Today’sfarm

)MPROVEmOCK
performance
Improving grassland
management on sheep
farms could radically
increase grass dry
matter production

The aim is to have
enough grass to
match ewes’ demand.

Phil Creighton and Ciaran Lynch
Teagasc Animal and Grassland
Research & Innovation Programme
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mproving grassland production
and utilisation is one of the biggest challenges, and opportunities, on sheep farms. There’s always
scope to improve some aspect of
grassland management irrespective
of location, land quality or prevailing
weather conditions.
The main hurdle is making the
decision to address this key task.
But experience from the BETTER
farms sheep programme shows that
managing grass effectively has given
the best return on investment on the
farms.

Where to start

Striking the balance between meeting
current demands and maintaining
sward quality can be daunting. It can
also be hard to relate to the various guidelines and targets
reported from research.
The best way to learn
and make progress is by
getting out there and
gaining the necessary
experience by seeing
what is happening on
your own farm. Simply
measure your grass supply and use this information to make your grazing
decisions.
To help you get to grips with
grass measuring and management,
Teagasc has released a sward stick
(see picture).
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The sward stick will help you to
train your eye to measure the amount
of grass on the paddocks. It also
provides some useful guidelines for
management.
For those who want to go a step
further, a platemeter or the cut-andweigh method using a shears and
quadrat will enable more accurate
measurements. To get the most from
these measurements, Teagasc has
developed the Pasturebase Ireland
system.
This web-based grassland management tool assists with recording and
budgeting of grass supply. Furthermore, it also has a facility for farmers
to view the supply and demand of
other farmers in their own area with
similar systems.
Pasturebase also has a capability
that will allow your Teagasc advisor to log in and view your weekly
measurements and offer real-time
advice where needed. If you are a
sheep farmer interested in measuring
grass this season, contact your local
Teagasc advisor who can explain the
necessary steps involved and help
get you enrolled on the Pasturebase
Ireland system.
%HQHoWVLQFOXGH
vImproved animal performance.
vKnowing the optimum stage to graze
and remove sheep from paddocks.
vMatching grass supply to demand.
vComparisons with other farmers in
your area.

(OWWELLAREYOURlELDSPERFORMING
In an era where measuring performance has become ever more important, how does our grassland actually perform? You may be familiar
ZLWKoJXUHVTXRWHGRI W'0KD
being produced on dairy farms but
how do drystock farms compare?
The research demonstration farm
in Athenry is producing an average
JUDVV\LHOGRI WKDSHUDQQXP
with the BETTER farms producing
EHWZHHQDQGW'0KDLQ
In most cases, the area you farm is

ISSUES &

CHALLENGES
)SSUES
(AVINGSUFlCIENTGRASSSUPPLYINSPRING
for sheep farms operating a grassbased system requires planning.
4HEREAREANUMBEROFFACTORSINmU-

Figure 1
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+EYMESSAGES
sOn this farm, the top-performing
paddocks are producing nearly
twice as much grass as the poorest paddocks.
sIn practical terms, the top performing paddocks are being grazed
10 to 12 times within the grazing season. By comparison, the
poorest paddocks are only being
GRAZEDlVETOSIXTIMES
sIdentifying these poorer paddocks
and putting a plan in place to deal
with them is critical to increasing
the performance of your farm.
sThe difference is most likely due
to soil fertility issues, sward type
(reseeding needed) and grazing
management.
sAddressing these areas has led to
an increase in total grass production per annum on the BETTER
farms.

limited so it’s vital to achieve good
performance from the land.
7KHUHDUHPDQ\IDFWRUVLQpXHQFLQJ
grass production, not least N input.
So, what about grass production on
your farm? One of the many useful applications of Pasturebase is
in quantifying how much grass is

ENCINGITONSHEEPFARMS BUTEXPERIence from the BETTER farms has
highlighted some of the key areas to
consider:
s)NSUFlCIENTAREACLOSEDINAUTUMNTO
BUILDCOVERSFORSPRING
sSuitable lambing date to match grass
growth.
sSoil fertility issues
s.O.APPLIEDTOBOOSTCOVERSAND
enhance March growth rates.
s,ACKOFRESEEDINGINPREVIOUSYEARS

Paddocks

produced within each paddock, as
measured on the farm, within each
grazing season. We know from the
grass-measuring being done on the
BETTER farms that there is huge
variation in individual paddock yield.
Taking the performance from one of
the BETTER farms as an example, the
total grass production per paddock for
WKHJUD]LQJVHDVRQLVGLVSOD\HG
LQ)LJXUH

3PRINGTARGETS

The aim in spring is to have enough
grass to match ewes’ demand until supply increases and matches
GHPDQG FDOOHG0DJLF'D\ )RUDQ
HDUO\PLG0DUFKODPELQJpRFNZH
would like to see an opening farm
FRYHURI NJWRNJJUDVV'0KD
(average sward height of ~6cm across
WKHIDUP RUWRGD\VDKHDG
+RZGRZHFRPHXSZLWKWKHoJXUH
RI NJJUDVV'0KD"$HZH VDYHUage daily grass requirement in early
ODFWDWLRQZLOOEHNJ'0KHDG
GD\,I ZHWDNHDIDUPVWRFNHGDW
HZHVKDWKLVHTXDWHVWRDGDLO\JUDVV
UHTXLUHPHQWRI NJ'0KD,I ZH
KDGDQDYHUDJHIDUPFRYHURI NJ
'0KDWKLVZRXOGVXSSRUWWKHpRFN
IRUGD\V  GD\VDKHDG 
If we estimate average grass growth
UDWHRI NJ'0KDGD\LQHDUO\PLG
0DUFKWKLVZLOODGGDQRWKHUWR
GD\VVRZHKDYHWRGD\VZKLFK
should bring us to mid-April (Magic
'D\ 

#HALLENGES
4HEBENElTSFROMIMPROVINGGRASSLAND
management are clear; the challenge
for most farms is taking the necessary
STEPSTOIMPROVETHEIROWNFARMING
SYSTEM)NDIVIDUALFARMERSORGROUPS
INTERESTEDINIMPROVINGTHEIRGRASSLAND
management through measuring and
budgeting should make contact with
THEIRLOCAL4EAGASCADVISORWHOCAN
PROVIDETHERELEVANTINFORMATIONTOGET
them started.
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