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W
e have seen strong 
live cattle prices 
dominate 2015 so 
far. While that is 
positive for people 

selling stores and weanlings, 
for finishers it is resulting in 
very tight margins. 

Billy Glasheen farms near 
Ballingarry, Co Tipperary. 
He is one of  the few farm-
ers in the BETTER farm 
programme involved in a 
trading enterprise. 

Over the past few years, 
he has focused primarily on 
buying Angus and Hereford 
bullocks as stores and carry-
ing them to beef. Previously, 
he focused on turning num-
bers of  cattle quickly. This 
year, he has opted to buy 
yearlings and carry them for 
a full year to try to increase 
his margin per head.

In 2011, he ran 136 cat-
tle on the 43ha farm, 
but increased this to 
238 last year, a rise 
of  75%. The stock-
ing rate increased 
from 1.95LU/ha to 
2.65LU/ha last year. 
The target this year 
is to raise this further, to 
3.5LU/ha.

With the increase in 
stock numbers has come 
an increase in output. 
Output per hectare has in-
creased from €882 in 2011 to 
€2,094 in 2014. 

During this period, aver-
age variable costs decreased 
from 77% of  output in 2011 
to 67% in 2014 due to im-
provements in grassland 
management and reduc-

tions in concentrate inputs. 
The farm is now produc-

ing between 12t and 15t grass 
DM/ha per year. Last year, 
the gross margin hit €700/ha, 
up from €205/ha at the start 
of  the programme. 

However, Billy expects 
the gross margin to flat-line 
again this year due 
to the cost 
of  buying 
store cat-
tle in the 
market-
place. 
He 
believes 
that 
the 

increased cost of  live cattle 
this year will cancel out any 
further gains he has made in 
terms of  stocking rate and 
technical efficiencies.

Improving efficiency
There is no doubt that sig-
nificant improvements have 
been achieved on the farm 
in the past few years. Prior-
ity stock are put to grass in 
early spring to increase the 
number of  days they are at 

grass. 
To ensure there is 

adequate grass 
supply, all stock 
is housed from 
mid-October 

to November 
on and pad-
docks are 
closed on 
rotation. 
Making 
good-
quality 

silage 
is para-

mount to 
ensure cattle achieve 
good weight gains 
indoors. 

Paddock grazing is 
used to ensure grass 

supply ahead of  stock 
is maintained in top 
shape and there has 
been a focus on improv-
ing soil fertility and 

reseeding. 
One of  the more impor-

tant areas of  focus has 
been on the management of  
bought-in stock in terms of  
health. 

The herd health plan was 
examined, with a particular 
focus on controlling para-

sites. The bought-in animals 
are treated at purchase 
against fluke and worms and 
a blackleg vaccine is admin-
istered. 

Before housing, an IBR 
vaccine is administered to 
all stock to guard against 
respiratory disease.

Hitting specs
As Billy buys in mainly 
Angus and Hereford crosses, 
carcase weight is never a ma-
jor issue. He slaughters cattle 
all year. 

However, one thing that is 
slightly outside his control 
is what grade the cattle will 
be. As many of  the cattle 
purchased are coming from 
dairy cows, the grade of  the 
animal can vary. 

“When you are dealing 
with Angus and Herefords 
from dairy cows, you will get 
O and R grades predominant-
ly, but if  the animal grades 
O-, then there will be no price 
premium in some slaughter 
plants, which can be an issue 
for finishers,” said Billy.

Age, number of  move-
ments and fat score are all 
things that Billy can get right 
to hit the required market 
specifications.

Margin squeezed
The margin in finishing an 
Angus or Hereford has nar-
rowed considerably in the 
past year, according to Billy. 

In previous years, he used 
to source Angus stores at 
about €2.00/kg for a 400kg 
animal. 

However, this year, with 
the heightened live trade, 
the same animals cost over 
€2.50/kg, some €200/head 
more than the same time 
last year. In the same period, 
factory prices have only 
increased by 23c/kg, from 
an average of  €3.80 for an R3 
steer in 2014 to €4.03/kg for 
the year to date. 

For the average 350kg steer, 
this amounts to an increase 
in value of  just €81/head. 
Billy feels that much of  the 
price premium, which is paid 
to the finisher for Angus and 

Hereford, is now going back 
to the primary producer and 
rearer. 

Because Angus and Her-
eford steers attracted such 
high prices this spring, Billy 
decided to purchase some 
continental bulls as a means 
of  spreading the risk.

They averaged 375kg this 
spring and cost an average of  
€1,000. They are now weigh-
ing 450kg and the plan is to 
house them in August for a 
100-day finishing period. 

By achieving good weight 
gains at grass, he hopes to 
make a higher margin on the 
continental bulls this year 
than the traditional-bred 
steers and heifers, while at 
the same time having them 
on the farm for a much 
shorter period.

TRadIng 
sysTEm 
squEEzEd

Billy Glasheen speaking at 
the BETTER farm beef walk 
on his farm in Lismolin, Ball-
ingarry, Co Tipperary.

Average AA and Hereford store prices increased by about €200/head this year, while beef prices increased by just €81/head.

nathan Tuffy looks at how 
higher store cattle and 
marginally increased beef  
prices are affecting Billy 
Glasheen’s system

Figure 1
Finished heifer price versus live heifer price
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 ÂBilly’s system has de-
veloped over the course 
of the programme to 
the point where he has 
achieved some very high 
levels of technical ef-
ficiency in terms of grow-
ing and managing grass, 
herd health and managing 
high stocking rates. The 
trading system is, how-
ever, very open to plays 
in the market and this is 
leading to only 
modest gross 
margins on 
the farm. 

 — Alan Dillon
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