
National Heifer
Rearing

Competition
2016





National Heifer Rearing Competition 2016

1

National Heifer
Rearing Competition 2016 

Wednesday 7th September 2016
From 11am to 2pm

on the farm of

Shane and Fiona Fitzgerald,
Garrycahera,

 Ballynoe, Mallow, Co. Cork



National Heifer Rearing Competition 2016

2

Welcome 

Myself and Fiona would like to welcome you all here today to Ballynoe, County 
Cork.  We’re farming here in our own right since 2008 when we took over from my 
parents Jerry and Noreen.  

In 2011, I was fortunate to be awarded a Nuffield Scholarship focusing on animal 
health in an expanding dairy industry.  The experience of researching this topic has 
been put to good use on our farm since then.  We place huge emphasis on rearing 
healthy replacement heifers as we believe a good start is vital for ensuring that the 
heifers calve down at the right weight, the right age and produce a high milk solids 
yield over a long lifetime.  

In 2012 we were fortunate to team up with my uncle John.  This partnership has 
allowed us to pool resources and expand the size of the dairy herd further still.

Our success in this competition is in no small part attributable to independent 
advice channelled from the DairyMis Group that I am a member of and its value to 
me cannot be underestimated.  Likewise we’ve been helped by many dairy advisers 
over the years – our current adviser is Ed Moakley.  

The support of our neighbours is also much appreciated.  Special thanks to 
Elizabeth Higgins for the use of her field as a car park for today’s event.

Shane and Fiona Fitzgerald
Garrycahera, Ballynoe
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Shane’s farm was selected from a number of quality entrants as the winner of the 
National Heifer Rearing Competition sponsored by Volac Ireland, Teagasc, AFBI 
Hillsborough, CAFRE and the Irish Farmers Journal.

Recognising that excellence in heifer rearing is the foundation of the future potential 
in any dairy herd, the competition looks to reward farmers who have clearly 
adopted rearing strategies to maximise lifetime performance and profitability.

The Fitzgerald farm is a high performing, low cost farming operation, milking close 
to 260 cows at present and planning to expand to 300 when the opportunity arises. 
Close attention is paid to good calf husbandry, heifer management and herd health 
from birth to calving down.

Getting as much biestings into calves (up to 6 litres) as soon as possible after birth 
and ensuring his replacements are meeting their target weights along the way are 
two areas Shane considers are critical to a successful dairy enterprise.

Teagasc, AHI and Volac personnel will discuss the relevant husbandry around 
Shane’s successful enterprise and the critical success factors in achieving strong 
healthy heifers calving down at 22 to 24 months of age.  

Shane and Fiona are worthy winners of a highly competitive contest and I would 
like to congratulate them on their success and thank them for hosting the open 
day.  I would also like to thank our co-sponsors Teagasc, the Irish Farmers Journal, 
AFBINI and CAFRE for their excellent support and the local advisers for their time 
in shortlisting entrants for this competition.

Pat Cahill
Commercial Director
Volac Ireland
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Introduction

The National Heifer Rearing Competition was run over the spring of 2015.   
Recognising that excellence in heifer replacement rearing is the foundation of the 
future potential in any dairy herd, the competition looked to reward farmers who 
have already adopted rearing strategies to maximise a heifer’s lifetime performance.  
Its overall objective was to encourage farmers to pay close attention to good calf 
husbandry and heifer management from birth through to calving.

Judging Parameters

All entrants to the competition were visited by Volac/AFBINI/CAFRE/Teagasc 
personnel and ten regional winners were selected.  Entrants were judged across 
five different categories as outlined in Table 1.  Within each category, several 
parameters were inspected.  In total twenty eight objective measurements were 
assessed for each farm.

Table 1:  Listing of scoring categories and critical objective measures used in 
judging the Competition

Scoring Categories Objective Measures

Calf Management

Facilities

Heifer Management

Breeding / Genetics

Herd Performance

Young calf mortality 2014/2015, colostrum management,
milk and meal feeding, animal health regime,
housing management, weaning management,
cost effectiveness
Quantity and quality of calving facilities,  quality of calf housing 
0 – 12 weeks, quality of heifer accommodation, labour and cost 
efficiency

Heifer wastage, management of calves and heifers at grass,
heifer facilities, heat detection aids and fertility,
actual weights against target weight for age, transition 
management
Number of AI bred heifers, quality, age at breeding, median calving 
dates, breeding records, EBI / PLI values, breeding objectives

First lactation yield of milk and milk solids, heifer survivability, 
benchmarking / Profit Monitor, common profit per cow
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Regional Prize Winners

The National Heifer Rearing Competition has a Prize Fund of €20,000 with a 
National Prize of a Volac Forster Technik Computerised Calf Feeder with four 
Regional Prizes of one tonne of Volac Easymix Calf Milk Replacer.

The response and standard of entries across the country was excellent and the 
judges would like to thank and congratulate all participants, together with the 
Regional Winners as listed below.

• William Henderson, Tobermore, Magherafelt, NI
• Beattie Lilburn, Dromore, NI
• Michael and Mary Ita McCarthy, Feenagh, Limerick
• Liam and Catherine Mellerick, Fethard, Tipperary
• James O’Callaghan, Leamlarra, Cork
• Aidan and Mary Reardon, Ballinhassig, Cork
• Dermot Sherry, Drumhillock, Monaghan
• Pat Walsh, Duncormick, Wexford
• Tom Walsh, Johnstown, Kilkenny

Objectives of the Farm Walk

The worthwhile messages we would like to get across on this farm walk are:
1. Feed four litres of colostrum as soon as possible after birth to ensure a  
 trouble-free calf rearing period;
2. The importance of and how to achieve target heifer weight for age in  
 order to maximise lifetime performance;
3. How good husbandry and attention to detail will minimise losses, health  
 problems and rearing costs;
4. The importance and profitability of rearing high quality, well bred dairy  
 replacements and the contribution that excellent heifer rearing can make  
 to the profitability of the dairy enterprise;
5. How adopting good animal health protocols is critical to ensuring a   
 successful dairy enterprise.
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Farm Overview 

Key Features of this farm
• Profitable, low cost compact calving operation;
• Excellent quality replacements, well reared;
• Currently milking 258 spring calving dairy cows;
• Gross margin of almost €3,800 per hectare achieved for the dairy enterprise.

Farm Details 2016
• Farm Size 140 ha Grassland
• Soil type Mixture of shale and sandstone based soils
• Milking platform 76 ha
• Milk produced 1.25m litres supplied in ’15;
  16% more supplied by end of June ‘16
• Dairy cows 257
• In-calf heifers 67
• Heifer calves 115
• Farm labour Shane; full-time worker; weekend help; uncle in partnership;   
  contractor (silage, slurry & fertiliser spreading)

Bull calves are sold off farm at 1 to 2 weeks of age.  

Management
Three key recording systems are used on the farm:
• Use of Profit Monitor to benchmark financial performance against others;
• Cash flow monitoring to budget costs and receipts;
• Weight recording to monitor ongoing performance of the cows and heifers.

Expansion of the dairy herd over the past eight years
• 2008 – Took over running of the farm with 120 cows;
• 2009 - Cow numbers increased to 163 cows;
• 2010 - Calved down 220  milked 170 cows;
• 2011 - Incorporated farm business;
• 2012 - Company went into partnership with my uncle;
• 2013 - Purchased 22 ha; 
• 2014 - Bulk tank, converted calf house, computerised calf feeder;
• 2015 - Collecting yard, roadways, water system;
• 2016 - Additional 260 cubicles to provide a total of 400 cow cubicles on the   
 farm before the winter.
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Map of the main block of land farmed

Map of the farm supplied by
PJ Phelan. M.Agr.Sc. MACA, Templemore, Co. Tipperary.
Tel 0504 32204 / 086 8046455
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Farm Performance 

Farm Profitability (2015)
• Fixed and variable costs €1,408/cow
• Net profit €667/cow

The data in Table 1 shows the financial performance of the dairy enterprise on the 
Fitzgerald farm in 2015.  Average milk yield was 6,034 litres per cow (4.45% fat and 
3.75% protein – 510 kg milk solids) while stocking rate was 2.99 LU/ha.  

Table 1.  Dairy herd financial performance (2015).

Gross output

Variable costs

Feed
Fertiliser

Gross margin

Fixed costs

Net profit

Cent/litre *

34.38*

13.32
3.14
3.09

21.05

10.01

11.05

€/cow

2,074

804
189
186

1,270

604

667

€/ha

6,198

2,402
566
558

3,796

1,804

1,992

*Milk price 33.3 cpl

The costs of rearing replacement heifers on the farm in 2015 are presented in Table 
2.
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Table 2.  Heifer rearing costs (2015).

Variable costs

Feed
Fertiliser

Fixed costs

Reward to own land, labour and 
opportunity cost of heifer1

Total cost

€ / LU

435
44

163
304
580

1,319

This analysis shows that it is costing the Fitzgeralds over €1,300 to rear a 
replacement heifer when all costs including the value of the heifer calf, own land 
and labour are accounted for.  Shane retained all of the replacement heifer calves 
on the farm this year.  With 67 in-calf replacement heifers, the plan is to calve 300 
cows and heifers next spring.
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Herd Genetics – Breeding Policy 

Beginning in the early 2000’s, the Fitzgeralds crossed their Holstein Friesian herd 
with high EBI New Zealand Friesian AI sires.  From 2004-2009 they used both New 
Zealand Friesian and Norwegian Red AI while participating in the Moorepark led 
Norwegian Red trial.  In 2010-2012 they used mostly Norwegian Reds.  Since then 
they have used mainly Jersey and Kiwi Cross AI.

Fertility Performance 2016 – whole herd

• Calving interval   368 days
• Start calving   19th January
• Median calving date  16th February
• 6 week calving rate  83%
• Total calvings   267
• Calves born alive   261   (+ 3 losses to still births)

Fertility Performance 2016 – heifers

• Start calving   19th January
• Median calving date  30th January (11 days after start of calving)
• Total calvings   73
• Calves born alive   71
• Av. age at calving   1 year 11 months

Latest replacement heifer weights

Group

Weanlings
Yearlings

Date weighed

24th August
17th August

Average weight (kg)

175
452
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May 2016 EBI report
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Heifer Rearing

0 - 10 weeks
• A night calver is employed on the farm for the month of February when the 

majority of the cows calve (this year 145/267 calvings).  Cows that are close to 
calving are walked through the parlour each day.  Those at the point of calving 
are drafted out to the calving shed for greater supervision.  Newborn calves are 
snatched after birth; moved to straw bedded calf holding pens and have their 
navel disinfected. There they are fed pooled colostrum as soon as possible after 
birth.  This colostrum is taken from cows that are tested negative for Johnes.  
Each calf is offered 6 litres – typically 5 litres is consumed.  The colostrum is 
fed with a stomach tube.  The calves are tagged and the number recorded 
through the ICBF Animal Events record notebook for on-line registration.  This is 
completed at the farm office.  

• Bull calves for sale are moved to sheds on Shane’s uncle’s farm where they are 
fed on teat feeders until sold.  Replacement heifer calves are teat trained in the 
group pens and moved to the customised calf shed on the home farm in groups 
of 30. Here they are reared on the farm’s automatic calf feeder which has now 
completed its second season.  This year the heifers each consumed 2 bags of 
milk replacer with up to 900 grams of a 26% protein milk powder fed in 6 litres of 
solution per head per day.  

• The majority of calves were weaned at 65 days of age.  A weigh band is used 
regularly to monitor growth rates and smaller calves were fed for longer on an 
adjusted milk feeding regime.  The target weaning weight for the crossbred heifer 
calves is 85-90 kg.  A “calfage” ration is fed for the first couple of weeks after 
which hay and meal are fed.

• While indoors, calves receive their first blackleg vaccination (the second 
vaccination occurs at turnout to grass) and are dehorned within a week of birth 
and Bovipast at one month and two months of age.  This year they were also 
treated for cryptosporidium.
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10 weeks to yearlings
• After weaning, calves are generally moved outdoors to grass on the out farm 

where they have access to a shed during periods of inclement weather. Calves 
graze on a rotational paddock system.  

• Also after weaning calves are split into lighter and heavier groups.  The heavier 
calves are fed at 1-2 kg per head per day until late May when grass and grazing 
conditions are optimal.  From this stage on the heavier weanlings receive no 
further meal.  Lighter calves continue to receive meal until they ‘catch up’ with 
the heavier calves.  As they do so, they are drafted out and put with the heavier 
calves.  

• Calves are treated with Cydectin for worms during the grazing season and 
vaccinated for leptospirosis in the autumn of their first year.  Shane tries to delay 
second treatment for as long as possible – he allows the symptoms of coughing 
to appear.  This is done to give them adequate time to develop immunity to 
lungworms.   

• Heifers will be grazed outdoors on rape / baled silage this winter (November-
February).

Yearling to Calving
• Maiden heifers go to grass around the 1st February (lighter heifers will go out in 

early January) – they receive their Leptospirosis vaccination in January/February. 
• The maiden heifers were bred to two fertility tested Norwegian Red stock bulls 

this year.  Labour, expansion and weather pressures were the reason why Shane 
chose to use bulls instead of AI for the first time on heifers.  

• The heifers are rotationally grazed on out blocks during the grazing season until 
housing in early November.

• Heifers will be dosed at housing, kept separate from the rest of the herd and 
trained to cubicles.  In early January they will be vaccinated for IBR.  The herd 
receives their second annual IBR vaccination in June.

National Heifer Rearing Competition 2016
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Johne’s Disease
Johne’s Disease is a challenging condition with multiple factors associated 

with its spread between and within farms.  It is essential that you 
seek advice on interpreting diagnostic tests and developing a control 
programme for your farm with your veterinary practitioner.

• Cleanliness:  Ensure calving cows are clean and the calving environment 
is free from dung. The calving pens should be frequently and thoroughly 
cleaned.   Sufficient fresh bedding should be put down so that the pen 
floor is dry and clean between each calving. 

• Cows:  If there are any animals that have tested positive for Johne’s 
Disease that are still in the herd, ensure they calve in an isolation area 
and that their milk or colostrum is not used to feed any calves that will be 
retained for breeding purposes.  Ensure that sick cows are not kept in or 
near to the calving pens. 

• Calf Removal:  Calves should be removed from their dams as soon 
as possible (within 15 minutes) after calving so that they have minimal 
exposure to cow dung. This could be to a nearby clean refuge made of 
straw bales.

• Colostrum/milk:  Calves must only be fed colostrum and milk from their 
own dam or a known low risk cow (e.g. a cow that has repeatedly tested 
negative for Johne’s Disease). The use of pooled colostrum or milk is a 
major risk for calves becoming infected by Johne’s Disease.

• Calf Rearing:  During the first 3-6 months of life, calves should be reared 
in an environment where there is no risk that they will be exposed to the 
dung of adult cattle.
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