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I
n most southern ar-
eas and on drier farms, 
growth rates have been 
improving and grazing 
conditions are good. 

However, farmers on heavy 
ground and those in the 
north and west continue 
to experience lower-than-
normal grass growth rates 
– although these are moving 
upwards now. 

Grazing conditions had 
improved in most areas, 
but slowly. With more rain 
forecast, conditions may de-

next week. 
Silage harvesting has 

begun on some farms, with 
other farmers holding out for 
better weather.

On drier ground in the 
south and east, growth 
rates of  70-90kg DM/ha are 
common. In the west and 
northwest, growth rates are 
running at 50kg DM/ha to 
75kg DM/ha.

Where conditions are dry, 
farmers are cleaning out pad-
docks to 4cm-5cm. In wetter 
areas, some farmers have 
started to top pasture where 
clean outs are not possible, 
but this is only occurring in 
a minority of  cases. 

Where grass supplies are 
increasing, surplus paddocks 
will be removed in the com-
ing week. 

In some cases, paddocks 
are being allowed to bulk up 

before harvesting, but this is 
only where days ahead are 
well over 14 and the average 
farm cover is over 1,000kg 

DM/ha. By taking paddocks 
out quickly, they will return 
to the rotation quicker than 
if  they are allowed to bulk 
up.

Some farmers will look at 
taking paddocks out for re-
seeding in the coming weeks 
as growth rates are high 
and average farm covers are 
building. 

These will be sprayed off, 
grazed or cut about seven to 
10 days later and then tilled 
and reseeded. 

Stitching-in is one of  the 
more common methods of  
reseeding being carried out 
as it disrupts soil the least 
and allows heavier cattle to 
graze swards. 

Ploughing is being carried 
out on heavier land, where 
drainage is an issue.
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Patrick McCarthy
Clonakilty College

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) 57
Avg Farm Cover (kg DM/ha) 1,279

Grass growth has improved 
from 44kg DM/ha to 57kg DM/
ha this week. Our demand is 
61kg DM/ha at the moment so 
we may seem a bit short, but 
we have a high farm cover of 
1,279kg/ha so I am not wor-
ried. Two paddocks (2,400kg/
ha and 2,700kg/ha) that 
were meant to be grazed are 
partially the reason for this 

to run on for pit silage. Our 
stocking rate is 4.86 LU/ha 
(3,067kg/ha liveweight) on the 
grazing ground. Fortunately, 
the wet weather did not affect 
us as much as other areas. 
We just rearranged our graz-
ing strategy by grazing the 
heavier paddocks on the dry 
days and moving the cattle 
back to drier ground on wet 
days. Grazing ground has 
been getting one bag of CAN/
acre. This will be reduced to 
three-quarters of a bag over 
the coming weeks. A number 
of our maiden heifers have not 
been cycling. These have been 
coiled and injected by the vet 
to get them cycling.

David Walsh
Co Tipperary

Farming system Suckler to store 
 and beef
Land type Heavy
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) 71
Avg Farm Cover (kg DM/ha) 952

My growth rate last week was 
71kg DM/ha/day and I have an 
average farm cover of 952kg. 
Despite my stocking rate 
more than doubling to 2.5 LU/
ha in the last three years, I 

carrying the high stocking 
rate on a purely grass-based 
system. Reseeding paddocks 
and addressing soil fertil-
ity have really paid off. I am 
currently waiting to cut silage 
once the weather is back on 
track. I had intended on cut-
ting last weekend during the 

showed high levels of nitrate 
and low sugars in the grass, 
so I have to wait a week or 
more. Silage yields are good. I 
have a good-quality crop and 
estimate it will yield 11t/acre 
when harvested. All stock is 
at grass again after the recent 
wet spell. I have bulls in with 
heifers and cows now, and will 
take them out around 10 July. 
Young calves are at grass and 
on meal at a rate of 1kg/day 
for now. I will take them off it 
later in the summer.

James Madigan
Co Kilkenny

Farming system Suckler to beef
Land type Dry, free-draining
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) 60
Avg Farm Cover (kg DM/ha) 626

The rise in temperatures and 
sunlight has helped boost 
grass growth on the farm in 
the last few days. We were 
under pressure in early May 
as we got very little rain and 
I was down to 10 days’ grass 
ahead. Since last week, I 
now have 14 days’ grass and 
growth was 60kg DM/ha. 
Sward quality is excellent as 
I got to clean out paddocks 
well since turnout. Cattle are 
entering paddocks at 8cm, 

for good utilisation. I plan on 
weaning my autumn calves 
this weekend. I will weigh and 
dose them when separating 
them. I will also vaccinate 
the cows for salmonella and 
lepto. The cows will be housed 
and then used to clean out 
paddocks. I hope to cut silage 

hope the weather will settle. 
I spread approximately one 
bag/acre of pasture sward 
fertiliser last week on some 
of the grazing ground and to 
date I have approximately 70 
units of nitrogen/acre spread 
on the grazing ground.

Marty Lenehan
Co Sligo

Farming system Suckler to weanling 
Land type Dry to heavy
Growth rate (kg DM/ha) 56
Avg Farm Cover (kg DM/ha) 1,098

Ground conditions have 
improved greatly over the 
past week. It is possible to 
graze paddocks tighter in 
this rotation without caus-
ing damage. Spring calves 
are now performing well at 
grass and breeding season is 
in full swing. I plan to remove 
the bulls by 15 June. I hope 
to have achieved my 12-week 
calving spread in spring 2016 
as I was fortunate enough 
to be able to keep cows out 
grazing over the past few 
weeks. By having the paddock 
system, I was able to strip-
graze cows and rotate them 
more frequently by monitoring 
the weather forecast to avoid 
poaching. Due to poor weather 
conditions, I had issues with 
calves getting pneumonia. We 
treated the calves and recti-

cut silage at the end of next 
week. Silage ground was slow 
to perform this year, but it has 
bulked up well in the past fort-
night. Grazing ground received 
one bag of CAN/acre, which 
will increase grass growth for 
the next rotation. 

Improved growth and grazing

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

 Growth and grazing 
conditions are good in the 
south.

 Growth is slower 
and grazing conditions 
trickier on heavy ground 
and in the north and west 
of the country.

 Target a pre-grazing 
cover under 12cm.

 Target of 14 days graz-
ing ahead of stock.

 Reseeding commencing 
on some farms.

KEY POINTS

Measuring yields of grass 
silage – we look at what 

some of the participants are 
doing in terms of estimating 
silage yields and assessing silage 
ensilability – BETTER farm >> 40
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T
he best way of  meas-
uring silage yield in a 
field is to use a quad-
rat, shears, scales and 
bag. The first step is 

to ensure that the quadrat 
is the correct size. It should 
measure 0.5m x 0.5m for the 
calculations below. If  you are 
considering making a quad-
rat, consider using tubular 
steel so that it can easily and 
quickly be moved down to 
the base of  the sward. 

When taking a sample in 
a field with a varying grass 
cover, several samples should 
be taken across the profile of  
the field to attain a true aver-
age of  the crop. 

It is advised to take the 
samples diagonally across 
a field. Avoid any extreme 
spots, such as small areas 
that have received too much 
slurry, FYM or chemical fer-
tiliser as this may distort the 
average.

Calculating the yield
Place a 0.5m x 0.5m quad-
rat (0.25m2) into the sward 
and move to the base of  the 
sward, ensuring all the grass 
within the area is inside the 
square. Using a shears, cut 
all grass within the square 
to about 5cm (mower height). 
Place the cutting in a light 
plastic bag.

Weigh the cutting using a 
scales; it will usually weigh 
from 0.5kg to 2kg. Use the 
formula below to calculate 
the yield:

Yield (kgDm/ha) = Fresh 
weight in the sample (g) x 
DM% X 0.4
Example: weight of quadrat = 
0.822kg; dry matter content 
19%: 822g X 19% DM X 0.4 = 

6,247kg DM/ha.

Estimating DM content
The dry matter (DM) con-
tent of  the silage will have 
a significant impact on the 
calculations. In general, dry 
grass will have a DM content 
of  18% to 19%. 

Where there has been a lot 
of  rain in the weeks prior to 
harvesting and grass is lush 
and leafy, DM contents can be 
as low as 16%. Samples that 
were taken early in the week 
had high DM contents. 

One thing to note is the 
effect water will have on a 
sample. If  there is a heavy 
dew on grass, this could re-
sult in a false reading. Where 
the sample is wet, it may be 
worth letting the sample rest 
for a few hours to allow some 
of  the moisture to drain out 
of  the sample before weigh-
ing.

Wilting for 24 hours can re-
sult in the DM content of  the 
silage increasing by about 
3% to 4%. This will help to 
increase intakes during the 
winter period.

Focus on yield
Silage is an expensive crop 
to grow, so to reduce the 
cost per kg of  DM, farmers 
should focus strongly on 
improving soil fertility and 
treat growing a silage crop 
like it is a crop of  wheat or 
barley. Correcting soil fertil-
ity is the first step. 

MEASURING 
YIELDS OF 
GRASS  
SILAGE
Nathan Tuffy looks at what 
some of the participants are 
doing in terms of estimating 
silage yields and assessing 
silage ensilability A 0.5m x 0.5m quadrat should be used to measure the grass yield in a field.

Testing nitrate levels in grass. 
High nitrate levels can reduce 
the ensilability of the grass

Satellite group focus – David Egar, Blessginton, Co Wicklow

David Egar farms with his son 
Tennyson only 15 minutes from 
Naas. They run a herd of 75 
suckler cows and about 500 
ewes on their farm. 

David is an active discussion 
group member in the satellite 
group around Heinz Eggert 
in Co Kildare. The group has 
undertaken a project on as-
sessing the factors affecting 
silage quality. As part of this, 
they have actively focused on 
improving both silage quality 
and yield;  looking at results 
on areas from pre-
closing man-
agement, soil 
fertility and 
cutting date, 
right down to 
silage analysis 
in the pit.

Earlier this 
week, Teagasc 
B&T adviser 
Christy 

Watson visited the Egar farm 
to take silage samples for 
ensilability tests from two 
large fields. 

David said that these fields 
had been grazed bare up to 
the first days of April when 
they were closed. One field 
was grazed slightly tighter 
with ewes; the other was 
grazed primarily with hoggets. 

Soil samples were taken on 
the farm in 2013 and lime was 
applied where required. One of 
the silage fields was index 2 

for P and index 3 for K, while 
the other was index 3 

for both P and K. 
After clos-

ing, David said 
that both fields 

received three bags 
of 0:7:30/acre (21 
units P and 90 units 
K/acre) along with 

three bags of 27% 
N per acre 

(81 units N/acre) about seven 
weeks ago.

Sample 1 
The original measurement 
in the first silage field was 
1.56kg; when reweighed three 
hours later after lightening 
it had dropped to 1.14kg. This 
would indicate a pre-cutting 
yield of 7.3t DM/ha at 16% DM. 

Assuming that 75% of this 
will actually get fed to animals 
(after effluent and losses at 
feeding), this would equate to 
a utilisable yield of 5.4tDM/ha. 

Christy also tested the 
sample for nitrate and sugars. 
Nitrate readings on the first 
sample were high, and sugars 
were 4%, which is sufficient 
for preservation. 

The high nitrates reading 
may mean that harvesting 
may have to be delayed on 
this farm for a week or so as 
high nitrate content will have 

a negative impact on the ensil-
ability of the crop.

Sample 2
The second sample was from 
a larger silage field that had 
been grazed barer than the 
first in spring – the crop was 
lighter on it as a result. 

The first measurement with 
dew on the grass weighed 1.1kg. 
However, after it was allowed 
to lighten for three hours, the 
second weighing was 0.84kg. 

At 16% DM, this would 
translate into a pre-mowing 
yield of 5.38t DM/ha. Factor-
ing in losses through effluent 
and feed wastage, this would 
translate to a utilisable yield of 
about 4t DM/ha, well below the 
target of 5t, which translates 
to 10t of settled silage per 
acre at 20% DM. In this field, 
nitrates were low and sugars 
were at 4% to 4.5%, which is 
sufficient for ensiling.

The sugar content of silage 
is critical to its ensilability. 
This can be accurately esti-
mated by taking a sample of 
grass to your local adviser. 
They will be able to extract 
the juice from the grass us-
ing a light refractometer. 

Once sugar content is 
above 3%, then it is ad-
equate for ensiling. 

Your local adviser will also 
be able to test the sample 
for nitrate. This is done using 
a test strip and the juice 

SUGAR CONTENT

Removing the juice from grass and using a refractometer can 
show the sugar levels in the grass sample.18-19%

Average DM content of dry 
grass
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