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Heinz Eggert
Co Kildare

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Heavy
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 52
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 988

I was very close to rehousing 
stock during the heavy rain 
last week, but luckily my stock 
was on the drier parts of the 
farm. Bulls were uneasy at 
grass, but I kept moving them 
every two to three days and 
kept fresh grass in front of 
them. The cows are divided 
into three groups for breed-
ing and this helped to avoid 
damage as I had less traffi c 
in each paddock. I have been 
sub-dividing paddocks to help 
protect regrowths as grass 
growth has been slow. It defi -
nitely improved last week, es-
pecially over the weekend as 
it got a bit milder, and growth 
has increased from 31kg DM/
ha to 52kg DM/ha. I have 17 
days grass ahead of me on the 
grazing platform. I am stocked 
at 2,431kg liveweight/ha (3.23 
LU/ha) and my daily demand 
is 43kg DM/ha, but this will 
increase slightly as I have 12 
calved cows and calves ready 
to go to grass before the 
weekend. I am spreading half 
a bag of urea/acre after each 
grazing and I have around 46 
units/acre of N spread.

Matthew Murphy
Athenry, Co Galway

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 84
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 1,323

It’s been a tale of two seasons 
in Athenry this week. Over 
80mm of rain fell here in the 
fi rst 11 days of May. To put 
this in context, the total mean 
average rainfall for May in 
Athenry is 75mm. This has 
brought with it some grazing 
challenges and we took the 
decision to house a group of 
cows over the weekend and 
turned them back out on 
Tuesday. We grew 84kg/DM/
ha for the past seven days. 
Due to this burst in growth, 
we have skipped another two 
paddocks this week and we 
will bale them as soon as the 
weather allows. We currently 
have 73 units/N/acre spread 
on grazing fi elds. We are try-
ing to maintain post-grazing 
heights as low as possible, 
but this is proving diffi cult 
in periods of bad weather. A 
proportion of cows were blood 
sampled three weeks ago and 
came back low in copper, so all 
cows received a mineral bolus 
last week. The cows were 
synchronised and served to AI 
last Thursday. 

Mark Maxwell
Co Westmeath

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 46
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 1,130

All my stock is still at grass, 
despite the weather, bar my 
autumn-calving cows which 
are currently being weaned in 
batches of 15. Autumn calves 
are back at grass. No meal is 
being fed. Breeding is going 
well, with a supply of good 
grass ahead of spring cows 
and calves at all times. I had a 
few issues with pneumonia in 
calves over the last few weeks, 
due to the changing weather, 
but they were treated in time. 
Grass growth is at 46kg/ha. I 
have an average farm cover of 
1,130kg/ha with a stocking rate 
of 2.02 LU/ha. I have been ap-
plying 27-30 units of N/acre 
after each grazing, so this is 
keeping growth ahead of my 
demand of 32kg/day. Silage 
fi elds are back where I would 
like them to be. I closed them 
in early April after grazing 
and spreading 2,000 gallons 
of slurry per acre. This was 
followed up on 12 April with 90 
units of CAN. I am still aiming 
for a late May cutting date, 
but the weather will dictate 
this.

James Strain
Donegal

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kgDm/Ha) 50
Avg Farm Cover (kgDm/ha) 824

Poor ground conditions over 
the past number of weeks 
have made grassland man-
agement very challenging. I 
housed all cows and calves be-
fore they caused any damage. 
They have been turned out 
again over the past few days. 
Calves had access to paddocks 
during the day while housed, 
to minimise any reduction 
in performance. I am fi nding 
stock is going through pad-
docks faster. It is very diffi cult 
to graze out paddocks fully. By 
the next rotation ground con-
ditions should have improved 
and paddocks will be grazed 
out tighter. Silage ground 
has been slow to grow due to 
current weather conditions. I 
expect my cutting date will be 
delayed as a result. All grazing 
ground received a bag of 18-6-
12 after the last grazing. This 
should increase P and K levels 
and should increase growth 
if temperatures increase. All 
calves received a worm dose 
last week and are performing 
well at grass.

Growth rising but utilisation a struggle

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

 Stand-off pads and 
temporary housing take 
place during heavy rain.

 Stock are being moved 
along more quickly to 
avoid severe ground 
damage.

 Swards will be grazed 
out in the next rotation.

 Bulls are given grass on 
a daily or 12-hour basis to 
keep them settled.

KEY POINTS

Kennedy homestead hosts 
fi rst farm walk: preview of 

the fi rst national BETTER Farm 
walk of 2015 outside New Ross, 
Co Wexford – BETTER farm >> 46
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W
armer tempera-
tures have resulted 
in grass growth 
increasing right 
across the country 

in the past week. However, 
continued heavy rain and 
unsettled weather conditions 
have meant that utilisation 
is still a struggle in many 
areas. 

With utilisation under 
pressure, the farmers in the 
programme are currently 
focusing on reducing ground 
damage, with the aim to re-
graze these areas when con-

ditions allow. On heavy land, 
and predominantly along the 
northern and western parts 
of  the country, cattle have 
been housed temporarily 
due to heavy rain and poor 
underfoot conditions. 

Strong winds and good 
drying weather have resulted 
in cows going back to grass 
in many areas. 

However, with heavy 
rainfalls forecast for many 
regions again in the coming 
days, farmers should contin-
ue to exercise a very fl exible 
grazing plan.

 During periods of  intense 
rainfall, it is worth while to 
temporarily house cows or 
heavy stock to reduce ground 
damage and avoid poaching. 

Using stand-off  pads and 
hardcore areas is essential. 
Once rain has ceased and 
underfoot conditions have 
soaked, grazing can resume. 

Moving from one to two-day 
paddocks will signifi cantly 
confi ne ground damage to 
specifi c areas, but excessive 
poaching should be avoided.

 Bulls continue to be the 
hardest managed at grass in 
unsettled conditions. Where 
they have remained at grass 
the focus has been on allocat-
ing grass on a daily basis, 
and in some cases a 12-hour 
basis combined with the use 
of  back fences to confi ne any 
damage.

 With average farm covers 
building rapidly, particu-
larly on farms where cows 
have been housed, there will 
be a clear focus on remov-
ing surpluses when weather 
improves.
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T
he Kennedy Home-
stead, farmed by 
Patrick Grennan, 
will host the fi rst of  
this year’s BETTER 

farm national walks. Patrick 
farms 34ha of  good-quality 
land near New Ross, Co 
Wexford. 

In total, 45 cows are car-
ried on the farm, up from 
37 at the start of  the pro-
gramme. 

The farm itself  is frag-
mented in nature and Patrick 
also works with a trust in a 
visitor centre on the farm. 
The system operated on the 
farm is suckler to beef. 

The bull calves are fi n-
ished under 16 months of  
age, while heifers that are 
not being kept as replace-
ments are fi nished at 22 to 24 
months of  age. 

Over the years, Patrick 
has worked closely with his 
Teagasc B&T advisers, Mi-
chael Fitzgerald and Martina 
Harrington. Since joining the 
BETTER farm programme, 
he has benefi tted from more 
hands-on advice from his 
BETTER farm adviser, Peter 
Lawrence.

When asked what farm-
ers will see at the open day, 
Martina Harrignton replied: 
“This farm showcases how a 
part-time farmer operating 
on a relatively small-scale, 
fragmented farm has devel-
oped a profi table suckler 
beef  system by focusing on 
key areas such as increasing 
output, focusing on grass-
land management, herd 
health, genetics and good 
breeding performance in the 
cow herd.”

Grass management
Because Patrick is farming 
on dry, free-draining ground 
in the sunny southeast, 
maximising days at grass is 
essential to minimising costs 
in the system. He has the 
advantage of  being able to 
target a long grazing season 
and over the past few years 
he has capitalised on this. 

The one hindrance is the 
fragmented nature of  the 
farm. This year, he built a 
new pen and handling facili-
ty on an outfarm to aid cattle 
handling. This means that it 
is now a one-man job to dose 
cattle; it has reduced labour 
signifi cantly on the farm. 

Patrick walks the farm 
and measures grass once per 
week. He uses movable water 
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troughs and temporary reels 
to split larger fi elds based 
on weather and grass supply. 
Grass is allocated on a two-
day basis. 

During the main grazing 
season, Patrick allows the 
calves to forward creep graze 
in front of  the cows using 
long electric fence stakes to 
raise the wire. 

He feels that this is invalu-
able as it ensures that calves 
have access to top-quality 
grass while cows graze out 
fi elds.

Tight calving pattern
Over the past few years, Pat-

rick has focused on tighten-
ing the calving spread. 

This year, calving was 
confi ned to a three-month pe-
riod, from February to April, 
as shown in Figure 1. 

The tightening of  the 
calving pattern has been a 
signifi cant help in increas-
ing output on the farm. This 
has resulted in him having a 
more even batch of  bulls to 
fatten. 

The cows on the farm 
mostly originated from Lim-
ousin crosses from Friesian 
cows. These cows were bred 
to improve conformation 
and to hold as much milk 

as possible, along with good 
functionality, docility and 
good fertility. 

Two stock bulls are now 
used on the farm. The last 
bull that was purchased is a 
maternal Limousin bull with 
a replacement index of  €205. 
The second is a terminal 
Limousin bull out of  Ms Du 
Clo. 

Through a targeted culling 
plan and avoiding recycling 
of  cows, Patrick has been 
able to achieve a calving 
interval of  376 days on the 
farm. He has produced 0.94 
calves per cow per year in 
2014/2015 and mortality was 
exceptionally low at 2.3% at 
birth and at 28 days.

Improving output
Table 1 details the physical 
and fi nancial performance 
of  the farm. Prior to joining 

the programme, Patrick was 
focused on increasing the 
stocking rate and output of  
beef  produced on the farm. 
When the extra sales from 
the increased cow numbers 
came into the system, Patrick 
has consistently achieved a 
gross margin above €1,000/
ha.

The stocking rate on 
the farm has increased by 
0.38LU/ha over the period 
and cow numbers have in-
creased to 45. 

Along with this, the output 
of  the farm has increased 
from 725kg/ha to 842kg/ha. 
However, the output value 
has increased considerably, 
from €1,252/ha in 2011 to a 
target of  €2,252/ha in 2015. 

Although the output value 
is increasing, Patrick has 
also managed to reduce vari-
able costs.

KENNEDY 
HOMESTEAD 
HOSTS FIRST 
FARM WALK
Nathan Tuffy previews the 
fi rst National BETTER farm walk 
of 2015, which will take place 
outside New Ross, Co Wexford Table 1: Target physical and fi nancial performance by 2015

Measure 2012 2013 2014

System Suckling-
to-beef

Suckling-
to-beef

Suckling-
to-beef

Physical

Land base (adj. ha) 30.9 30.9 30.9

Stocking rate (LU/ha) 2.17 2.19 2.42

Cows calving 43 46 44

Calving spread – spring 100% 100% 100%

Calving spread - autumn 0 0 0

Liveweight output

Lwgt produced (kg/ha) 1,003 783 938

Lwgt produced (kg/LU) 462 357 387

Financial

Gross output (€/ha) 2,349 1,989 2,127

Variable costs (% output) 37 38 51

Variable costs (€/ha) 881 755 1,092

Gross margin (€/ha) 1,467 1,234 1,039

Adviser comment

Increasing the kilogrammes of 
beef produced per hectare is 
directly related to profi t-
ability on beef farms. As 
a consequence, animal 
fertility, mortality rate, 
growth rate and stock-
ing rate are all signifi -
cant factors affecting 
farm output. 

Mortality at 
birth and at 28 

days of age is lower than the 
national average. Hence, Pat-

rick is able to produce 
0.90 or greater 
calves per cow per 
year. 

In 2014, Patrick 
had a calving 

interval of 385 
days and 

pro-
duced 

0.9 calves per cow per year. 
The national average is 0.79. 

Based on Patrick’s cow 
numbers, this means that he 
will be selling 37.8 calves, 
while the national average will 
be selling 33.18. 

With an average carcase 
weight of 400kg, that’s an ex-
tra 1,848kg of beef – at €4.10/
kg, that’s €7,500.

 — Peter Lawrence

Kennedy Homestead

The farm is also one of the 
main tourist attractions in the 
area. It is the homestead of 
the Kennedy family; the house 
that JFK’s grandfather left 
in the 1800s for the United 
States of America. Along with 
the usual farm duties, Patrick 
also works with a trust that 
operates the visitor centre. 
During the summer months, 
this takes up much of his time.

Directions to BETTER farm national walk
Patrick Grennan, Kennedy Homestead, Dunganstown, New Ross, Co Wicklow
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Figure 1
Calving pattern on Patrick Grennan’s farm
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This year, Patrick installed a new cattle handling facility on an outfarm in 2014. This has reduced labour input and means that han-
dling for work such as dosing is a one-man job.
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