
87

23

c
h

a
p

te
r

16

c
h

a
p

te
r

Introduction
If the aim is to maximise profits per hectare, it is important to have as few 
systems as possible, know the targets achievable for them, and work to 
achieve the full potential of each system.

	 Why	is	it	important	to	choose,	and	stick	with,	one	or	two	beef	systems?

	 What	are	the	major	categories	of	beef	systems?

	 How	can	I	decide	on	the	best	beef	system	for	my	farm?

	 If	I	choose	a	breeding	system	should	I	be	calving	in	the	spring	or	autumn?

	 Where	would	a	dairy	calf	to	beef	system	suit?

	

Selecting a	
Beef	System
by Pearse	Kelly
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Selecting a
Beef	System

Why	is	it	important	to	choose,	and	stick
with,	one	or	two	beef	systems?

• With just one main beef system it is clear what the key
  physical targets to be achieved each year are. These
  include stocking rate, output per cow in suckling systems,
  weight during the different life stages of the animal and
  output per hectare.

• With a more streamlined beef system you can focus more
  sharply on the things which boost profits on the farm i.e.
  grassland management, fertility, breeding, herd health,
  nutrition and marketing.

• With fewer beef systems you will have fewer grazing
  groups. This means there will be more grazing divisions
  per grazing group which is often necessary to improve
  grassland management.

• With just a single one calving season on a suckler farm the
  dates on which the breeding of the herd starts and finishes
  can be clearly defined reducing the chances of cows being
  empty for long periods.

• With fewer beef systems on farm, you can identify which
  market gives the greatest returns. This can enable you to
  sharply focus your breeding policy or tighten your
  specification on the type of animal you want to buy.

• Fewer beef systems on a farm will lead to more
  concentrated work requirements at different times of the
  year e.g. around calving and breeding on a suckler farm
  or purchasing of stock on a store to beef farm. With clearly
  defined ‘busy periods’ in the year along with much quieter
  months you will be able manage your time and labour
  more effectively.

• Where there is only one system it is much simpler to
  implement a herd health plan. Dosing for parasites,
  vaccinating, testing and routine disease prevention
  measures will take place at the same time each year.
  With one system an annual herd health calendar means
  important tasks are much less likely to be postponed or
  forgotten.

• With fewer systems on a farm there will be more uniform
  groups of stock of the same age and type allowing you to
  use buildings more efficiently.

What	are	the	major	categories	of	beef
system?

Virtually all beef systems on Irish farms fall into one of two
categories: suckling beef systems and non-breeding beef
systems. There are a number of pros and cons associated
with each of them.

Suckling Beef Systems

Pros

• Stable beef production system where, because you have
  your own supply stock numbers are not subject to seasonal
  fluctuations in mart prices.

• Annual output and income are relatively predictable.

• You have the opportunity to improve the genetic merit of
  your stock through breeding.

• You are less dependent on a significant source of credit
  each year to buy animals.

• The system is more suitable on marginal type grazing.

Cons

• Greater work peaks especially around calving.

• High levels of skill and knowledge required.

• Long term investment in stock and capital is needed.

• Specialised housing is needed.

• Less suitable for fragmented farms.

• Difficult to achieve very high stocking rates.

1 2
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Non-Breeding Beef Systems 

Pros

• More even distribution of work through the year.

• Somewhat fewer skills and less knowledge required.
  Quicker turn-around of investment in stock and capital

• Suitable for most types of cattle housing.

• Housing may not be needed at all in some cases.

• Some systems can operate at very high stocking rates.

• Suitable for fragmented farms. 
 
Cons

• Farm stocking rate can depend on market prices when  
  purchasing stock (if animals are expensive you may not be  
  able to buy as many as you need).

• Profitability is more heavily influenced by fluctuations in  
  beef prices.

• Producers usually need a significant source of credit each  
  year (to buy stock).

• Shorter term systems are often at risk of just breaking  
  even or even losing money.

How	do	I	decide	on	the	best	beef	system	
for	my	farm?

There are many different beef systems from selling weanlings 
through to finishing steers or bulls.  The decision to go for 
one system over another will take into account a number of 
factors.

Type of land and grazing
Beef systems which involve heavy stores, bulls or finishing 
stock are only suitable on drier farms. The profitability of 
systems that bring stock all the way through to beef depends 
on animals achieving a high proportion of their weight gain 
from grass. To achieve this, the swards need to have a high 
content of leafy grass all year round. Wetter farms with large 
amounts of poor quality swards are more suitable to weanling 
production.

Fragmentation
Where the farm is made up of a number of separate land 
parcels it can be time consuming and difficult to regularly 
transport cows and calves from one part of the farm to the 
next. Holding on to weanlings to sell as either stores or 
finished stock allows these ‘out-farms’ to be grazed by more 
manageable stock.

Cattle Housing
Selling weanlings as soon as they are weaned cuts down 
on the amount of winter housing needed compared to beef 
systems that sell either stores or finished stock. Some ‘early 
slaughtering’ bull beef systems have stock sold before they 
need to be housed for a second winter. Suckling through to 
two year steer beef requires a lot of cattle housing.

Labour
Where labour is limited on a farm keeping the minimum 
number of cattle over the winter housing months is a priority, 
especially if you are part-time farming.  On a suckler farm, 
selling weanlings in the autumn helps achieve this. 
Non-breeding farms can go as far has having no stock 
over the winter. Those that do have stock, do not have a 
calving season so labour is kept to a minimum.  

Silage
If growing or finishing stock are fed over the winter silage 
quality must be high to keep costs down.  Dry suckler cows, 
by contrast, need only very average quality silage to maintain 
them. Farms that cannot consistently make good grass silage 
should not keep stock that need to grow further before sale.

Price of Concentrates
When the price of concentrates is very high bull beef systems 
lose their competitive advantage over steer beef systems.

Cash Flow Requirements
Some beef systems generate all their revenue at one point in 
the year e.g. selling weanlings in the autumn.  Others have a 
more spread out sales pattern e.g. a system which involves 
finishing heifers in the autumn and steers in the spring.

Market Requirements
The needs of the different beef markets can change from 
time to time. Your choice of beef system should be influenced 
by this. Where there is a strong live trade for weanlings 
there are more options in weanling production. Bull beef has 
become more attractive in recent years due to its competitive 
advantage over steer production. However, upper age limits at 
slaughter and carcass maximum weights may influence this 
in future years.
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Selecting a
Beef	System

If	I	choose	a	breeding	system	should	I	be	
calving	in	the	spring	or	autumn?

Having one defined calving season in suckling is important 
for simplicity and focus. The decision to calve in the autumn 
or the spring depends on a number factors

Autumn calving is a higher cost suckling system that 
will suit where you:

• Can make good quality first cut silage which will cut down  
  on meal costs

• Have suitable housing for both cows and calves for the  
  winter

• Can get out to grass very early in the spring

• Are producing weanlings for the live export trade at 10  
  months

• Are finishing bulls at less than 16 months

• Are using AI on a high proportion of the herd

Spring calving is a lower cost per cow system and suits 
if you:

• Have limited winter housing

• Can only make average quality grass silage

• Are selling weanlings on the home market

• Finish bulls at 20 months

• Finish heifers at 20 months and steers at 24 months

• Are doing little or no AI

• Are part-time farming

	Key	fact

Spring calving systems tend to be more 
profitable

Where	would	a	dairy	calf	to	beef	system	
suit?

Once quotas are abolished it is likely that there will be more 
dairy cows and more dairy and dairy crossbred beef calves.

There are a number of situations where dairy calf to 
beef systems will suit:

• The farmer has experience in calf rearing e.g. ex-dairy  
  farmers

• Suitable housing and feeding facilities are available for  
  rearing calves

• A source of reared dairy/crossbred calves ready to go to  
  grass is available

• Stocking rates on a farm are low to average and the  
  intention is to increase output per hectare

• Inadequate credit (overdraft) to purchase older and more  
  expensive stock may be limiting what can be purchased

• A contract for finishing young bulls can be arranged with  
  a meat processor

• Grassland management is good and high outputs of beef  
  per hectare can be produced.

4 5
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Suckling to
Weanling Systems
by Pearse Kelly

Section 3

Introduction
To maximise profits per hectare with a suckling to weanling beef system  
the objective must be to sell as many kilograms of weanlings as possible  
per hectare at as high a price per kilogram achievable while at the same  
time controlling costs per cow.

 What are the key factors driving output in a suckling to weanling system?

 What determines output per cow?

 What are the pros and cons of a suckling to weanling system? 

 What are the key risks in a suckling to weanling system? 

1
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Herd
Fertility

Calf
Growth

Calf
Quality

Output
per

Cow r

x

= Output Per Hectare

““

““

What are the key factors driving output 
per hectare in a suckling to weanling  
system?

The output value (r) of beef per hectare from a suckling to  
weanling system depends on the output from each cow,  
and the number of cows per hectare.
 

 Cows
 Per
 Hectare

 

 Key point

It is vital that the output value (d) per 
suckler cow is high before maximising 
the number of cows per hectare.

What determines output per cow?

To achieve a high average output per cow it is important that 
Herd Fertility, Calf Growth Rates and Calf Quality targets 
are achieved.

 Key Targets

Suckler Herd Fertility 

• One calving season (spring or autumn) (all cows calving  
  within three months)

• 365 days calving interval (a cow will calve again no later   
  than 12 months after her last calf).

• Less than 2.5% mortality at birth 

Suckling to
Weanling Systems

1

2

• Less than 5% mortality at 28 days

• 11 week breeding season

• Three month calving season

• 60% of cows calved in first month of the calving season

• 80% calved by end of second month

• 0.95 calves per cow per year (95 cows in a 100 cow  
  herd will produce a calf each year)

Calf Growth Rate (Birth to Weaning – selling 
weanlings as a system)

Spring Calving Herds

• Bull calves 345 kg at 7 months age (1.3 – 1.4 kg average  
  daily gain)

• Heifer calves 295 kg at 7 months age (1.1 – 1.2 kg/day)

Autumn Calving Herds

• Bull calves 425 kg at 9 months age (1.3 – 1.4 kg/day)

• Heifer calves 365 kg at 9 months age (1.1 – 1.2 kg/day)

Calf Quality

There are two possible markets for weanlings – the home 
market and the live export market. Those targeting the export 
market will have to produce a higher quality weanling.

                          Animal     Target calf quality
  Conformation Export Market Home Market
 Bulls E 30% -
  U 50% 70%
  R 20% 30%

 Heifers E 10% -
  U 50% 50%
  R 40% 50%

 Weanling Steers E - -
  U - 50%
  R - 50%
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Cows per Hectare

Stocking rates on suckler to weanling farms are heavily 
influenced by land type.  More cows can be carried on dry 
lowland farms than on wetter farms or uplands. The large 
demand for grass from both the cow and weanling in the 
months before sale also limits the stocking rate. The number 
of animals that farms can carry may be restricted under the 
Nitrates Directive. However on suckler to weanling farms the 
amount of grass needed by the cow and her calf (especially 
in the autumn) limits the number of cows that can be carried 
per hectare.

 Cows per Hectare Kg Organic N per Ha. *
 2.0 160
 1.7 136
 1.5 120
* Assumes 0.95 calves sold per cow, replacement heifers not included.

Output Beef Liveweight per Hectare 
When you combine all of the targets it gives a target for Kg 
of liveweight sold per hectare each year for a Suckler to 
Weanling system.

What are the pros and cons of a suckling 
to weanling system?

Pros

• Suitable to most land types and grassland swards

• High quality grass silage not needed in spring  
  calving herds

• Low levels of meal feeding

• Winter feeding programme is straightforward.

• Can take advantage of live export market.

• Only one to two grazing groups needed on many farms.

 Key point

It is necessary to separate autumn born 
bulls and heifers, or heifers may be served 
by bulls and become pregnant.

Cons

• Output of beef live weight per hectare is limited.

• At optimum stocking rate there is a high number of  
  calvings compared to other suckling systems. (more  
  labour needed)

• Increasing herd output through selling weanlings can  
  take a number of years.

What are the key risks in a suckling to 
weanling system? 

 Key Risks 

• Live trade. Anything that adversely affects the 
  live trade of weanlings to the continent puts the 
  income of weanling sellers dependent on this market at  
  risk

• Poor trade. A poor mart trade when weanlings are being  
  sold can significantly reduce profit per hectare.

• Disease. With a high number of weanlings on a farm  
  a respiratory disease outbreak in young stock can be  
  devastating. Also a TB outbreak could restrict sales and  
  cause problems with provision of feed.

• Infertility. An infertile stock-bull can dramatically reduce  
  output for the time before he is discovered. Good  
  management should prevent this.

• Poor performance. Herds which produce a low number  
  of calves/cow/year will have very low incomes from a  
  suckling to weanling system.

3
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Suckling
to Beef Systems
by Pearse Kelly

Section 3

Introduction
This system includes the full cycle of producing the beef calf and rearing it through 
to slaughter. It can be said to be a combination of several systems and relies on both 
excellent herd fertility and high animal performance from birth to slaughter. There  
are many different types of suckling to beef systems. They can be broadly divided 
into two types based on whether the males are produced as steers or entire bulls.

The same factors that influence output per hectare in a suckling to weanling system  
influence the output per hectare in a suckling to beef system. The same suckler 
herd fertility targets apply.

	 What growth rates should I target at key life stages for heifers?

 What growth rates should I target at key life stages for steers?

 What growth rates should I target at key life stages for bulls?

 What carcass quality should I aim for?

 What suckler cow stocking rate should I have?

1

2

3

4
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What growth rates should I target at key 
life stages for heifers?

For heifers in a suckling system the target finishing weights 
and ages at slaughter are the same whether the male calves 
are finished as steers or bulls.

(a) Spring Calving Herd – Heifer Targets*

What growth rates should I target at key 
life stages for steers?

Steers bred from early maturing traditional sires can finish 
younger than those bred from later maturing continental sires 
but will typically have lower carcass weights.

To achieve a high output of beef per hectare from a suckling 
to steer beef system the goal has to be to produce a high 
carcass weight at a young age, whatever the sire.

Suckling
to Beef Systems

1

2

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 45 - 

 Weaned 7 280 1.10

 Housed 8 295 0.60

 Out to Grass 12 360 0.50

 Finished 20 565 0.85

Target carcass weight = 310 Kg

(b) Autumn Calving Herd – Heifer Targets*

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 45 -

 Out to Grass 5 190 0.95

 Weaned 9 320 1.10

 Housed 13 430 0.90

 Out to Grass 17 495 0.55

 Finished 20 585 1.00

Target carcass weight = 315 Kg. [*Late maturing continental cross heifers]

(c) Autumn Calving Herd – Steer Targets from Late Maturing Sires

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 50 -

 Out to Grass 5 215 1.10

 Weaned 9 350 1.15

 Housed 13 460 0.90

 Out to Grass 17 525 0.55

 Finished 24 725 0.95

(a) Spring Calving Herd – Steer Targets from Late Maturing Sires

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 50 -

 Weaned 7 300 1.20

 Housed 8 320 0.65

 Out to Grass 12 390 0.55

 Housed 20 610 0.95

 Finished 24 725 1.00

(d) Autumn Calving Herd –Steer Targets from Early Maturing Sires

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day))

 
Birth 0 45 -

 Out to Grass 5 195 1.00  

 Weaned 9 320 1.05

 Housed 13 425 0.85

 Out to Grass 17 485 0.50  

 Finished 22 630 0.95

(b) Spring Calving Herd – Steer Targets from Early Maturing Sires

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

  Birth 0 45 -

 Weaned 7 275 1.10 

 Housed 8 290 0.60

 Out to Grass 12 350 0.50  

 Finished 20 570 0.90
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What growth rates should I target at key 
life stages for bulls?

There are now two commonly practised suckling to bull beef 
systems on farms:-

Finishing continental bulls at 16 months of age
Finishing continental bulls at 18 months of age

The 16 month bull finishing system suits an autumn calving 
herd as the indoor finishing period can be kept relatively short
The 18 month bull finishing system suits a spring calving 
herd because more grass can be used in the bulls’ lifetime 
diet.

What carcass conformation should 
I aim for?

What suckler cow stocking rate should 
I have?

The number of cows per hectare in a suckling to beef system 
has a big influence on the output of beef liveweight per 
hectare.

Suckling to beef systems are more suited to drier farms 
where the stocking rate can be kept high.

As bulls are finished younger than steers a higher number 
of cows can be carried per hectare with suckling to bull beef 
systems.

Stocking rates are limited on most beef farms by the capacity 
to carry stock at grass during different periods of the grazing 
year.

4

5

3

Suckling to 16 month bull beef targets (autumn calving)

Suckling to 18 month bull beef targets (spring calving)

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 50 -

 Out to Grass 5 225 1.15

 Weaned 9 375 1.25

 Housed 12 475 1.10  

 Finished 16 650 1.45

Target carcass weight = 380 Kg

 Stage Age Weight ADG 
  (months)  (kg LW)  (kg/day)

 Birth 0 50 -

 Weaned 7 315 1.25  

 Housed 8 335 0.70

 Out to Grass 12 415 0.65  

 Housed 15 535 1.30  

 Finished 18 695 1.80

Target carcass weight = 400 Kg

(Overall, target growth rates are high – and a high level of  

management and skill are required).

  E U R
 
 Suckling to Heifer Beef Production
  
 Early Maturing Breeds - -   100%
 
 Late Maturing Breeds - 35% 65%

 Suckling to Steer Beef Production
 
 Early Maturing Breeds - 10% 90%

 Late Maturing Breeds - 55% 45%

 Suckler to Bull Beef Production
 
 Late Maturing Breeds 5% 75% 20% 
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Suckling
to Beef Systems

 Suckling to Heifer and Steer Beef Production
 (spring calving)

 Heifers finished @ 20 months
 Steers finished @ 24 months

 Target Cows per ha. = 1.5  Organic N per ha.  = 210 kg

 Suckling to Heifer and Bull Beef Production    
 (autumn calving)

 Heifers finished @ 20 months
 Bulls finished @ 16 months

 Target Cows per ha.= 1.7 Organic N per ha. =  200 kg

 Suckling to Heifer and Bull Beef Production 
 (spring calving)

 Heifers finished @ 20 months
 Bulls finished @ 18 months

 Target Cows per ha.= 1.7 Organic N per ha. =  210 kg

  Selling Kg beef  
   LW per ha.

 Spring Calving Heifers @ 20 months 
  Steers @ 24 months 900 kg

  Heifers @ 20 months
  Bulls @ 18 months 1,050 kg

 Autumn Calving Heifers @ 20 months
  Steers @ 24 months 950 kg
 
  Heifers @ 20 months 1,050 kg 
  Bulls @ 16 months

Target Output Beef Liveweight per Hectare 

Suckling to beef systems
   
 PROS 
 
 Less cows 
 calving per ha.

 Higher output 
 of beef produced 
 per ha.
 
 Higher potential 
 profits.

 
 CONS

 Not suitable to 
 wetter farms.

 Higher quality grass
 silage is needed.
 
 More dependent 
 on higher levels of 
 meal feeding.

 Need to have a 
 number of different 
 grazing groups 
 on the farm.

 Key Risks

In a Suckling to Beef System 

A low beef price when cattle are fit for sale can impact  
heavily on income.

A high meal price will significantly increase costs especially  
in many suckling to bull beef systems.

A wet year can make heavily stocked suckling to beef farms 
very difficult to manage.

Carcass weight restrictions could impact heavily on late 
maturing steer and 18 month bull beef systems.
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Store to
Beef Systems
by Pearse Kelly

Section 3

Introduction
Systems that maximise the gains at grass while controlling the costs during 
the housing and finishing periods have the potential to return the greatest 
margins.  Buying and selling prices though have the biggest influence of all 
on the profitability of any store to beef system.
 

 How do I maximise profits per hectare in a store to beef system?

 What influences output (€)/ha?

 What will determine the number of stores that can be finished/ha?

 What are the key risks in store to beef systems? 

1
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How do I maximise profits per hectare 
in a store to beef system?

Maximum profits will be result from selling a high output of 
beef (measured in j) per hectare. This will be achieved by 
a combination of high animal performance from purchase  
through to slaughter, and high stocking rates.

How do I calculate output (€) per hectare?

There are many different store to beef finishing systems 
ranging from purchasing weanling heifers through to buying 
two year old steers to finish off grass.

Output (j) per hectare from a store to beef finishing system 
is calculated as follows:-

 Number Cattle
 Finished Per
 Hectare

 Key fact

Output per hectare in a store to beef finishing 
system is heavily influenced by buying price 
per kg and the selling price per kg.

Growth Rates: 

• The same target growth rates that apply to the suckling to  
  beef system (see Chapter 3) can be applied to the store at  
  the different stages in its production cycle.

 Key targets
     
Store to Beef Carcass Quality Targets

• There are no beef carcass quality targets that can be  
  applied to cover all store to beef systems.

• Beef carcass quality targets are very specific to each  
  different store to beef farm where different quality cattle  
  are targeted for purchasing and selling.

  • Some store to beef farms aim to buy U grade stores at a  
   high price per kg to sell high quality carcasses at a  
   premium price per kg.

Store to
Beef Systems

1

2

3

  • Other store to beef farms aim to buy O/R grade stores at  
   lower to average prices per kg that they know will not be  
   sold at a premium price per kg at slaughter.

• Experienced store to beef producers when selecting stock  
  to buy try to identify lower grading stores that have the  
  potential to grow into better grades at slaughter.

What will determine the number of stores 
that can be finished/ha?

• The number of animals that can be finished per hectare  
  will depend on the length of the feeding/finishing period.

• A high number of animals finished per hectare is important  
  for all store to beef finishing systems to keep output of  
  beef per hectare high.

• When deciding on the number of animals that can be  
  carried per hectare the two most important factors are:

  • How many animals can be carried at grass per hectare  
   during the different months of the grazing season?

  • How much area needs to be closed up for 1st and  
   maybe 2nd cut silage to ensure there is enough winter  
   forage?

 Grazing Stocking Rates  Target
 April – June 2,200 – 2,700 
  kg Live Weight per hectare
 July – August 1,800 – 2,200 kg    
  LW per ha.
 September – October 1,400 – 1,800 kg    
  LW per ha.

Carcass
value

(j)/ha

buying cost
(j)/store

per
X LESS
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 Key stocking rate targets
 Store to Beef Systems No. Finished per ha. Kg Organic N per ha. Kg LW produced per ha.
 Heifer 8 to 20 mths (off grass) 3.5 161 1,000 kg 
 310 kg to 590 kg

 Steer 8 to 24 mths (out of shed) 3.0 200 1,200 kg
 360 kg to 760 kg

 Heifer 12 to 24 mths (out of shed) 3.3 188 1,000 kg
 350 kg to 650 kg

 Steer 12 to 24 mths (out of shed) 3.0 171 1,000 kg
 430 kg to 760 kg

 Steer 18  to 28 mths (off grass) 3.0 151 650 kg
 550 kg to 760 kg

 Steer 18 to 24 mths (out of shed) 7.5 214 1,200 kg
 600 kg to 760 kg

 Bull 8 to 16 mths (out of shed) 7.5 202 2,000 kg
 350 kg to 620 kg

 Bull 8 to 18 mths (out of shed) 4.2 153 1,600 kg
 350 kg to 725 kg

What are the key risks in store to beef sys-
tems? 

• Market risk. Where stores are bought at a different time  
 of the year to which cattle are finished there is a risk  
 of store purchase prices being out of line with the  
 prevailing beef prices at sale. (If you are buying and selling  
 in the market at the same time your risk is reduced  
 because while you may buy stores ‘dear’ you will be  
 selling finished animals ‘dear’ also.) 

• Credit availability. When high animal numbers per  
 hectare have to be purchased. Any tightening in credit  
 availability can reduce your ability to achieve high  
 stocking rates.

• Concentrate prices. Many store to beef systems  
 especially those in winter finishing use large amounts of  
 concentrates per hectare. Any increase in concentrate  
 prices per tonne can significantly increase the costs in  
 a store to beef system.

• Disease. With big numbers purchased per hectare any  
 disease outbreaks e.g. pneumonia, can reduce  
 performance per head across a lot of cattle and increase  
 the veterinary costs per hectare.

• Weather. Most store to beef systems depend on grass  
 making up a large proportion of the animal’s annual diet.   
 Years where there is prolonged poor weather during the  
 main grass growing season can substantially increase the  
 costs above what would have been planned for.

4
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Dairy calf
to beef systems
by Robert Prendiville

Introduction
In a non-quota environment and with the expansion of dairy herds  
to meet market opportunities in the context of Food Wise 2025, an  
increase in the supply of calves from the dairy herd is anticipated.   
These additional animals represent opportunity for beef producers. 

 What are the pros and cons of a dairy calf to beef system?

 What are the key physical targets in a dairy calf to beef system?

 What are the key risks in a dairy calf to beef system?

Section 3

1

2

3
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Dairy Calf
to beef systems

What are the pros and cons of a dairy calf  
to beef system? 

Pros

• Dairy calves are cheaper than suckler weanlings.

• Do not have the need of having a suckler cow in the   
 system. 

• Better control of animal performance when calves are   
 purchased from an early age.

Cons

• Calves need to be reared to weaning.

• Greater potential for losses.

• Volatility in calf price, concentrate price and beef price.

• Run the risk of purchasing calves from multiple sources   
 and introducing new diseases into the farm

What are the key physical targets in a 
dairy calf to beef system?

• The key physical targets for dairy calf to beef 
 production systems are dependent on the system of
 production that is employed. Targets for a range of 
 production systems for Holstein-Friesian  
 bull calves are presented in Table 1. 
 
 Early maturing and continental dairy beef cross systems   
 are presented in Table 2. 

Dairy Calf-To-Beef Systems: Options
1 - Male dairy beef (Holstein-Friesian) animals: 
 
Less than 16 month bull system: 
In this system calves are turned out to pasture for the first 
grazing season. Animals are then housed in late October/ 
early November and finished on good quality silage plus 
concentrates or ad-libitum concentrates with a limited 
proportion of roughage. Concentrate input in ad-libitum 
systems is 1.8 tonne (t).  Carcass specification requires bulls 
in this system achieving carcass weights greater than 270 
kg. This system meets market demands, in that young bulls 
are slaughtered less than 16 months of age.

19 month bull system: 
Management and performance for the first season at pasture 
is identical to that described for the under 16 month system. 
This system is less intensive than young bull systems and 
facilitates good average daily gains from pasture during the 
second season provided pasture is of adequate quality. 
Typically, animals go out to pasture for 100 days, are housed 
and are then finished over a 100 day period. Ad-libitum 
concentrate input in this system is 1.2 t.  These bulls are 
slaughtered in September/ October. 

21 month steer system: 
Animals go to pasture for a second grazing season and 
receive concentrates for the final 63 days at pasture. Animals 
will be slaughtered in November before housing. Lifetime 
concentrate input in this system is 620 kg but optimum 
animal performance is required.

24 month steer system: 
Animals are housed in November after the second season 
at pasture and are finished on a diet of silage ad-libitum 
plus 5 kg of concentrates provided silage is of adequate 
quality. Lifetime concentrate input in this system is 1 t.

1

2
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Table 1: Live weight and carcass weight targets for spring born Holstein-Friesian animals in bull and steer production systems. 

   Bull production systems Steer production systems

 Age at Slaughter  15 months  19 months 21 months 24 months

 Reared Calf (kg) 90 90 90 90

 After 1st Season at Pasture (kg)  240 240 220 220

 Turnout March 3rd (kg)  330 320 320

 Live weight at slaughter in May (kg) 520

 Carcass weight (kg) 275

 Housing of 19 month bulls in June (Kg)  450

 Live Weight at slaughter in September (kg)  610

 Carcass weight (kg)  320

 Supplemented at pasture in September (Kg)   490

 Live weight at slaughter in November (kg)   550

 Carcass weight (kg)   280

 Housing of 24 month steers in November (Kg)    510

 Live weight at slaughter in February (kg)    620

 Carcass weight (kg)    320 

2 - Early maturing Dairy beef crosses

19 month-old heifer system: 
Animals go to pasture for the second grazing season and are  
supplemented with concentrates at pasture for the final 63 days 
before slaughter. Typically, these heifers would be slaughtered in  
September/October. Concentrate input in this system is  
250 kg. 

22 month steer system: 
Animals go to pasture for the second grazing season and are  
supplemented with concentrates at pasture for the final 63 days  
before slaughter. Typically, concentrate input in this system 
is 670 kg.
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Dairy Calf
to beef systems

Table 2: Live weights and carcass weight targets for spring born, early maturing and continental animals in steer and heifer 
production systems. 

                                                                                 Early Maturing                                     Continental

  Heifer  Steer Heifer Steer Steer

 Age of slaughter 19 months 22 months 21 months 24 months 28 months

 Reared Calf (kg)  90 90 90 90 90

 After 1st Season at Pasture (kg) 230 240 240 240 240

 Turmout March 3rd (kg) 300 330 310 330 330

 Live Weight at slaughter in September (kg) 460 

 Carcass weight (kg) 235 

 Housing in November (Kg)  510   

 Live weight at slaughter in January (kg)  570

 Carcass weight (kg)  295

 Housing in November (Kg)   500

 Live weight at slaughter in  December (kg)   550

 Carcass weight (kg)   290

 Housing in November (Kg)    520

 Live weight at slaughter in March (kg)    650

 Carcass weight (kg)    350

 Housing for second Winter (Kg)     520

 Turmout  for 3rd season     590 

 Live weight at slaughter in July (kg)     710

 Carcass weight (kg)     390

 

Animals are finished on a diet of silage ad-libitum plus 5 kg of 
concentrates provided silage is of adequate quality. Lifetime  
concentrate input in this system is 1 t.

28 month old steer system: This system is a low input production 
system where the animal is stored through two winter periods and 
is finished off pasture during the third season. However, stocking 
rate will be lower in this system. Typically, concentrate input in this 
system is 350 kg.

3 - Continental Dairy Beef crosses
21 month-old heifer system: Animals go to pasture for  
the second grazing season and are housed for a two month period. 
They are finished on silage ad-libitum plus 5 kg of concentrate  
supplementation. Typically, concentrate input in this system is  
550 kg.

24 month old steer system:  
Similar to the dairy steer system continental dairy beef cross animals 
are housed in November after the second season at pasture. 
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What are the key risks in a dairy calf to 
beef system?

 Risks:

• Animals do not achieve the necessary weights

• Irrespective of production system, sub-optimum 
 performance of animals at pasture delays the age 
 at slaughter and increases the need for 
 concentrate supplementation.

3  How to

Ensure animals reach targets

• Good quality pasture is allocated to the animals 

• Good quality silage is available to the animals during the
 store and finishing period. If silage is not of adequate 
 quality (>70DMD) concentrate supplementation may 
 need to be increased during the store period and 
 ad-libitum concentrates may need to be considered for the  
 finishing period. However, finishing animals’ on ad-libitum   
 concentrate will increase finishing costs and consequently  
 reduce farm profit.

• Purchase calves from a limited number of sources to  
 reduce disease risk. 

• Buy 5% more than required to account for losses. 
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