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GRASS to be grazed early 
next spring will be the grass 
that was grown in October of 
this year. 

Fields or paddocks that 
have been grazed off and 
closed up for the last four 
or five weeks are likely to 
have a nice cover of grass on 
them now. 

Do not be tempted to get 
one last grazing off of them 
before housing, no matter 
how good the weather is and 
how dry the land is. 

These fields are set up per-
fectly for early grazing next 
spring and should be left 
ungrazed until then. 

They are the fields that 
will respond much earlier to  
increasing temperatures and 
early nitrogen next spring 

and will return to growth 
much quicker than fields that  
are grazed from now until  
housing and have little or no 
cover on them over the winter 
period.  

Continue to close up around 
15pc of your farm each week 
to reach your target of 60pc 
closed by the end of the first 
week of November. 

When all animals are housed 
there should be a range of  
grass covers on the farm 
from grazed out (4cm) to 8cm 
which should give an average  
farm cover at closing of 500 
-600 kgs of dry matter per 
hectare. 

This grass will be ready and 
waiting for next spring!  Don’t 
undo all the good work now — 
stay out of it until next spring.

Closed paddocks should 
remain just that — closed! 

WHEN animals are returned 
to grass in the spring, farmers 
are sometimes disappointed 
with how their animals have 
performed over the winter 
period. Recent trials have 
shown an average daily gain 
of just 0.3kgs per day for some 
weanlings over the winter.

If animals are only growing 
at 0.25kgs per day or less they 
can become stunted and this 
will have serious consequences 
on the lifetime gain and finish-
ing of these animals. 

Therefore we need animals 
to thrive at a level above this. 
The optimum level of daily gain 
over the winter period is around 
0.6kgs per day. 

At this level there is still room 
for cheap compensatory gain 
at grass.  To achieve a gain of 
0.6kgs per day, meal would need 
to be fed at a rate of 1 – 2.5kgs 
per head per day depending on 
the quality of the silage. (See 
table below).

Optimising your          weanlings’ winter weight gain

these issues over a number of 
years, it often equates to a sum 
that could instead have been 
invested on building improve-
ments or a new building.

Recently, MSD Animal 
Health, one of the Teagasc 
Green Acres programme spon-
sors invited Jamie Robertson, 
an animal housing specialist 
and researcher from Scotland 
over to Ireland to meet the 
Green Acres calf to beef farmers 

I
N Ireland, depending on 
the area of the country 
that you live in, animals 
can spend between 
three and five months 
per year in a housing 

environment. 
As this equates to between 

25 to 40pc of an animal’s 
lifetime, you need to be very 
aware of the effect that this 
environment is having on  
the health and wellbeing of 

your stock. 
The costs of getting it wrong 

can be split into physical and 
financial losses. 

The costs arise from deaths, 
lack of thrive, veterinary assis-
tance sought, medicines and 
any other products bought to 
address the problem. 

There is also a cost for the 
time devoted to solving housing 
problems.

If we calculate the cost of 

and advisers at Michael Ryan’s 
farm in Westmeath.

 A lively and informative 
discussion took place and Jamie 
was very strong on his view 
that animals require housing 
appropriate to their needs in 
order to thrive properly. 

He identified the main  
animal housing problems and 
put forward some solutions. We 
look in detail at these issues in 
the panel below.

Counting the 
costs of poor
winter housing
Some of the most common problems with animal winter  
housing can be solved by minimising moisture and  
optimising fresh air, writes Gordon Peppard
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The following are some  
factors to consider for maxi-
mum weight gain.
÷Feed meals pre-housing so 
that animals are at or above 
target at housing
÷Front load the meal at the 
start of housing and this can 
be reduced or eliminated four 
to six weeks prior to turn out.
÷Batch weanlings according 
to their weight as lighter wean-
lings respond better to meal 
feeding than heavier weanlings. 
÷Early turnout to grass in the 
spring is as critical as meal 
feeding
÷Weanlings should not be over-
crowded in the pen and should 
have adequate feed space at the 
trough. They should be housed 
according to their weight to 
prevent bullying at the feeding 
area.
÷Drinking troughs should be 
kept clean and they need to be 
checked daily.
÷They should have been treat-

ed at housing for worms, fluke 
and lice.
÷Housing can be a stress-
ful event for a weanling so 
you need to ensure you do 
everything you can   
to minimise this 
stress so that 
their immune 
system is not  
compromised.
÷Check your 
weanlings for 
coughing in the 
month before 
housing and 
if you suspect 
lungworm, dose 
them and have 
them as clean 
as possible be-
fore housing. 
Depending on 
the product used 
and its timing, a 
repeat dose may be 
required as they all 
have different resid-
ual effects.

Monitoring 
performance
Depending on  
location, the win-

ter period on farms in Ireland 
can represent between 25 and 
40pc of the yearly production 
cycle on your farm.

Achieving good av-
erage daily gains 

during this 
period is 
essen-
tial in 

order to 
keep your 

farm’s output high 
and reduce the 
days to slaughter.

Poor perfor-
mance means 
extending the an-

imals lifetime on 
the farm, increasing 
feed required, reduc-
ing stocking rate and 
ultimately reducing 

performance and prof-
itability on your farm.

The best way to moni-
tor performance on farm 
is by regular weighing of 
your animals. 
Scales can be purchased 

and retained on farm for 
years of use, or alternative-
ly ICBF have a number of 
weight recorders around 

the country that will weigh 
your cattle and leave you with 
a weight report on each indi-
vidual animal. 

All this information can be 
inputted on the ICBF website 
so that all animals can be moni-
tored and an average daily gain 
and lifetime gain from birth 
calculated.

Animals should be weighed 
one to two weeks after housing, 
two to three months later and 
again at turn out if going back 
to grass, this will give a good in-
dication as to how your animals 
are performing, otherwise you 
are shooting in the dark. 

Regular weighing during the 
summer months is also very 
important.

All of the issues raised here 
need to be examined and re-
solved as a problem with any 
of them will reduce intake. This 
in turn will affect performance 
and hinder your progress in 
achieving 0.6kgs of average  
daily gain over the winter  
period.

Gordon Peppard is the programme 
advisor for Teagasc Green Acres 
email: gordon.peppard@teagasc.ie

÷Was the correct  
programme for worms,  
fluke and lice followed? 

÷Could rumen fluke be an 
issue? 

÷Have they a continuous 
supply of fresh water? 

÷Is feed in front of them  
kept fresh? 

÷Have they enough trough 
space? 

÷Was silage analysed and 
meal fed to match quality  
of silage? 

÷Are there enough minerals 
and vitamins in the diet? 

÷Have they adequate lying 
space? 

÷Is their bedding dry? 

÷Could ventilation be an 
issue?

WEANLING 
WELFARE 
CHECKLIST

MOISTURE
Moisture comes from the animals in the form of faeces/urine, 
at a rate of up to 45 litres per animal per day. Respiration can 
be responsible for up to 10 litres per day and there is rainfall 
that can also enter the shed. 

Moisture may also arise from leaking troughs, poor gutters/
downpipes, condensation etc.

Moisture in the shed supports microbial activity and pro-
motes respiratory pathogens. It absorbs energy, requiring the 
animal to use more energy to stay warm instead of using this 
energy to grow and thrive. Moisture can be a transport medium 
for disease to pass from one area to another, infecting more 
animals on the way.

It also can increase stress, through slippy floors, poor feeding 
areas, dirty coats etc.

FRESH AIR
Fresh air kills airborne bugs. 100pc fresh air kills bugs 10 times 
faster than an environment with 50pc fresh air.

Where there is a lack of fresh air, these bugs have a much 
greater chance of survival. Gaseous emissions increase and 
there are more smells and dampness in the air.

AIR SPEED
Required to move air at a rate of between 0.2 and 0.5metres/
second. Anything above this rate could be deemed as too much 
air speed and causes excessive energy losses where animals may 
huddle together to keep warm and they also maybe avoiding 
certain areas of the building. This then requires a higher in-
take of feed for a lower production rate.  At an air speed of two 
metres per second a calf needs to have a nine degree increase 
in temperature to provide the same level of growth.

If there is too low a rate of air speed then smells may be 
evident in the building as they are not been removed. Also 
bugs, respiration and moisture are not being removed, causing 
further animal problems.

MOISTURE
Sheds should have a very good drainage system in place to 
ensure that all moisture is removed from the animal bed. A 
slope of one in 20 is required below straw.

Adequate amounts of straw should be used, and the ‘kneel-
ing test’ should be applied is see that this is happening. You 
should be able to kneel down in the animal bedding and have 
two dry knees when you stand up! If there are wet patches 
on your knees there isn`t enough straw being used.

All gutters, downpipes, drinking troughs should be in 
perfect working order.

FRESH AIR
To ensure adequate fresh air is available to the animal there 
must be an inlet and an outlet. The roof should not be flat 
and should have a slope of greater than 17 degrees. The outlet 
areas at the ridge should be a minimum of 0.04msq per calf 
and 0.1msq for an adult.

The inlet area is also very important and should be at 
least twice and up to four times the area of the outlet. Jamie 
favours using Yorkshire boarding for inlet spacing as it 
provides access for air to get in while preventing rain from 
entering the shed.

He also stated that draughts at animal level should be 
avoided at all costs.

AIR SPEED
Large openings do not control air speed, they increase them. 
Large openings may create stress at animal level and they 
should have diffuse openings, like space boarding, Yorkshire 
boarding, wind breakers. Correct air speed will reduce the 
risk of stagnant areas and smells in the building.

Jamie highlighted that around 50pc of naturally ventilated 
sheds, old and new are not fit for purpose. Assess your own 
sheds for the above three points and make corrections if 
required.

THE PROBLEMS THE SOLUTIONS

Regardless of how good the weather and how dry the field, 
resist the temptation of one last grazing on paddocks closed off 
for spring earlier this month. 

 Meals fed 2.5kg 2kg 1kg
   SILAGE DMD POOR 62% AVERAGE 67% GOOD 72%

  MEAL REQUIREMENT FOR AVERAGE  
DAILY GAIN OF 0.6KGS IN WEANLINGS


