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FARMERS should hold back 
from rushing in to once-a-day 
feeding for young calves to 
reduce labour.

Volac’s Liam Gannon said 
that calves consume over 
three litres of milk, or their 
entire recommended morning 
feed, just to stay alive. He 
stressed with early once-a-day 
feeding that young calves can 
fall behind swiftly if they are 
not able to eat a kilo of meal 
a day.

“You can’t control the level 
of beestings the calf has got in 
most cases, but there is a lot 
you can do to influence the 
lifetime performance of that 
animal by what you do in the 
first eight weeks.”

 The aim is to double the 
birth weight up to around 
eight weeks, with a target of 
around 90kg for weaning. 

Rushing calves on to solids is ‘a false economy’

prove your output.” The number 
of calves reared on the farm has 
increased to around 180 over 
the past year. Pat now rears 
80-100 calves in the autumn 
and 100 calves in the spring to 
ensure maximum usage of his 
new housing. 

Pat is buying in Friesian bull 
calves from a dairy farmer in 
the area, plus purchasing from 
marts at a couple of weeks of 
age, with the aim of finishing 
them as steers at 27 months. 

The aim was to move from 
a stocking rate of 1.4LU/ha to 
2.1LU/ha with improvements in 
efficiency on the farm, with Pat 
currently on 1.85LU/ha. 

Volume
The volume of kilos of beef 
produced on the farm, which 
is the main driver, was shy of 
500kg/ha but now stands at 
over 1,100kg/ha. The variable 
costs moved from €400/ha in 
2014 to close to €900/ha. 

The vast majority of the 
spring-born calves will go back 
out to grass for a third summer 
to be killed at an average car-
cass weight of 345kg, with an 
average of ¤3.90/kg estimated. 

The autumn-born animals 
will kill out at a lighter weight of 
325kg with an estimated price 
of around €3.70/kg to deliver 
total sales of around €244,608 
or a gross output of €2,082/ha. 

It is costing around €26,000 
to buy in the stock. 

Around 45pc of total sales 
will go on variable costs, with 
an estimated €573 a head to 
cover the calf price, fixed costs 
and the margin. The fixed costs 
work out at around €200 a 
head. 

Pearse pointed out this 
means that the price being 
paid for calves is key, with Pat 
spending between €80 to €150 
a head on purchasing.

THERE is still a 
margin to be made in 
calf to beef systems, 
but planning and 

efficient operations remain 
key as Pat Bowden can testify. 
    It has been a hectic three years 
for the Kilkenny farmer, who 
has switched over from sucklers 
to rearing Friesian steers from 
the dairy herds under the 
guidance of the Teagasc Green 
Acres Calf to Beef Programme. 

Key measures put in place on 
the holding included improving 
grazing infrastructure on the 
105ha split farm with a water 
and paddock system, grass 
measuring and improving soil 
fertility. Alongside this, there 
was also a designated calf-rear-
ing house erected on the farm 
in the spring of 2017.

It was the figures (see tables 
opposite) that caught the eye 
of many of the farmers on the 
farm at Lisdowney as Pat had 
a gross margin of €304/ha at 
the start of the programme in 
2014. This trebled to €1,073 last 
year and the projected figure for 
2019 is €1,145. 

“In these calf to beef systems, 
make no mistake about it, there 
is a margin to be made if you 
can get the calf at a reasonable 
price,” said Teagasc’s head of 
drystock Pearse Kelly.

“The costs to get it finished 
are high per head so you have 
to bear in mind that you have 
to have the cashflow to get that 
calf from purchase through to 
finish at those high costs. We 
don’t want people walking into 
this system saying ‘Teagasc said 
there is loads of money to be 
made in calf to beef ’.” 

The step-by-step approach 
that Pat has taken to grow 
his enterprise efficiently were 
emphasised.

Those considering entering 
calf to beef were urged to focus 

Fine margins 
make all the 
difference in 
calf to beef
Hitting a series of health, weight gain and  
grass management targets hold the key to  
successful results, reports Louise Hogan

IS YOUR ROTATION PLAN  READY FOR A ‘GRASS TSUNAMI’?

Pat Bowden purchases his  
calves at around three weeks 
and weans them off milk at 
around 12 weeks. 

Liam said the old consen-
sus to get them off milk as 
soon as possible and on to 
solids was a “false sense of 
economy”. 

“A calf under 10 weeks of 
age will basically convert milk 
at two to one, whereas you 
won’t get the same conversion 
rate by putting meal in there,” 
he said, with around two 
bags of milk replacer needed 
per calf. He said it was now 
recommended that calves re-
ceive six litres a day to deliver 
750gm/day growth.

Liam urged farmers to 
properly study the notes on 
the milk replacer bag to avoid 
incorrect mixes.

“Nutritional scour is a big 

on calf rearing, quality silage 
and getting all the basics right. 

“If you are not hitting all the 
key points at key stages in the 
lifetime of the animal and you 
are not hitting good grassland 
management and making good 
quality silage, then your costs 
are going to go up and your 
efficiencies will go down. Then 
it doesn’t matter how many 
animals you buy as you are not 
going to make a margin,” said 
Pearse. 

He urged farmers to follow 
the old adage of “better before 
bigger” as they move to raise 
the numbers of stock on farms. 

Plenty of suckler farmers 
are making gross margins per 
hectare of €1,100 and €1,200.

 “We are not saying this is not 
possible on a suckling farm,” 
he said. 

“Even people who are suck-
ling and have other beef sys-
tems are looking at buying 
calves now. 

“We see that it is an option if 
calf prices are at the right level 
to increase output on your farm 
without a huge investment at 
that stage,” he said. “It is a way 
of getting into extra stock to im-
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FINANCIAL 
PERFORMANCE

START OF
PROGRAMME

2014

2019
(PROJECTED)2017

  

Hectares
 

105
 

105
 

105
Stocking Rate (LU/Ha) 1.4  1.85 2.1
GrossOutput (Kgs/Ha) 475 948 1,112
GrossOutput (€/Ha) 704 1,968 2,082
Variable Costs (€/Ha) 400 895 937
Gross Margin (€/Ha) 304 1,073 1,145

Key
Variables: 

•Calf Price
•Beef Price

€573
per head

To cover:

•Calf price

•Fixed costs

•Your margin

FRIESIAN STEER BUDGET -27MTHS

 

Cost €/head

 

Live-weight kgs

Calf Purchase

 

???*

 

50
Milk Replacer

 

65
Calf Concentrates

 

20

 

95
Vaccination/Dosing

 
30

Conc. June - Nov
 

45
Grass 1st Summer

 
15

Conc. 1st Winter
 

45
 

230
Silage 1st Winter

 
75

Grazing 2nd Summer
 

60
 

300
Conc. 2nd Winter

 
60

 
500

Silage 2nd Winter
 

166
3rd Grazing 100 days  40 570
Conc. 60 days  75 670
Levies/Haulage  50 (345kg Carcass)
Straw 20 O=/O-(QA + 12c)
Mortality  6 390c/kg
TOTAL €772 €1,345

issue, particularly where 
the water temperatures are 
wrong,” he said, adding hot 
water on top of milk replacer 
can damage the proteins. 

Vet Suzanne Naughton 
from MSD said it was a 
stressful time for calves. 

She urged farmers to try 
and batch them as closely 
as possible in age group, 
as older calves will have 
stronger immune systems. 
Respiratory diseases and 
scour were the most com-
mon in the early weeks. “You 
need a good vaccination 
protocol in place to try and 
combat any potential disease 
outbreaks,” she said, adding 
Bovipast RSP covered the 
two viruses and pasteurella 
bacteria most commonly 
linked to respiratory disease 
outbreaks.

THERE is no room for average quality silage 
on an efficient beef producing farm, warned 
Teagasc cattle specialist Karen Dukelow. 

Spring rotation plans on many farms are 
behind target due to the extended winter 
weather and these plans will need adaptation 
if the “grass tsunami” finally arrives. 

“You could criticise us and say that plans 
don’t work out, but it is your ability to adapt 
and change,” she added. “We need to get 
grass into these animals to do the liveweight 
gain and do it cheaply.”

The plan set out 160ac to graze over 40 
days, starting March 11, with around four 
acres a day planned. However, no stock has 
gone out so far. 

She said a bit of “creative accounting” was 
going to be carried out by lengthening out the 
first rotation due to a lack of growth rates. 

The acreage is being dropped down to 
around 115ac, excluding the silage fields, with 
the rotation to run over a month. “If we get our 

grass tsunami we’ll adapt again and flip to a 
three week rotation,” she said, urging people 
to do a simple plan and not make it overly 
complicated. 

She pointed out there would be “tight 
recoveries” for the second rotation.

Pat explained that no fertiliser has been put 
out as the land is too wet to travel with hopes 
of getting out with slurry over the coming 
days. “We would be hoping to go out with a 
bag of urea to the acre, probably follow up in 
two weeks’ time with 18-6-12,” he said. 

Currently, he plans to skip grazing the 
silage field with low covers as they continue to 
aim to produce 72pc+ DMD silage. Karen said 
the aim was to cut by the third week of May, 
with the ground rested before that for seven 
weeks. “There will be temptations to roll this 
year if there was damage done in the back 
end, damage done this spring, don’t do it if you 
have a stem. Rolling is tricky business,”  
she said.

Pat Bowden 
with four week-
old Friesian 
calves in the 
purpose-built 
calf housing 
constructed 
last year

THERE IS A  
MARGIN TO BE 
MADE IF YOU  
CAN GET THE 
CALF AT A 
REASONABLE 
PRICE

  

OUTPUT -SYSTEM IN FULL PRODUCTIONSALES

LESS PURCHASES

=OUTPUT

No.  Type  Carcass Wt. (kgs)  Price/Kg €  €
96  Spr Fr steers  345  3.90  129,168
96  Aut Frsteers  325  3.70  115,440

  

 TOTAL  244,608

No.

 
Type

 
Live Wt. (kgs)

 
Price/Kg €

 
€

100

 

Fr steers Spr

 

50

 

110

 

-11,000
100

 

Fr steers Aut

 

50

 

150

 

-15,000   
TOTAL -26,000

 Gross Output  €218,608
105 Hectares Gross Output/Ha  €2,082/Ha

Gordon Peppard (right), Teagasc Calf to Beef Programme 
Advisor, and Pat Bowden lead the way at the farm walk on 
Pat’s holding in Lisdowney, Co Kilkenny  PHOTO: DAMIEN EAGERS


