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T
he satellite group 
around Billy Gilmore 
in Galway met on 
Monday last to focus 
on grass quality on 

one of  the participants’ 
farms, that of  Pat Donnellan. 

The grass measuring 
group was formed this year 
and is now meeting every 
three weeks, each time 
discussing a different topic 
relating to grass. Pat farms 
34.7ha in three separate 
holdings, two in Galway and 
one near Claremorris in 
Co Mayo. Along with being 
a full-time farmer, he also 
shears sheep. He worked in 
the building industry during 
the boom years, and since 
then has focused more on 
farming. 

His farming enterprise 
consists of  a flock of  165 
commercial ewes and a herd 
of  about 30 sucklers selling 
the best bull calves in the 
autumn and the remainder 
as stores in the spring. As 
the suckler herd is spring-
calving, and the ewes are 
mid-season lambing, grass 
demand early in the year is 
high.

Maintaining grass quality
Up to last week, grass qual-
ity was good on the farm. 
Pat said the difficult spring 
had left some fields damaged 
and at times it was hard to 
graze out fields adequately. 
However, in the past few 
weeks ground has dried up 
considerably and utilisation 
in the last round of  grazing 
has been good. 

To control grass and speed 
up the rotation, Pat took out 

surplus paddocks as bales.
The home farm is divided 

into two sections, with a 
roadway splitting them. For 
that reason, Pat has split the 
suckler herd and ewe flock, 
running them in two sepa-
rate groups either side of  
the road to avoid the need for 
additional labour in moving 
stock across the road.

With the farm stocked at 
just 1.8LU/ha, grass demand 
is 42kg DM/ha. With growth 
averaging from 40-60kg DM/
ha over the past few weeks, 
grass supply is building. In 
addition, silage aftergrass 
will be available for grazing 
in the next few weeks.

Paddock size
It takes time for every group 
to bed in, and get to a situ-
ation where they can freely 
discuss their ideas in an 
open forum. With many 
participants having only at-
tended six to eight meetings, 
it was evident that even at 
this stage members were 
coming out of  their shells to 
offer their thoughts.

It was widely agreed that 

the fields being used for 
grazing are too large. Some 
members suggested split-
ting these into two to four 
subdivisions to aid grassland 
management. There were di-
vided views on whether to do 
this with permanent fences 
or to use temporary reels and 
wire to do so. Billy Gilmore 
pointed out that he has been 
successful in using tempo-
rary electric fences to graze 
sheep, using three strands 
of  electric wire. In terms of  
the ideal field or paddock 
size, the group was leaning 
towards divisions that would 
be grazed out in three to five 
days. However, the size will 
depend widely on the num-
ber of  animals in the group 
and the grass demand of  that 
group. There are currently 
two large fields of  about 3ha 
(field A) and 3.2ha (field B)
that are being grazed by two 
groups of  ewes, lambs, cows 
and calves. Mixed grazing is 
taking place currently. One 
of  the fields being grazed 
can be cut (field A), while 

the other is a little rough for 
a mower. For that reason, 
one suggestion is to move 
all the stock back together 
into one group to graze out 
the rough field in the coming 
days. The other field that is 
a little strong could be left 
for a few weeks and cut as 
surplus bales. Other sug-
gestions were to divide both 
fields with strip wires and 
graze off  in sections, taking 
out the surplus in the coming 
weeks. With Pat consider-
ing weaning lambs in the 
next two weeks, this also 
has to be taken into account 
when planning grassland 
management. This will leave 
him with a large group of  
dry ewes which can be used 
to graze swards that are of  
lesser quality harder without 
hitting lamb performance. 
The group was adamant 
that until lambs are weaned, 
good-quality grass needs to 
be kept in front of  them. In 
addition to the issue of  the 
two fields where grass is 
heading out slightly, there is 

an eight-acre field adjoining 
field B with a grass cover of  
about 8cm (1,150kg Dm/ha) 
suitable for lambs to creep on 
to. After some discussion, the 
group agreed with the idea 
of  moving the stock together 
to eat out field B, while also 
exploring the option of  divid-
ing the 6.5-acre field with an 
ideal cover of  grass on it and 
creep graze it with lambs 
to maintain high levels of  
weight gain.

Pat said he has increased 
grass growth substantially 
on the farm in the past few 
years. He has moved away 
from set stocking and is 
implementing a paddock 
grazing system. He admitted 
that since moving away from 
set-stocking, he is now under-
stocked to utilise the grass 
that is currently growing on 
the farm. The focus in the 
next few years is to increase 
suckler cow numbers to 
about 35 and increase the 
sheep flock also.

Group facilitator Gabriel 
Trayors and BETTER farm 

adviser Catherine Egan both 
detailed the key figures the 
group should be targeting 
at the moment. They are all 
measuring grass, using the 
Teagasc excel system or Pas-
turebase. 

Gabriel showed them the 
ideal cover for this time of  
the year. He said that with 
grass tending to get a little 
strong, they should be going 
in at about 8cm (1,150kg Dm/
ha). Days ahead should be 
around the target of  14. 

Where they are well above 
this, it may be time to con-
sider removing surpluses. 
Catherine used an example 
of  one of  their grass wedges 
to demonstrate what to look 
for, how to use the demand 
line and identify paddocks 
that can be removed as sur-
plus silage. 

On the issue of  fertiliser 
input, the group’s view was 
clear – even those lowly 
stocked need to apply even a 
little at the moment to keep 
grass growing and as leafy as 
possible.

Focus 
on grass 
quality

BETTER Farm Satellite group members John Byrne, Nigel O’Kane, Joe Flaherty, Denis McHugh, Francis McGrath, Pat Donnellan, 
Gabriel Trayers, Billy Gilmore and Catherine Egan. At the meeting, they launched a grass measuring notebook.

Nathan Tuffy catches up with 
the satellite group around Billy 
Gilmore in Galway to see what 
they are doing in terms of 
grassland management

Group member views

Denis McHugh: “Since put-
ting in the paddocks, I found 
that cattle are much easier 
to move. Once you rattle the 
gate, they know they are get-
ting a change. Calves are in 
better condition and cows as 
well, and the cows seem to be 
coming in heat quicker than 
before.”

John Byrne: “To get grass 
quality right, spring manage-
ment is very important. It sets 
the farm up for the year. By 
grass measuring you know 
what grass is on front of you 
and you can manage it much 
better.”

Joe Flaherty: “You can get a 
lot more potential from your 
land by managing grass better. 
You can have more stock and 
produce heavier cattle for 
their age.’’

Pat Donnellan: “There is a lot 
of talk about reseeding, but if 
you don’t have the Ps and Ks 
right, or the pH, or if you don’t 
have a high enough stocking 
rate, then there is little point 
to reseeding. Get more out 
of what you have first before 
spending money reseeding.’’

The ideal cover of 8cm 
(1,150kgDm/ha). The group 
suggested to Pat Donnellan to 
start grazing this field in the 
next week  for creep graz-
ing lambs or grazing weaned 
lambs on. 


