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O
n behalf  of  Teagasc and 
the management team of  
the Teagasc/Irish Farm-
ers Journal BETTER 
farm beef  programme, 

I would like to welcome you to 
today’s event. I would fi rstly like 
to acknowledge the support of  
our sponsors – ABP, Dawn Meats, 
FBD and Kepak Group – and our 
programme partner, the Irish 
Farmers Journal, who have been 
instrumental to the success of  
the programme over the past fi ve 
years. 

The autumn series of  four farm 
walks is targeted at helping you 
make the right decisions to set 
your farm up for optimum perfor-
mance throughout the year. 

MAXiMiSiNG PERFoRMANcE
If  2014 taught us anything, it is 
the value of  maximising perfor-
mance from grass-based systems. 
Achieving optimum performance 
from grass was a signifi cant 
contributor to the average gross 

margin increasing from €593/ha 
in 2013 to €829/ha in 2014.

A focus since the programme 
started has been capitalising on 
the potential of  improved grass-
land performance through grass 
budgeting, increasing the number 
of  grazing paddocks, early graz-
ing, addressing soil fertility and 
so on. These changes or improve-
ments in breeding, which are also 
a key focus of  today’s event, do 
not happen overnight. All of  our 
autumn farm walk hosts – Niall 
and Jane Patterson, Sean Power, 
David Walsh and Michael Smith – 
have made impressive gains since 
joining the programme. We have 
no doubt with their commitment 
and management skills that this 
will continue in 2015.

We hope that you will fi nd 
today’s walk both informative 
and practical and hope that you 
can take home some messages to 
improve the profi tability of  your 
own farm. 

Focus on improved performance

PRoGRAMME MANAGEMENT TEAM
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 32 1.49 427 953 181 175 126 176 37 710 243

2012 32 1.72 465 1,088 158 133 142 217 123 800 287

2013 32 1.82 467 1,200 329 205 124 258 131 1,080 120

2014 32 1.87 452 1,370 183 234 130 261 84 918 453

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

N
iall Patterson and his 
mother Jane joined the 
Teagasc/Irish Farmers 
Journal BETTER farm 
beef  programme in 2012 

and operate a mixed suckling-
to-weanling system with a sheep 
enterprise on very heavy, difficult 
land. 

The farm is located about 5km 
outside the town of  Carrigal-
len, Co Leitrim. It extends to 32 
adjusted hectares in three loca-
tions within a 1km radius of  the 
farmyard. 

The suckler herd consists of  30 
Limousin cows that calve from De-
cember. The background breeding 
in the herd comprises of  maternal 
Limousin AI sires and a stock bull 
sired by Grahams Unbeatable, 
while some cows are bred by AI 
Simmental and Belgian Blue sires. 
Saler sires are now being selected 
to breed replacements to increase 
milk in the herd. 

The male calves are sold as bull 
weanlings at around 10 months 
at an average weight of  400kg. 
Heifers that are not retained as 
replacements are sold at 10 
to 12 months at an aver-
age weight of  360kg. 
Lighter weanlings are 

kept over the winter and sold in 
early spring. 

As the farm land is very heavy, 
Niall and Jane introduced sheep 
into their system in 2012 in order 
to improve grass utilisation, in-
crease stocking rate and output. 
This year, 70 ewes and 30 ewe 
lambs started lambing from 17 
March, which are a mix of  mule, 
Suffolk and Texel crossbred ewes. 
The ewes scanned at 2.08 lambs 
per ewe last year. 

Land type is extremely heavy, 
with the soil profile consisting of  
a heavy clay topsoil with a blue-
grey daub sublayer, which has 
poor levels of  permeability.

After the very bad summer and 
spring of  2012 and 2013, they made 
a decision to drain three of  the 
wettest paddocks. After careful 
planning, 3.5ha was drained ex-
tensively in early summer 2013. A 
further 3ha was drained in 2015.

The cost of  carrying out drain-
age on land is high, but Niall and 
Jane are very happy with the 
results and now have land with a 
much higher production capabil-

ity. 
Reseeding and setting up 

paddocks form the cor-
nerstone of  their efforts 

Niall Patterson – Leitrim

BETTER farm autumn walks.indb   4 27/08/2015   16:36:29



FA
R

M
ERFOCUS

2015 | Teagasc/Irish Farmers Journal BETTER farm programme | 5

Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 32 1.49 427 953 181 175 126 176 37 710 243

2012 32 1.72 465 1,088 158 133 142 217 123 800 287

2013 32 1.82 467 1,200 329 205 124 258 131 1,080 120

2014 32 1.87 452 1,370 183 234 130 261 84 918 453

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

Measure 2011 2014 2013 average ePM

System Suckling-to-weanling

Physical

Land base (adj. ha) 32 32 37

Stocking rate (LU/ha) 1.49 1.87 1.45

Cows calving 38 32

Liveweight output

Liveweight produced (kg/ha) 427 452 407

Liveweight produced (kg/LU) 286 348 281

Financial

Gross output (€/ha) 953 1370 879

Variable costs (% of output) 83% 81% 67%

Variable costs (€/ha) 710 918 587

Gross margin (€/ha) 243 453 292

Table 1: Target physical and financial performance

to extract cheaper weight gain 
from calves. During the course of  
the programme, Niall and Jane 
have made a number of  improve-
ments, such as better grassland 
management and improved 
weight gains achieved. A combi-
nation of  earlier grazing with the 
ewes in spring, extended grazing 
in autumn and constant monitor-
ing of  grass quality has enabled 
them to offer top-quality grass 
to priority stock throughout the 
grazing season. 

Niall and Jane have been com-
pleting a profit monitor, which 
gives them a better overall picture 

of  how the farm is performing. 
The farm has shown an increase 
in stocking rate and output value 
since it joined the programme. 
The farm gross margin has in-
creased from €243/ha in 2011 to 
€453/ha in 2014, an 86% increase. 
The fodder crisis in 2013 reduced 
gross margin significantly. 

With the very heavy soil, the 
cost of  production is going to be 
higher. This is due to longer win-
ters, difficult ground conditions in 
early spring and late autumn and 
the threat of  a poor summer, lead-
ing to stock being housed during 
the main grazing season.
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Carrick-on-
Shannon

Carrigallen

Niall Patterson’s farm

CO 
LEITRIM
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2011-
2012

2012-
2013

2013-
2014

2014-
2015

National  
averages

Total number of calvings

      Number of cows 38 36 32 27

      Number of heifers 7 7 5 4

Calving interval 372 384 394 372 412

Mortality at birth % 0 2.9 3 0 4.5

Mortality at 28 days % 0 5.9 3 3.6 5.6

Females not calved in period % 0 3 0 0 13

Calves per cow per year 0.97 0.86 0.94 0.96 0.79

Table 1: Three-year calving performance statistics

Functional cows
A key goal in running an efficient 
suckler system is good breeding 
management and herd fertility. 
Niall and Jane have very func-
tional cows, capable of  rearing 
excellent-quality weanlings with 
good weight for age. During the 
breeding season, cows are served 
by AI for the first eight weeks. 
The stock bull is used when cattle 
are out at grass. The stock bull is 
sired by Ampertaine Commander, 
with good maternal traits. 

FERTiLiTy
They have focused on fertility 
within the herd, with 43% of  the 
herd now calved in less than 365 
days and 35% of  the herd calved 
between 366 and 390 days in the 
2014/2015 breeding year. The aver-
age calving interval was running 
at 394 days in 2013, which was re-
duced to 372 days in 2013-2014. 

Calving interval in 2015-2016 
is targeted to be back to 365 days 
or better, while further focus is 
on tightening the calving spread 
from 20 weeks. 

Drainage on 
heavy land  
Most of  the farm was drained in 
the early 1970s and had worked 
very well, but over the last decade, 
a lot of  the old drains have broken 
down. The Pattersons have been 
replacing the drainage systems on 
the worst-affected fields over the 
last number of  years. 

Field drains have been cleaned 
and deepened where necessary, 
and hedges have been trimmed 
and cut down to allow in more 
light. Drains were installed at a 
depth of  0.8m (30in to 32in) and 
located at approximately 20 metre 
spacings. 80mm land drainage 
pipes were used in the shores and 
these were filled to within 6in 
of  the surface with 40mm clean 
stone. 

The shores were placed running 
across the slope and then a mole 
plough was pulled down the slope 
to catch as much water as pos-
sible. Fields were then ploughed 
and reseeded to level them out and 
complete the drainage work.
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 98.2 1.90 595 1,221 243 114 22 69 98 546 701

2012 98.7 1.84 584 1,282 227 133 62 96 58 575 719

2013 96.3 2.36 702 1,768 570 170 48 90 128 1,006 794

2014 96.3 2.45 774 1,946 734 177 57 142 96 1,207 967

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

S
ean Power joined phase 
two of  the Teagasc/Irish 
Farmers Journal BETTER 
farm beef  programme in 
2012. Sean farms 118ha 

with his family outside John-
stown, Co Kilkenny. 

The farm is all in grass and is 
divided into four blocks, which 
are all within a six-mile radius. 
The largest block of  land is 56ha 
and the smallest block is 13ha. 
The majority of  the farm is free-
draining limestone land, which 
has great potential for getting 
cattle out to grass in early spring 
for a long grazing season. 

Sean is one of  two farmers 
in the programme operating a 
trading beef  system. Sean oper-
ates a heifer yearling-to-beef  
finishing system. The heifers 
are purchased in marts at 
approximately one year 
old and finished on the 
farm at grass or dur-
ing the winter hous-
ing period. 

Heifers are 
normally killed at 
300kg carcase, with 
most animals grad-
ing R. Sean has been 

Sean Power - Kilkenny
buying better quality animals and 
his average carcase weight in 2014 
was 319kg. 

Sean also runs a mid-season 
lambing flock of  170 ewes, with all 
lambs finished on-farm. He also 
purchases an additional 400 store 
lambs each year for finishing dur-
ing the winter. The sheep are kept 
on the home farm from lambing 
time and Sean has made a lot of  
improvements, such as fencing, to 
help improve grassland manage-
ment and reduce labour. 

The cattle are managed on the 
other three outfarms during most 
of  the grazing season and over the 
course of  the programme, Sean 
has erected sheep fencing on the 
majority of  his fields so he can 
graze store lambs over the winter 
months.

GRoSS MARGiN
At the beginning of  the BET-
TER farm programme, when 
developing Sean’s three-
year farm plan, the main 
focus was to increase the 
stocking rate to improve 
the output to help gener-
ate extra profits. 

Sean also wanted to be 
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 98.2 1.90 595 1,221 243 114 22 69 98 546 701

2012 98.7 1.84 584 1,282 227 133 62 96 58 575 719

2013 96.3 2.36 702 1,768 570 170 48 90 128 1,006 794

2014 96.3 2.45 774 1,946 734 177 57 142 96 1,207 967

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

Measure 2011 2015*

System Suckling-to-
weanling

Suckling-to-store/finish

Physical

Land base (adj. ha) 98.2 98

Stocking rate (LU/ha) 1.90 3.05

Purchases 211 (315kg) 500 yearling heifers (350kg)

Sales 274 (545kg) 500 beef heifers  
(590kg live – 310kg carcass)

Liveweight output

Liveweight produced (kg/ha) 595 1,224

Liveweight produced (kg/LU) 313 408

Financial

Gross output (€/ha) 1,221 2,249

Variable costs (% of output) 45 48

Variable costs (€/ha) 546 1,073

Gross margin (€/ha) 675 1,176

Table 1: Target physical and financial performance

able to run a beef  finishing busi-
ness that could sell heifers every 
month and buy in heifers every 
month to improve farm cashflow 
and reduce the risk of  market 
price volatility at purchase and 
selling time. 

Sean’s gross margin at the 
beginning of  the programme was 
€675/ha on the cattle enterprise 
and €701/ha on the whole farm. In 
2013, Sean increased the number 
of  heifers purchased and in 2014, 
he slaughtered 337 heifers. 

As a result, Sean’s profit moni-
tor results have shown a steady 
increase in stocking rate, beef  
output and output value. In 2014, 
the cattle stocking rate increased 
to 2.45LU/ha and produced 30% 
more liveweight of  beef  than in 
2011. As a result, the farm’s output 
value has increased by almost 60% 
from €1,221/ha in 2011 to €1,946 in 
2014. The overall farm gross mar-
gin on this farm (cattle and sheep 
enterprises) has increased from 
€701/ha to €967/ha in 2014.
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Johnstown

Kilkenny

Ballyraggett

Sean Power’s farm

CO KILKENNY

Bailef Home farm

Kiloshulan Freshford
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2011 2012 2013 2014

Number purchased 210 182 332 369

Price/head (€) 649 740 753 769

Weight (kg) 318 325 349 362

Price/kg liveweight (€) 2.04 2.28 2.16 2.12

Number slaughtered 268 225 235 337

Carcass weight (kg) 297 304 300 319

Price/hd (€) 1,113 1,242 1,328 1,325

No. of days on the farm 367 452 403 356

Table 1: Cattle purchase and sale details on Sean Power’s farm

A
s Sean has been work-
ing on buying in and 
finishing extra cattle each 
year to increase the farm 
stocking rate, it is also 

very important that he manages 
his grassland so that he can pro-
vide sufficient feed for the higher 
stocking rate during the grazing 
and winter feeding period.  

Sean increased the number of  
paddocks on the farm to allow him 
grow more grass by protecting 
plant regrowths and improving 
utilisation. 

Implementing the rotational 
paddock system and walking the 
farm each week to measure grass 
growth assists Sean in budgeting 
his grass supply so that he has 
more control of  his pre-grazing 
sward heights to ensure cattle are 
consistently eating highly digest-
ible grass during the grazing sea-
son to maximise liveweight gain. 

Sean has invested by erecting 
permanent electric fences on the 
main cattle farms that can also 
be subdivided with wire reels and 

plastic stakes if  need be. He has 
also invested in sheep fencing the 
boundary fences of  nearly all his 
fields, so he can graze store lambs 
as part of  his last rotation in the 
autumn. 

Soil fertility plays a key role 
in growing grass. Sean took soil 
samples on the whole farm in 2013 
and, as with many Irish farms, 
the results indicated that the farm 
was low in pH, phosphorous (P) 
and potassium (K). 

As the pH of  the soil is very 
important in regulating nutrient 
uptake and efficiency of  fertiliser 
usage, Sean focused on correcting 
the pH status of  his soils first by 
spreading ground limestone. 

Only 15% of  the farm tested 
index 3 and 4 for P, with approxi-
mately 65% and 19% at index 1 
and 2. 

Similarly, 42% of  the farm test-
ed index 3 and 4 for K, with 58% 
of  the farm in index 1 and 2. Sean 
has now spread more compound 
fertiliser in the form of  18:6:12 to 
fields with low fertility.

Grassland management
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 42 1.22 496 874 130 87 44 88 49 401 473

2012 42 1.33 458 1,031 206 95     46 66 80 494 536

2013 42 1.6 572 1,068 288 219 54 96 95 757 311

2014 42 2.15 749 1,547 253 231 132 72 72 760 787

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

David Walsh – Tipperary

D
avid Walsh farms 42ha in 
Aughnavoulivane, New-
castle, Co Tipperary. He 
is married to Therese and 
they have four children, 

Emma, Niall, Ciaran and Brian. 
The farm was once a dairy farm, 
but David decided to convert to 
suckling in 2008. 

The farm itself  is laid out more 
or less in one block, with only a 
very minor road dividing it. Prior 
to joining the programme, the 
stocking rate on the farm was 
very low at 1.2LU/ha. The farm 
carried 34 cows, with the major-
ity of  the progeny sold out of  
the shed as one-year-olds at 
around 380kg liveweight. 

Output on the farm was 
quite low and with direct 
payments declining due 
to decreasing Single 
Farm Payment levels, 
loss of  REPS etc, more 
of  the farm income will 
have to come from the 
market place in the 
future.

With a family to support 
from the enterprise, a plan 
had to be put in place to al-
low the farm to expand to 

a sustainable level and provide an 
income for the family, while not 
straining cashflow levels.

Davids priority was to focus on 
increasing stock numbers and as a 
result the whole farm output. 

A farm plan was put in place 
to increase cow numbers from 34 
to 55. It was decided that selling 
weanlings at the yearling stage 
wasn’t the most profitable method 
of  production. 

GRASS LEvELS
The farm is capable of  grow-

ing significant levels of  grass, so 
increasing the stocking 

rate to 2.3LU/ha was 
achievable. This 

meant carrying the 
progeny through 
the second graz-

ing season, 
with any 
steers or heif-
ers capable 
of  being 
finished 

off  grass by 
late autumn at 

550kg to 600kg 
slaughtered and 

the remainder sold 
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 42 1.22 496 874 130 87 44 88 49 401 473

2012 42 1.33 458 1,031 206 95     46 66 80 494 536

2013 42 1.6 572 1,068 288 219 54 96 95 757 311

2014 42 2.15 749 1,547 253 231 132 72 72 760 787

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

Measure 2011 2014 2015* 2013 avg ePM

System Suckling-to-
weanling

Suckling-to-
store/finish

Suckling-to-
store/finish

Suckling to 
wean/store

Physical

Land base (adj. ha) 42 42 42 37

Stocking rate (LU/ha) 1.22 2.15 2.3 1.45

Cows calving 34 49 51

Liveweight output

Liveweight produced (kg/ha) 496 749 840 407

Liveweight produced (kg/LU) 406 348 390 281

Financial

Gross output (€/ha) 874 1547 1932 879

Variable costs (% of output) 46% 49% 52% 67%

Variable costs (€/ha) 401 760 1004 587

Gross margin (€/ha) 479 787 928 292

Table 1: Target physical and financial performance

in the mart as stores in early au-
tumn at 450kg to 480kg liveweight.

Some capital investment was 
needed on the farm with extra 
paddocks and drinkers installed 
in the first year of  the pro-
gramme. Twenty acres that was 
heavy in nature and quite run 
down was targeted for improve-
ment. 

The land was ripped with a 
subsoiler, limed and reseeded to 
relieve compaction and improve 
productivity through new grasses. 
The farm was soil-sampled and a 
plan was put in place to increase 

phosphorus, potassium and pH to 
recommended levels. 

When David began the pro-
gramme, his farm had an output 
of  €874/ha and a gross margin of  
€473/ha. While the farm is still 
in the developmental stage, it 
achieved an output of  €1,547/ha 
and a gross margin of  €787/ha in 
2014. 

For 2015, the prediction is that 
with output increasing further 
again and an improvement in beef  
prices, the farm will achieve a 
gross margin in excess of  €1,000/
ha.

* predicted
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Clonmel

Cahir

Cashel

David Walsh’s farm

CO TIPPERARY
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2012 2013 2014 2015 National  
averages

Total number of calvings 36 41 49 52

      Number of cows 31 33 38 40

      Number of heifers 5 8 11 12

Calving interval 342 363 377 373 412

Mortality at birth % 2.7 7.3 2 5.8 4.5

Mortality at 28 days % 2.7 7.3 4 9.6 5.6

Females not calved in period % 0 0 0 0 13

Calves per cow per year 1.08 0.93 0.96 0.88 0.79

Table 1: Three-year calving performance statistics

Breeding 
Since beginning a suckling sys-
tem, David has placed an empha-
sis on keeping milk in the herd. 
When David was dairying (prior 
to 2008), the dairy herd consisted 
of  predominantly Montbelliard 
cows. 

Some of  these were crossed 
with Limousin bulls and the heif-
ers from these became the nucleus 
of  the suckler herd. Since then, 
the vast majority of  the replace-
ments have been sourced as calves 
from a local dairy herd. 

The main breed sourced are 
Limousin cross Friesian, but 
these can be difficult to source at 
times. 

If  Limousin cross heifers are 
unavailable, Angus and Hereford 
are sourced instead. These arrive 
on the farm between four and 
eight weeks of  age and are insemi-
nated the following year to calve 
down at two years of  age.

All these heifers are either four- 
or five-star due to the effects of  
milk and fertility from the dairy 

herd, so they qualify for the new 
Beef  Data Genomic Programme.

BuLL SELEcTioN
When David joined the pro-
gramme, he had a Limousin stock 
bull. When examined on the ICBF, 
the existing stock bull was only 
average. It was decided that due 
to proposed increased in cow 
numbers, two stock bulls would be 
needed. 

The existing stock bull was 
slaughtered and two new five-star 
Limousin bulls sired by Sympa 
were purchased. The bulls showed 
good terminal traits and were of  
low calving difficulty and high 
reliability. David’s calving date 
had to be moved out further as 
part of  the plan. The calving in-
terval was exceptional at 342 days, 
but cows were starting to calve 
in early January, which meant a 
significant housing period before 
turnout to grass. It was decided to 
introduce the bull later, so cows 
and heifers began calving in late 
January and could be turned out 
to grass in mid-February, weather-
permitting. 
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 50 1.68 469 864 71 102 48 164 65 449 414

2012 50 1.68 625 1,088 91 125 75 153 93 537 551

2013 50 1.64 390 915 194 198 93 182 77 744 171

2014 50 1.72 523 1,134 96 129 65 135 65 490 643

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

M
ichael Smith joined 
phase two of  the Tea-
gasc/Irish Farmers 
Journal BETTER farm 
beef  programme in 

2012. The farm consists of  50ha 
(123 acres), which is located out-
side Mount Nugent, Co Cavan. 

The farm is all grassland and 
is in one block, divided by a main 
road. The farm has a mixed soil 
type between heavy and dry land. 
Michael uses the wetter parts of  
the farm for dry cows and the dri-
est grassland for priority stock 
and silage-making. 

Michael keeps 50 suckler cows, 
selling the bull calves as wean-
lings and the heifers not suitable 
for breeding as stores or finished 
on-farm. The cow herd is split, 
with 30 cows calving from Janu-
ary to March and an autumn herd 
of  21 cows calving from August to 
September. The autumn herd is 
predominately bred to AI, with a 
Charolais stock bull used on the 
spring herd. 

The cows are a mix of  Charo-
lais, Limousin and Simmental 
breeding and Michael tries to 
breed his own replacements, but 
some have been purchased. 

Spring-born bull calves are 
sold as weanlings in the mart at 
approximately 10 months of  age, 
with weights ranging from 350kg 
to 420kg. The autumn-born bulls 
are sold as yearlings in the mart 
at 400kg to 450kg. Heifers not 
retained for breeding are either 
sold as stores at approximately 18 
months of  age at 550kg liveweight 
or finished on the farm. 

The main objective in Michael’s 
three-year plan was to increase 
the stocking rate on the farm and 
output of  beef  produced. 

Since joining the programme, 
Michael has gradually increased 
suckler cow numbers on the farm 
from 38 in 2011 to 50 in 2015. As 
a result, the stocking rate on the 
farm has increased from 1.68LU/
ha to 1.78LU/ha and beef  pro-
duced has increased from 469kg 
LW/ha in 2011 to 523kg LW/ha in 
2014.

As housing is an issue with in-
creasing numbers, it was decided 
to buy 10 heifers. They were pur-
chased at 320kg to 380kg weight at 

a cost of  approximately €900/
head. Depending on the 

live trade, Michael will 
either sell them as 

Michael Smith – cavan
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Year Area farmed (ha) Stocking rate 
(LU/ha)

Liveweight output 
(kg/ha)

Output value  
(€/ha)

Feed  
(€/ha)

Fert/lime 
(€/ha)

Vet  
(€/ha)

Contractor 
(€/ha)

Other  
(€/ha)

Total variable 
costs (€/ha)

Gross margin 
(€/ha)

2011 50 1.68 469 864 71 102 48 164 65 449 414

2012 50 1.68 625 1,088 91 125 75 153 93 537 551

2013 50 1.64 390 915 194 198 93 182 77 744 171

2014 50 1.72 523 1,134 96 129 65 135 65 490 643

Table 2: Profit monitor yearly comparisons

Measure 2011 2015* 2013 avg ePM

System Suckling-to- 
wean/store

Suckling-to- 
wean/store

Suckling-to- 
wean/store

Physical

Land base (adj. ha) 50 50 38

Stocking rate (LU/ha) 1.68 2.01 1.8

Cows calving 38 52

Liveweight output

Liveweight produced (kg/ha) 469 742 572

Liveweight produced (kg/LU) 279 369 318

Financial

Gross output (€/ha) 864 1,380 1,288

Variable costs (% of output) 52 38 52

Variable costs (€/ha) 449 523 662

Gross margin (€/ha) 414 857 626

Table 1: Target physical and financial performance

*Target

store heifers in autumn or finish 
them on-farm. 

TARGETiNG €1,000/hA
Although Michael has focussed on 
increasing his output on the farm, 
it is still very important that he 
doesn’t lose control of  his produc-
tion costs. 

During the course of  the pro-
gramme, Michael’s variable costs 
have been diluted to represent 
only 43% of  his total gross output. 

Similar to many farms na-
tionwide, the poor spring in 2013 
affected farm profits. However, 

if  Michael can now maintain his 
variable costs at less than 45% of  
his gross output, he will be in a 
good position to achieve the target 
gross margin of  €1,000/ha. 

Michael has increased the gross 
margin on the farm by 55% from 
€414/ha in 2011 to €643/ha in 2014 
without any major fixed-cost in-
vestments. This has mainly been 
achieved by growing more grass, 
setting up more paddocks, increas-
ing stocking rate and cattle sales, 
focussing on compact breeding 
seasons and keeping production 
costs under control.
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Virginia

Cavan

Michael Smith’s farm

CO CAVAN
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2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 National  
averages

Total number of calvings 46 52 46

      Number of cows 41 45 44

      Number of heifers 5 7 2

Calving interval 384 385 371 412

Mortality at birth % 4.1 0 2 4.5

Mortality at 28 days % 4.1 0 6.1 5.6

Females not calved in period % 2 0 0 13

Calves per cow per year 0.96 0.96 0.98 0.79

Table 1: Three-year calving performance statistics

Calving cows within a compact 
period and having low mortal-
ity will increase the number of  
calves weaned per cow and overall 
weaning weights. As can be seen 
from Table 1, Michael has calved 
close to 50 animals each year since 
2012. Michael has pulled back his 
calving interval from 385 days to 
371 days, which is over a month 
shorter than the national suckler 
herd. 

Maintaining two separate, de-
fined calving periods and operat-
ing a strict culling policy where 
cows that are not in-calf  are culled 
and do not slip into the spring or 
autumn herd are crucial in main-
taining efficient breeding. 

A combination of  management 
factors has contributed to having 
low mortality rates and being con-
sistently able to produce in excess 
of  0.90 calves per cow per year on 
this farm.

Michael’s spring-calving cows 
start calving in mid-January and 
finish in early April. The breed-

ing season starts on 17 March and 
lasts for 12 weeks. Michael uses AI 
for the first three weeks and uses 
an Organdi-sired Charolais stock 
bull to clean up after AI. 

Michael is working on calving 
his autumn herd during August 
and September. Michael will use 
his Charolais stock bull for the 
first two to three weeks of  the 
breeding season when the cows 
are still at grass and will then 
use AI sires when the cows are 
housed. 

Michael uses a combination of  
Limousin, Simmental and Charo-
lais sires, depending on the cow 
being serviced. This year, Michael 
used APZ, LZF, LGL, EPN, ADX 
and EPN on mature cows. He AI-
ed all the replacement heifers to 
calve down at 24 to 28 months with 
either Limousin sires FTY and 
HCA or a Saler bull RIO. Michael 
is focussed on breeding replace-
ment heifers within his suckler 
herd by using bulls with high ge-
netic merit for maternal traits.

Maintain defined calving periods
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T
he benefits of  mixed graz-
ing of  cattle and sheep are 
well documented. Teagasc 
research shows the poten-
tial for a 7% to 8% higher 

stocking rate and up to 10% 
increase in animal performance. 
This fails to take into account 
the benefits of  mixed grazing on 
farms with heavy soils. 

The greatest difficulty reported 
on farms operating a mixed graz-
ing system concerns grassland 
management. 

This can be narrowed down to 
two main areas – difficulties in op-
erating a paddock (or rotational) 
grazing system and having a suf-
ficient supply of  grass to allow 
early turnout of  stock.

These two areas have 
been the main focal points 
for farms participat-
ing in the programme. 
The main contributor to 
insufficient grass supplies 
in early spring stems from 
sheep having access to too high 
a percentage of  the grazing area 
or worse still, access to the entire 
grazing area over the winter 
months. 

The secret to achieving early 
spring turnout is operating a 
strict policy of  closing paddocks 
in a rotational manner and keep-
ing them closed. This goes for 
sheep as well as cattle. 

Sheep must either be housed 
once allocated grass supplies have 
diminished or supplemented out-
doors in an allocated area. 

FENciNG cENTRAL To GRAziNG
Rotational or paddock grazing 
is hard to implement without 
adequate fencing. With costs for 
mixed grazing higher than erect-
ing a single strand of  electric wire 
for grazing cattle only, it is often 
dismissed as an option. 

However, farms in the pro-
gramme are operating adequately 
with a mixture of  permanent and 
temporary fencing. 

Permanent fencing is used for 
field boundaries or to split one 

large area, with temporary 
fencing playing a role in 
allowing further subdivi-
sions. 

One such system 
working well on farms is 

pictured left and includes a 
single strand of  steel wire for 

cattle and two lower strands of  
polywire for sheep. 

Posts used are a mixture of  tim-
ber posts (eg 50m intervals) to add 
stability and intermittent pigtail/
pvc posts for the polywire. 

Some farmers prefer pigtail 
posts and insulators than pvc 
posts citing longer lifetime. Table 
1 gives a guideline of  costs of  dif-
ferent fencing options.

Key steps for successful 
mixed grazing on farm

Attache-
ments can be 
purchased for 
pigtail posts 
to take more 
than one row 
of wire. 
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Fence description Standard costs used Approximate 
costs/m

Approximate 
costs/100m

PERMANENT FENCING

PDM posts & hi-tensile 
sheep/barbed wire

High tensile sheep wire 
€115/100m, 5ft stan-
dard post €6.85 incl 
VAT, standard strainer 
€22 for 7ft, €24 for 
8ft incl VAT. 

€3.88/m to 
€4.13/m, incl VAT

€388/100m to 
€413/100m, incl 
VAT

Clipex fence – new type of 
fence including steel posts

High tensile sheep 
wire and two strands 
barbed wire/high ten-
sile electric fence. 7ft 
Clipex post costs €6 
plus VAT. Hot dipped 
galvanised straining 
posts and strut cost 
approx €60 each.

€4/m materials, 
plus VAT. €6/m 
erected, plus VAT.

€400/100m, plus 
VAT

Concrete posts & wire Straight 100m fence 
with one strainer post 
and one strut at each 
end. Strainer costs 
approx €15 incl VAT, 
strut costs €12 incl 
VAT. Posts €8 to €9 for 
5ft 6in to 7ft. 

€4.07/m to 
€4.32m, incl VAT

€407/100m to 
€432/100m, incl 
VAT

Standard posts and light 
gauge wire

Standard 5ft posts 
@€3.50, 7ft strainer 
@€12, light gauge 
26in-high sheep wire 
@€30/50m and 32in-
high light gauge sheep 
wire @€36/50m. 

€2.25/m, incl VAT €225/100m to 
€237.50/100m, 
incl VAT

TEMPORARY FENCING

Electric sheep netting Seven-strand electri-
fied polywire. Comes 
with 14 insulated 
posts, 84cm high and 
50m length roll. 

€1.90/m, incl VAT €190/100m, incl 
VAT

Gallagher smart fence Three-strand polywire 
and one turbo-wire 
on a 10-insulated 
post system. Top wire 
90cm or 35in high. 
Comes complete on a 
100m reel system to 
allow quick erection/
removal. 

€2.70/m, incl VAT €270/100m, incl 
VAT

Temporary electric fence – 
plastic or pigtail posts with 
timber posts at either end, 
one strand electric wire and 
two strands polywire. 10 
posts per 100m. 

Plastic/pigtail posts 
€2.20 to €2.50 each. 
Polywire varies hugely 
on cost – typically €14 
to €20 per 200m. 
Reels for polywire 
€12 to €20. Steel wire 
1.5mm €15/200m. 

€1.52/m, incl VAT €152/100m, incl 
VAT

Table 1:  
Fencing options
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T
he Beef  Data and Genom-
ics Programme has had 
a turbulent introduction. 
After a slow start, farm-
ers have in recent weeks 

started to receive more informa-
tion as to what lies ahead in the 
six-year programme. This article 
gives a summary of  the main 
tasks farmers need to keep an eye 
on to secure payment.

cALviNG DETAiLS
Farmers must register calves in 
accordance with current regula-
tions (within 27 days of  birth) and 
record the tag number or AI code 
of  the sire. Additionally, an ease-
of-calving survey must be carried 
out on every cow calving down in 
the herd. 

FARM SuRvEy
This is similar to data recording 
under the previous beef  data pro-
gramme. Applicants are required 
to complete surveys (hardcopy 
or online) in respect of  all cows, 
calves and stock bulls on aspects 
such as quality of  calves, docility 
of  animals, milking ability and 
health aspects. Calves must be 
maintained on the holding for at 
least five months. If  surveys are 
not released by now for comple-
tion, the ICBF have confirmed that 

calves over five months can be 
moved off-farm. They are advising 
farmers in such circumstances to 
record data so it can be subse-
quently submitted. 

GENoTyPiNG
Applicants are required to take 
a tissue tag sample from animals 
selected by ICBF. The number of  
animals required for genotyping 
is at least 60% of  the number of  
reference animals (calved suckler 
cows) on farm in 2014. Applicants 
should have received this figure at 
this stage from the Department of  
Agriculture, which has also said 
recently that a year other than 
2014 may be deemed acceptable 
in force majeure circumstances 
to calculate the reference figure. 
Applicants will need to maintain 
enough cows over the six-year pe-
riod to satisfy genotyping 60% of  
the reference figure. 

REPLAcEMENT STRATEGy
Changes to the initial terms 
and conditions will allow more 
applicants to comply with the 
replacement requirement of  20% 
of  animals in the herd (based on 
reference figure/number of  cows 
calved in 2014) being classified as 
four-star and five-star by 2018 and 
50% by 2020. All females in the 

Securing your 
BDGP payment
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herd aged over 16 months of  age 
will now be taken into account in 
calculations, with the exception 
of  animals purchased or intro-
duced into an applicant’s herd 
after 5 June 2015 (closing date of  
the scheme). 

On the male side, farmers have 
until the end of  June 2019 to have 
at least one stock bull on the farm 
genotyped four- or five-star on 
either the replacement or termi-
nal index (within or across breed 
basis). Those using AI must select 
80% of  AI sires used from four- 
or five-star bulls on the terminal 
or replacement index by 30 June 
2016.  

cARBoN NAviGAToR
In conjunction with an approved 
adviser, applicants must complete 
a carbon navigator by 31 October 
2016. 

Data must be submitted an-
nually to allow updating of  the 
carbon navigator and will include 
surveys on areas such as grazing 
season length, fertiliser use and 
slurry spreading. 

TRAiNiNG
Applicants are required to attend 
specific training courses related 
to the scheme. Training must be 
completed by the end of  October 
2016.
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FARM SAFETY

KEEP CLEAR of machinery such as tractors, HiMacs,
bulldozers when they are working. Stay in their line of
vision and wear a high visibility jacket or vest.

O
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M

Always consider SAFETY on the farm.

BULLS: Beware of aggressive animals on your farm.
Be sure to cull cross bulls, cows, rams, stags from
your farm.

CHILDREN: Always supervise children on the farm,
especially during machinery operations.

DRAWBARS: Never let anyone ride on the drawbar of
your tractor or any other machinery. Do not allow
anyone ride in an open trailer.

ELECTRICITY can kill. Beware of overhead power lines
and buried cables.

FORESTRY and tree felling: Take care not to be caught
under falling trees and logs. Attend a chainsaw and
tree felling course.

GAS: Slurry gases can kill. Remove all stock from
slatted sheds before agitating. Never enter a shed
when slurry is being agitated. Close agitation point
after each use.

HORSES: Some horses can be dangerous. Always
wear safety equipment e.g. helmet when handling or
riding horses. Be wary of being kicked by horses.

INSPECT: Check safety equipment on your farm
regularly, e.g. machinery safety covers, PTO guards,
fire extinguishers and First Aid kits.

JAWS: Keep away from blades of shear grabs,
mowers, revolving knives and chainsaws.

LIVESTOCK: Be wary of being kicked or crushed while
working in pens, yards or fields with livestock.

MACHINERY: Ensure safety covers and PTO guards
are in place and working on all farm machinery. Avoid
wearing loose clothing near machinery.

N

P
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W
X
Y
Z

XTRA: Be extra careful when there are children or
elderly people on the family farm. Restrict access to
dangerous ponds, tanks, unstable heights etc.

NEVER start a tractor when you are standing on the
ground alongside it.

OVERTURN: Remember tractors have a high centre of
gravity and can overturn easily. Drive slowly over
uneven ground.

PESTICIDES and other toxic chemicals: Keep them out
of the reach of children. Read the label and follow the
manufacturer’s advice on proper use, storage 
and disposal.

QUAD bikes: Always wear a safety helmet when using
a quad bike. Avoid letting children on them. 
Drive slowly over rough ground.

ROOFS: Use a roofing ladder when working on farm
sheds. Stay clear of skylights.

SAFETY: Complete and update your Risk Assessment
Document. This can be completed online at
www.farmsafely.com. Take action on risks highlighted.

TRAINING: Attend a Farm Safety training course 
NOW at your local Teagasc centre.  

UNTIDY: Poorly maintained farmyards/farm can lead
to accidents. Keep your farmyard/farm neat, tidy and 
well maintained.

VISION:Your eyesight is vital – protect it. Wear safety
goggles where your eyes are in danger.

WARNING SIGNS should be erected to warn the
public of dangers or hazards such as "Tractors
Crossing", "Beware of Bull".

YOU and YOUR FAMILY: Take every precaution to
remain safe and healthy. Assess every farm task
carefully for potential dangers or risks. Organise and
complete tasks with safety in mind.

ZOONOTIC DISEASES and infections which can be
transmitted from animals to humans. E.g. TB,
Toxoplasmosis, Weil's Disease, E.Coli ... Wear gloves
when handling livestock. Always wash your hands
after being in contact with animals.

REMEMBER:

HEALTH IS 

WEALTH. 

THINK SAFETY. 

BE SAFE!
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