 2014-born bulls 
have been housed for 
fi nishing on some farms.

 Grass growth has 
improved in the south 
and east due to rain and 
improved temperatures.

 Growth has slowed on 
waterlogged ground.

KEY POINTS

Targeting a tight calving 
spread: we look at what 

Cork farmer Ger Dineen is doing 
to achieve a tight calving spread 
this year – BETTER farm >> 43
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