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calf to beefcalf to beef

SOURCING THE right calf 
from day one will save you a 
lot of time and money. 

The aim should be to rear 
healthy animals with mini-
mal mortality and optimal 
growth rates. 

All these factors will be 
affected by the calf you buy, 
therefore it is very important 
to get it right.

 There are a number of ar-
eas to look at when selecting 
your calf.

HEAD
÷ Ensure that the eyes are 
clear and not sunken in the 
head.
÷ Nose should be clean with 
no discharge.
÷Ears should be alert and 
not be drooping.
÷Ears should be well healed 
at the tag with no puss.
÷Breathing should be easy, 
relaxed and not laboured.

APPEARANCE
÷ The calf should be bright, 
playful and curious about 
your presence.
÷ Coat needs to be of good 
condition with no hair loss, 
dullness or injuries.
÷ There should be no evi-
dence of dehydration.
÷ The navel should be clean, 
dry and well healed, avoid if 
it is swollen or seeping.
÷ Ensure normal tempera-
ture of 38-39C.
÷ Calves should be a  
minimum of two weeks  
old and ideally three to four 
weeks.

LEGS
÷ Animal should be sound 
on all four feet with no swol-
len joints or stiffness.
÷ They shouldn`t be slow to 
stand.
÷ Ensure that calf has a 
relaxed posture and isn’t 
hunched over.

EATING
÷ They should be keen to 
drink milk and eat solid 
food.
÷ Older calves should be 
checked for rumen fill. They 
shouldn’t be hollow or bloat-
ed on the left flank.

BACKSIDE
÷ Clean and dry tail with no 
evidence of scouring.
 Not too thin with good body 
condition.

How to source 
the ideal calf  
this springtime

Some farmers and contractors are still taking unnecessary  
risks during the slurry spreading season

Make safety a priority when spreading slurry

Planning ahead for 2016
With one year completed on the Teagasc Green Acres Calf to Beef programme,  
Gordon Peppard talks to the 10 participating farmers about their experiences to  
date and the changes and improvements they are looking at for 2016

Farming Farming

Pat feels that he can improve his 
grassland management through 
the introduction of a paddock 
grazing system. Pat will start 
introducing paddocks on the 
home farm beginning with 
the fields that he reseeded last 
September. Maximising good 
quality grass grazed through 
the paddock system will help 
improve animal performance.

He is also looking at building 
slatted accommodation in order 
that he will have the slurry 
capacity and housing space 
to carry more stock going for-
ward. New calf rearing facilities 
will be required if he wants to 
increase the number of calves 
reared on the farm. 

One area that Joe would like to 
make easier to manage on his 
farm is the whole area of calf 
feeding. 

With over 100 calves to feed 
between February and May, 
the whole system can become 
very labour intensive if a proper 
system is not put in place. 

As a New Year’s resolution, 
Joe has decided to look into 
the whole area of a milk cart, 
where milk replacer could be 
mixed and moved easily and 
quickly on a trolley system from 
pen to pen.

This will remove the heavy 
work of carrying buckets and 
pouring over high gates into 
teat feeders.

David sees the whole area 
of grass utilisation as key to  
improving performance on 
the farm. 

Keeping cattle thriving at 
all times during the year is 
key as any set back will hit 
performance and ultimately 
profit. David like Pat Bowden 
has identified over the past 
year that a better paddock 
system would help simplify his 
system and would also improve 
management.

Closing grassland early 
enough in the autumn to ensure 
a good supply of quality in the 
spring is also an area that David 
has identified as very important 
to getting stock out earlier.

Having reared calves for the 
last number of years, Michael 
realises the importance of the 
first three months and how vital 
it is to get the whole calf rearing 
process correct.

Selecting the right type of calf 
day one, coupled with a good 
vaccination programme and 
good levels of feeding of milk 
replacer, fresh straw, concen-
trates and water will be critical 
over the next 20–24 months.

Michael has also seen the 
benefits of regular weighing 
and the monitoring of the an-
imals performance over the 
lifetime of the animal. 

All of these areas will be 
priority for 2016.

Improving  silage quality is high 
Conor’s agenda and he will be 
focusing on the importance of 
closing up silage ground early 
for cutting in May.

Proper fertilisation and prior 
grazing of the sward are also 
crucial to getting good quality 
silage. He would also like to 
start selling animals earlier 
in the summer to obtain the 
traditional higher beef price. 

All this requires increased 
performance earlier in the life-
time of the animal and Conor 
feels that he can achieve this 
through, improving grassland 
management, regular weighing, 
batching groups and faecal sam-
pling among many measures.

PAT BOWDEN JOE FARRELL DAVID DRUM MICHAEL RYAN CONOR GREENE

Calf housing will be a priority 
for Christy. 

Last year there were a few 
issues with pneumonia and 
although no animals were lost, 
he feels that subsequent thrive 
may have been affected.

In response, he has done 
some remedial works on his calf 
rearing shed, where he removed 
solid galvanise sheeting at the 
back of the shed to be replaced 
by Yorkshire boarding. 

No rain can enter the shed 
but there is a good supply of 
fresh air to remove any stale 
air or bugs in the shed. 

He has also lifted some sheets 
in the roof of the shed in order 
to create an outlet and let all 
the stale air out.

CHRISTY DOWD

Having installed a paddock 
system in 2015, John has seen 
improved thrive in his heifers 
this year from having quality 
fresh grass in the diet at all 
times. 

To maintain this progress, 
John feels that a reseeding pro-
gramme is essential on his farm. 

Up to 20ac will be reseeded 
this year and a further 10pc 
per annum will be reseeded 
over the next few years. Some 
lands were reseeded in 2014 and 
John can see the extra potential 
from the new grasses versus an 
old sward. 

The land will receive two 
tonnes per acre of lime and up 
to three bags of 10/10/20 de-
pending on soil sample results.

JOHN LALOR

A health plan is very important 
in any stock raising enterprise, 
but this becomes even more 
important where all calves that 
are bought in are coming from 
a lot of different sources. 

Many calves arrive on farm 
with no record of how much, 
the quality or how early in life 
they received colostrum. 

All these factors have a huge 
bearing on the long term health 
of the animal. 

Ben realises that it is essen-
tial to have a good health plan 
drawn up and he has done 
this in conjunction with his 
local vet. 

He intends to strongly adhere 
to it in order to help maximise 
performance.

BEN SWEENEY

Minimising mortality and keep-
ing as many as possible of the 
bought in calves alive on the 
farm is  Eamon’s priority. 

The key to this is sourcing a 
good quality calf at least three 
to four weeks old. Management 
priorities will include feed-
ing enough good quality milk 
replacer, along with a good 
supply of fresh water and straw 
coupled with getting the calf 
eating at least one kg per day 
of a high protein concentrate.

All animals will be vaccinated 
for pneumonia and IBR while 
coccidiosisis is monitored. Like 
all participating farmers, Ea-
mon stresses the importance 
of the first three months for 
calf thrive.

EAMON KIRK

Improving silage quality will 
be Michael’s main priority in 
2016. With many fields reseed-
ed in the last number of year, 
there are good quality swards 
on the farm. 

He will close silage fields in 
early April and fertilise them 
well. 

Silage will be harvest-
ed at the end of May before  
heading out, and achieving a 
silage quality well in excess 
of 70pc DMD should be very 
achievable. 

Having put in a lot of pad-
docks in 2015, Michael has seen 
at first hand the extra quality 
grass that can be grown and he 
plans to continue paddocking 
more of his farm this year.

MICHAEL FLYNN

The first of a series of Tea-
gasc Green Acres Calf to Beef 
Farm walks will take on Ben 
Sweeney’s farm at Enfield, 
Co Meath on Wednesday, 
February 3, starting at 11am.

The walk will focus pri-
marily on calf rearing with 
three main stands dealing 
with calf nutrition, calf 
health and calf housing. 
Experts will be on hand from 
Volac, MSD Animal Health, 
Drummonds and Teagasc. 
Ben will also be available to 
answer any questions in re-
lation to his farming system 
and calf rearing practises.

All aspects of calf rearing 
will be discussed and any-
one with any interest in calf 
rearing, nutrition and health 
should attend.

Parking will be available 
at the Church of Assump-
tion, Enfield (Jordanstown 
Church), 3km from the farm 
and farmers will be bussed 
from there. There will be no 
parking facilities on farm 
so please follow signs to the 
church car park. Directions 
will be in place from Enfield.

Ben, originally from Gal-
way moved to Enfield in the 
1980s and he now farms 
over 260 acres. There are 25 
suckler cows and followers 
on the farm and up to 200 
calves are reared each year. 

These calves are primarily 
Friesian bull calves that are 
intended for slaughter at 
18 months. The calves are 
reared using different meth-
ods. Some are reared on an 
automatic Volac feeder, some 
on teat feeders.

In order to make maxi-
mum use of the automatic 
feeder, a number of batches 
are reared throughout the 
year, with one batch reared 
before Christmas and gen-
erally two batches reared in 
the spring.

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

Green Acres
farm walks
commence

WITH MANY slurry tanks on farms 
now reaching capacity, and with the 
spreading dates opened in many 
counties, (Cavan, Monaghan, Leitrim 
and Donegal will open after January 
31) many farmers are spreading slur-
ry to reduce levels in their tanks and 
create more capacity for the remain-
ing winter period ahead.

Slurry is a highly dangerous sub-
stance and great care and precautions 
should be taken when handling it. 

Much media coverage over the 
past few years has been given to the 
dangers of slurry gases and the tragic 
consequences that can occur, ulti-
mately resulting in death, but I still 

see and hear of farmers and contrac-
tors taking unnecessary risks.

Gases such as hydrogen sulphide, 
carbon dioxide, ammonia and meth-
ane are produced during the break-
down of slurry by bacteria.

Poisonous
Hydrogen sulphide gas is poisonous 
to both man and beast. It is fatal and 
one breath of it can kill. It is found 
above ground level where there is 
little ventilation. 
÷ At high concentrations it cannot be 
smelled.
÷Precautions to be followed when 
agitating slurry

÷Always agitate on a windy day.
÷Open up all doors and outlets.
÷Ensure that no animals or humans 
are present in the shed.
÷Do not stand or stoop near agitation 
points when agitating.
÷Do not enter the shed for at least one 
hour after agitation.
÷Toxic gases can remain in the tank 
even when it is emptied, therefore do 
not enter a slurry tank.

Take a few minutes longer when 
you are setting up to go slurry agi-
tating to ensure a safe environment 
for you and your animals and don`t 
become a victim of a terrible farm 
tragedy.

The ideal calf should be bright and 
playful in appearance and its coat 
needs to be of good condition with no 
hair loss, dullness or injuries.


