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Contractors are able to spread 
the cost of  machinery over a 
lot of  acres and using one may 

mean the difference between you mak-
ing or losing money but the decision 
is not straightforward as the costs and 

What to consider?
For most machinery operations, 
whether it is making silage or plough-
ing, cost is often regarded as the 

quality of  work, comfort and labour 
implications must also be taken into 

Machinery costs
Machinery costs include fuel and 
repairs/maintenance and so-called 

-
nance costs are notoriously variable 
and depreciation requires an accurate 

To enable shrewd decisions to be 
made, job costs – which include all ele-
ments of  machinery costs including 

ploughing operation is shown in the 
-

lated using the Oak Park machinery 
cost programme*, which estimates 
machine repairs from the use level of  
the machine and depreciation from its 

Timeliness

its work will determine how timely 
the work will be (leaving weather 

operation such as combining where 
delays can result in harvest losses and 

On grassland farms, silage harvest-
ing and fertiliser spreading opera-
tions among others need to be done on 

-
uling will impact on timeliness on 

A delayed cereal harvest on 50ha 
could result in 5% crop losses and 

these costs could reach €100/ha or 

digestibility due to delayed harvesting 

Quality of work

machinery operations, particularly 
when contractors do the job, and only 

Broadcasting fertiliser accurately 
over a 12m to 24m bout width, for 

design, well-maintained spreading 
elements, good quality fertiliser and 
an operator who sets and operates the 

Inaccurate and uneven spreading 
will hit yields long before the tell-tale 

Controlling 
the cost of  
machinery:  
Buy? Borrow? Or  
bring in a contractor?

But whether we own or contract-in 
fertiliser spreading, do we check 
whether the machine, operator and 
fertiliser are going to ensure a quality 
spreading operation, or do we just 
select on price? 

There is a quality aspect to all 
machinery operations – seedbed qual-
ity with cultivators/drills; accuracy 
with sprayers and slurry spreaders; 
compaction prevention with all heavy 

Labour and comfort 
Mechanisation replaces manual 
operations and machines can make 

Labour cost savings can be made, and 

Cost estimates Tractor and plough
Tractor Plough

Annual use 600 hrs 130 ha
Life (yrs) 20 15
Depreciation (€) 2725 985
Repairs/ Maint (€) 2272 726
Interest (€) 2185 525
Total annual (€) 7375 2277
Per hour (€) 12.29
Machine cost/ha (€) 20.01 22.77
Machine cost/ha (€) 42.78
Fuel cost / ha (€) 15.64
Labour cost /ha (€) 13.02
Total cost/ha (€) 71.44
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 Avoid the pitfalls
Inaccurate cost-

ings: As with any other 
input, the costs and ben-

-
ery must be carefully calculated to 
allow good  decision making.

Personal views: Personal views 
about machinery use frequently 
dominate decision-making. An 
analytical approach will yield better 
decisions.

Taxation impacts: Frequently, 
in years where incomes are good, 
machines are purchased to reduce 
tax liability; however, with current 
tax allowances, there is little to be 
gained. You wouldn’t consider ap-
plying more fertiliser to avoid tax!

Poor planning: The purchase of 
an individual machine often affects 
other machines; a bigger imple-
ment may necessitate a higher 
powered tractor which may not be 

mechanisation plan; all purchases 

Farmers will tend to view comfort in 
a very personal way; some valuing its 

a labour-saving or more comfortable 

before making a decision. 

Ownership or contracting?

be valued to allow accurate analysis. 

Scale:

 Labour is scarce 

full-time farm or a part-time farm 

can be an effective source of  labour 

-

available labour. 
-

-

result in satisfactory timeliness.

Sustainable contracting

price competition. Accurate costing 
information would ensure competi-
tive and fair pricing and a sustain-

Other machine supply options
Having a very large farm or using 

collaborate formally or informally in 

supply cost-effectively. 

tractor and one-pass cultivation/sow-
-

deal.  

*Available on the Teagasc website.

TIPS
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