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120 cows on 75 acre milking platform
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Topics 

Farming System
• First: Efficiency – costs <20c/l
• Second: Expansion – 40-120 cows

Grassland Management
• 2.75 LU/ha overall SR
• 13.5 T DM/ha grown
• Maximum use of out farm

Breeding and Genetics
• High EBI B&W cows
• 475kg MS/cow – fertility & milk

Top Labour Efficiency
• 95% cows calved in 9 weeks
• 50 heifers bred in 3 weeks
• 50 heifer calves born in 3 weeks
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Farm Overview

Key Features of this farm
• Profitable, low cost compact calving operation
• Excellent quality replacements, well reared
• Currently milking 120 spring calving dairy cows 
• Rearing 49 yearling & 50 weanling replacement heifers
• 100% AI on all cows and heifers
• Gross margin of over €4,700 per hectare achieved for the dairy 
 enterprise in 2014
• Surplus cows and in-calf replacement heifers are sold in the Autumn

Farm Details 2015
• Farm Size:  59 ha Grassland
• Soil Type:  Free draining clay soils 
• Milking Platform: 
 30 ha accessible for cow grazing 
• Dairy Cows:  120
• Maiden Heifers:  49
• Heifer Calves:  50   
• Farm Labour:  Jim, plus 3 month student, plus contractor

Bull calves are sold off farm at 1 to 2 weeks of age.  Up until the point of sale these bull 
calves are treated the same as the heifer calves.
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Management
Four key recording systems are used on the farm:
• Profit Monitor to benchmark financial performance 
 against others;
• Cash flow monitoring to budget costs and receipts;
• PastureBase grass management programme;
• ICBF HerdPlus (including EBI reports) to improve herd genetic merit.

Farm Buildings and Infrastructure
• 138 cubicle spaces for cows and in-calf heifers 
• 16 unit Gascoigne parlour (completed in 2014)
• In calf heifers housed with the milking cows

The data in the following table shows the financial performance of the dairy enterprise 
on the Delahunty farm in 2014.  Average milk yield per cow was 5,882 litres per cow 
(4.33% fat and 3.50% protein – 475 kg milk solids) while stocking rate was 2.72 LU/ha 
on the overall farm (3.77 LU/ha on the milking platform).  

Dairy Herd Financial Performance (2014)
Cent/litre €/cow €/ha

Gross Output 41.12 2,419 6,577

Variable Costs 11.70

3.95

1.61

688

232

95

1,871

631

257

         Incl. feed

         Fertiliser

Common fixed costs 7.06 415 1,129
Common costs 18.76 1,103 3,000
Common profit 22.36 1,316 3,577
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Farming System

When it came to expansion on the Delahunty farm, the order was:
• Effi  ciency First;
• Expansion Second.

Effi  ciency
Th e costs and profi tability of milk production on the Delahunty farm are based on 
operating a low cost milk production system for a long number of years.  Th e common 
costs and profi tability on the farm for the past 10 fi nancial years are presented in the 
following fi gure showing a long period of low cost, high profi t milk production on the 
Delahunty farm. 
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Expansion – 40-120 cows
Th e number of cows milked on the Delahunty farm has increased three fold over the 
past decade.  As it was by far the most profi table enterprise, Jim made the decision in 
the mid-‘00’s to change from operating a mixed dairy cow farm with all cattle and 
replacement heifers reared for his own requirements to an intensively stocked dairy 
farm with replacement heifers reared for his own requirements and surplus sold.  

Th e change in the average numbers of cows, replacement heifers and livestock units on 
the farm are presented in the following fi gure.  

Expansion has not come for free.  Th e money invested in expanding the farm is 
detailed in the following table.

(€,000’s) 06-08 09-11 12-14 Total
Quota 29 32 - 61

Buildings 29 90 122 241
Machinery 16 28 64 108
Total 74 150 186 410
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The investment has totalled approximately €5,000 per extra cow.  This is before the 
opportunity cost of the extra cow is included which at a conservative €1,400/head 
means that the total cost of expansion is €6,400 per extra cow on the farm.  It is 
important to note that the majority of the investment made took place from 2010 
onwards when there were over 100 cows on the farm.  

Expansion resulted in an increase in the number of younger cows in the herd as more 
heifers were milked.  Younger cows are lower yielding than more mature cows so 
average milk yield declined during the early years of the expansion phase on the farm.  
Despite operating a closed herd, an outbreak of salmonella affected milk yield in 2008, 
while in 2009 wet weather had a huge effect on milk yield.  Milk yields have increased 
in recent years as the herd size has stabilised and the herd matured.  

Details of the milk yield per cow are presented in the following figure 
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Th e reward for expanding and intensifying milk production on the farm is shown in 
the following fi gure.  

 
Relative to 2004, the farm profi t has increased fourfold over the intervening period.  
Th is is because expansion delivers greater profi t on effi  cient farms.  Also of importance 
is the close association between milk price and farm profi t.  As farms intensify and 
specialise in milk production, milk price volatility has a greater impact on overall farm 
profi tability even while overall profi t levels increase.  
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Grassland Management 

Stocking rate has increased on the farm over the past 10 year period.  Critically so too 
has grass production as shown in the following fi gure.   

To ensure high grass production, the soils on both the milking platform and out farm 
are practically all index 3 or 4 for P and K. Soil pH is at or above 6.3 which is 
considered optimum for grass production.   In 2014, an average of 235kgN/ha (188 
units N/ac) were applied. Th e total chemical P allowance for the farm is 250kg P (10 
tons Pasture sward 27: 2.5 : 5) Th e slurry is all spread on the silage cutting area of the 
farm.  Th e soiled water from the milking parlour and collecting yard area is spread 
periodically by contractor on grazed  cow paddocks. 

Between 5% and 10% of the farm is reseeded annually.  Paddocks chosen for 
reseeding are generally selected based on dry matter yield produced with the lowest 
yielding paddocks selected.  Because of the high overall and milking platform stocking 
rate, reseeding is usually carried out in April/May.  

To ensure high grass production, the soils on both the milking platform and out farm 
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Th e summer rotation is approximately 21 days long.  An average farm cover is maintained 
at approximately 170 kg DM/LU with the milking platform grazed exclusively by the dairy 
herd.  When surpluses arise, high quality baled silage is harvested.  Jim requires 
approximately 150 bales of silage to feed the dairy cows.  Fift y of these bales are required 
as insurance for dry summers.  

In early August approximately 15% of the grazing platform, held up from early July, is 
grazed as ‘third cut’.  Th is slows down the rotation length allowing Jim to build up Autumn 
grass.  Th e last rotation commences in early October.  Approximately 80% of the milking 
platform is grazed in October with the balance grazed by 10th November when cows are 
fully housed.  Jim requires a high closing winter cover so early housing helps to ensure 
that this takes place.

Mean calving date is in mid-February.  Th e high stocking rate combined with early mean 
calving date results in high March demand so approximately 100 bales of silage is fed at 
this time.  Th e spring rotation planner is followed with 1/3 of the milking platform grazed 
by the end of February; another 1/3 by St. Patrick’s day and the last 1/3  grazed by early/
mid April.

Th e following fi gure shows the grass growth on the 18 paddocks on the milking platform.  
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Despite the high average yield (13.5 t DM/ha) there is still considerable variation in the 
quantity of grass grown between paddocks on the milking platform.  The top third yielding 
paddocks grew over 2.5 t DM/ha more grass than the bottom third of paddocks in 2014.  
The paddocks in the lowest third are targeted for reseeding over the next number of years.  
 
Breeding and Genetics

Calving interval on the Delahunty farm was 370 days for the 2014-2015 period.  This figure 
is based on a 12 week calving period with 30 cows approx. sold either in-calf or empty.  

• The breeding season begins 3 weeks before insemination starts with all cows tail 
 painted and heats recorded.  
• AI is used on all cows and heifers for the duration of the breeding season.
• All maiden heifers are grazed on the out farm for the whole of the grazing season.
• Friesian sexed semen was used for the first three weeks with conventional AI used 
 to June 10th: then Aberdeen Angus AI used. 
 This year all 49 heifers were bred in 22 days.  
• This year 10 mainly late calving cows received a CIDR in mid-May to induce heats. 
 Last year a similar number were CIDR’d and had a 50% conception rate to fixed 
 time AI.  

The following table shows the EBI and milk and fertility sub indexes for the Delahunty cows 
and replacement heifers.
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Labour Efficiency

Total hours of work required per livestock unit on the farm is 26 hours. This work is 
completed by Jim, some family involvement, student in spring and relief milker for six 
weeks during the breeding season. 

Some features of labour efficiency on the farm include:
• Simplification of the farming system
 -  Three groups of livestock on the farm – cows, yearling and weanling heifers. 
 -  Seasonal calving (parlour closed in winter)
 -  12 week breeding season (AI by technician)
 -  Adequate handling facilities
• Grassland
 -  Long grazing season (13 week winter)
 -  No topping
• Reliance on contractors 
 -  Pit silage – 100%
 -  Baled silage – 100%
 -  Slurry – 100%
 -  Shed maintenance – 100%
• Milking
 -  Parlour expanded from 10 to 16 units
 -  8 rows of cows milked in parlour
 -  Drafting facility  

Changes in recent years
1. Parlour expanded to 16 units
2. Relief milker during breeding season
3. New calves – colostrum immediately by tube
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