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ON THE GROUND
DONAL SCULLY

The time of year at which the
animal is born will determine how 
much liveweight gain from grass is 
possible
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Housing period under way after heavy rain

KIERAN MAILEY 
LIVESTOCK SPECIALIST

H
eavy rainfall in the 
past week has led to 
heavier cattle being 
housed on some 
of  the programme 

farms. Light cattle remain 
at grass. Conditions are 

in the west and in the north 

of  the country. Daytime tem-
peratures are still warm so it 
is important that cattle being 
housed are not stressed, are 
housed in dry conditions and 

If  only the heavier cattle 
are being housed, make use of  
all cattle pens in the shed by 
spacing animals out. They can 
be tightened up later. This will 
not be applicable to strong 
bull weanlings, however, as 
they will become aggressive if  
they are mixed with strange 
cattle.

In general, cattle that have 
been housed are dry cows, 
heavy steers and heifers. Wet 
grass will have a lower dry 

matter, which reduces the 
amount of  energy in grazed 
grass, so the cattle will need a 
higher level of  supplementa-
tion to maintain performance; 
otherwise, they will lose 
condition.  

Housing these cattle for a 

days will be more cost effec-

bale silage is predominantly 
being fed to cattle while 
housed as there would not be 
enough animals housed to 
justify opening the silage pit 
just yet. 

Bales are also being fed out-
doors to some groups of  stock 
on lush grass to offer some 

form of  roughage to animals. 
Where possible, bales and 
meal are being fed on hard-
core laneways to minimise 
the amount of  ground damage 
from stock.  

Silage samples are being 

taken from the farms to deter-
mine feed quality.

The analysis will then be 
used to formulate a proper 
balanced winter ration for 
both growing cattle and 

silage was made in relatively 
good conditions does not nec-
essarily make it a high quality 
feed. 

Silage quality will depend 
on the age of  the sward, the 
amount of  leaf  and seed 
heads present when cutting 
and how well it was managed 
when it was ensiled.

The farms will target silage 

stock and autumn calving 

and balance with concentrates 
to target liveweight gain of  

On the farms where cattle 
remain outdoors, grass utili-
sation remains the key issue. 
As grass becomes wet, cattle 
are becoming quickly un-
settled and will tend to walk 
the perimeter fencing. 

Cattle should be moved at 
the same time each day to pre-
vent further sward damage or 
further unsettling of  animals. 
Delaying moving by a few 
hours means that the animals 
will be hungry and again they 
will become restless.

BETTERfarm Beef Programme

Genced by the price of  
concentrates. But concen-
trate price alone will not 
make the system economi-
cally viable. 

Being able to graze the ani-

grass is also important.
The time of  year at which 

the animal is born will deter-
mine how much liveweight 
gain from grass is possible. 

the animal will be more ex-

have spent over nine months 
of  its lifetime indoors. 

Autumn calving is better 

beef  systems as the animal 
is at grass during the bull’s 
main growth phase. 

Donal Scully has adapted 
his calving pattern to suit a 
grass-based system and the 
demands of  having full-time 
employment off  the farm. 

There is one questionable 
aspect to be reviewed and 
that is the timing of  sale 
which coincides with the 
end of  the grazing season in 
November. Donal is working 
closely with his programme 
adviser, Alan Dillon, and 
local Teagasc adviser Derek 
O’Donoghue, to budget on 
when is the best time to mar-
ket his cattle.

FARM DETAILS
Donal farms 29.5ha (73 acres) 
of  grassland which is located 
in one block around the main 
yard. The farm carries a 

which started calving on 1 

tober. Herd fertility is good 
with 35 cows calved down 
in a nine-week period and a 

being served to increase the 

a combination of  homebred 
and bought-in dairy cross 
animals. 

As the land base is re-
stricted, Donal does not have 
the scope to carry heifers to 

Therefore, all replacements 
calve into the herd at 24 
months.  

Cows are predominantly 
Limousin and Simmental 
cross. A new Limousin stock 

with the intention of  keeping 
replacements. 

The bull was bred by 

en for maternal and carcase 
traits. The herd is also bred 
to AI with Limousin and 
Blue sires selected for use.

COW GRAZING 
MANAGEMENT
The herd is operated in a 
leader follower system. Cows 
are dried off  indoors and 
return to grass when there is 

The cows are used to clean 
out paddocks to keep grass 
quality high in the following 
rotation for priority stock 
such as bulls and heifers. 

Around six weeks to one 
month prior to calving, the 
dry cows are tightened up 
into one group on bare pas-
ture and supplemented with 
minerals. 

Around two weeks pre-

calving, the cows return to 
the paddocks surrounding 
the shed. 

They are then housed on 
straw and minerals at night 
to aid supervision. 

A cow with any kind of  
temperament issue is housed 
permanently at least one 
week pre-calving. Once 
calved, the calf  is tagged 
straight away, has its naval 
treated with iodine and made 
to suck the cow, then turned 
out to grass within one to 
two days after birth.

Cows are naturally milky, 
so after calving they are 
turned out to rough grazing 

for a fortnight before moving 
to high quality grazing. 

First calvers go straight 
to good grass and may be 
supplemented with a ration 
if  grass is in short supply, or 
if  the heifers are losing body 
condition.

COW WINTER MANAGEMENT
Once housed, all cows are 
offered ad-lib silage which is 

Concentrates are fed at a 

The remaining cows are fed 

Banogue, Bruree, 
Co Limerick

Cattle should 
be moved at the 
same time each day 
to prevent further 
sward damage or 
further unsettling of 
animals

The bulls have gained 
1.96kg/day from housing 
until 21 October and have an 
average liveweight of 630kg. 
48% of this liveweight came 
from grass this year.
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WEEK IN REVIEW

 

 

 

 
 

Percentage of farm 
closed for grazing 
until spring

Northern figures from NI Suckler 
Beef programme; southern figures 
from Better Farm programme 
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TOP 
TIP

ad-lib silage as they are usu-
ally in good body condition 
scores (BCS) of  3.5 to four. 

With the higher quality 
silage this year, there will be 
a cost saving as the cows will 
not have to be supplemented 
with concentrates as in pre-
vious years. 

Eliminating 2kg/cow/
day will save 2.4 tonnes of  
concentrate in one month for 
Donal’s herd. 

Breeding started on 10 Sep-
tember, which is one week 
earlier than in 2012. The 
breeding period will run for 
10 weeks and the target is to 
have 90% of  the herd settled 

in calf  by housing which is 
planned for early November. 

Once cows are settled in 
calf  the meal will be cut from 
the diet, which will be four to 

period.  

BULL WEANLINGS
Bulls have access to grass all 
winter through on/off  graz-
ing and receive 1.5kg/day 
of  concentrates. They were 
turned out permanently from 
mid-March on and weaned by 
keeping the cow housed. 

At this point, the bulls 
were eating 3kg/day of  
concentrates for three weeks 
before weaning. 

From turnout, weanlings 
were on a grass-only diet 
until 1 August when meal 
was re-introduced at a rate of  
1kg/day. The meal level was 
then built up to 6kg/day by 
the end of  August at which 
point the bulls were housed 

Table 1 outlines the per-
formance of  the bulls since 
turnout in February and 
the cost per kg of  liveweight 
gain. As the animals were on 
a grass-only diet until 1 Au-
gust, they would have had an 
average grass intake of  6.5kg 
DM/day from turnout until 
22 June. 

At a standard grazing cost 
of  5c/kg DM, the daily graz-
ing cost was €0.33/day, which 
translates into a cost per kg 
of  liveweight gain of  23c. 

For the period June to July, 
daily grazing costs were 45c/
day, which is a cost per kg of  
liveweight gain of  33c. 

From July to housing, 
approximately 120kg of  con-
centrates (€280/t) were fed to 
each animal. Over a 30-day 
period, this works out at an 
average of  4kg concentrates 
per day. 

A 500kg bull eating 4kg 

of  ration would be consum-
ing 6kg DM/day of  grass. 
The daily cost of  this diet is 
€1.42/day which is a cost per 
kg of  liveweight gain of  95c.   

COSTS
Overall, the bulls gained 
299kg between turnout and 
housing at a total cost of  
€114/head. This gives an 
average cost of  38c/kg of  
liveweight gain for every bull 
grazed this year. 

Assuming that the bulls 
have a killout of  60%, the 
bulls have gained 179kg of  
carcase over the season. 

HOUSING 
Once indoors, the bulls are 

ishing ration (14% protein) 
which was purchased at 
€285/tonne. Silage (€23/t) is 
included in the diet at a rate 
of  10kg/head/day, plus 1kg 
of  straw (€80/t). 

The daily feeding cost in 

ing is €3.45/head. The bulls 
have gained 1.96kg/day 
from housing until 21 
October and weighed 
630kg on average. 
During this period, it 
cost €1.76 for every kg 
of  liveweight gain. 

Taking a beef  price 
of  €4.20/kg (includ-
ing QA pre-
mium), a 
bull with 
a kill out 
of  58% 

is generating €2.43, which is 
covering the cost of  feeding. 
Fixed costs are not included 
in these calculations.

In 2012, carcase weights for 
bulls ranged from 380kg to 
400kg. Donal is hoping to im-
prove on this carcase weight, 
but he reckons that the bulls 
were 50kg lighter at hous-
ing in 2013 compared with 
2012. The cattle have to be 
slaughtered by mid-Novem-
ber as the house is required 
for housing cows. Getting 
a high percentage of  the 
animals’ weight gain from 
grass means there is a short, 

required, giving a greater 
chance for the animals to 

ADVISER COMMENT

ing cattle reach the target 
weights throughout the year 
are crucial, especially with 
bulls. 

Housing bulls at lighter 
weights because of  poor 
performance means they are 

housed on a high cost 
diet for longer. This 

Table 1: Liveweight gain of bulls in 2013


