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Introduction

Tom and Gemma purchased their farm in Ballinaslee in 1998 and 
then built their family home. There was a 200 ewe flock introduced 
onto the farm and cattle were bought as weanlings and sold as 
stores. The sheep were phased out after a few years. Then a suckler 
herd was built up to a herd of 35 cows with progeny being finished. 
In addition, a number of stores were bought in and finished.

Tom started looking at organic farming as an option and saw it as 
an opportunity to improve the overall financial position of the farm. 
After careful consideration the farm entered organic conversion in 
2008. Tom is very happy with the transition to an organic farming 
system and is continuously looking at and implementing organic 
methodologies to improve the efficiency of the farm. 

Ballinaslee home farm
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Farm Details and Land Use 

The total area farmed is 47.2 hectares. This is made up of 34.3 hectares 
owned which is divided into two blocks around the home farm. The 
remaining 12.9 hectares is leased and located 15km away.

A variety of crops have been grown on the farm in 2017, as outlined in 
Figure 1 below. This year, Tom has been involved in a crop share agreement 
with another local horticulture producer, where he has given 4.23 hectares 
to the other farmer who is growing carrots on this area and in return Tom 
gets access to 8 hectares of grassland on the other farmer’s land to make 
silage. Both farmers have set up a sub-contract agreement in order to 
facilitate this.

Figure 1: Land Use Details 2017
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Livestock Enterprise
When the farm entered organic conversion in 2008, there was a 35 cow 
suckler herd on the farm with all progeny brought to finish with some 
weanlings or stores being bought and finished. With the increasing 
number of drystock farmers entering organic farming, Tom recognised 
the availability of a supply of quality stock for finishing and the suckler 
herd was sold.

Since then animals are being bought, fattened and sold directly to organic 
processor Good Herdsmen. Animals are bought as stores in autumn, 
yearlings in spring with all animals purchased are steers. Most of the 
animals purchased are sourced directly from other regionally located 
organic drystock producers.

To date in 2017, 72 steers have been finished. The slaughter performance 
of these animals is outlined in Table 1 with carcass grades outlined in 
Figure 2. A further 18 animals will be finished and sold before the end of 
December.

Winter feeding of cattle
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Beef Production System Data

Table 1: Summary of Slaughter Performance to date in 2017

Month Number Age at Slaughter 
Mths

Average Carcass 
Weight kg

January 10 24.9 377.22

February 10 25.0 382.37

April 15 25.7 366.50

June 7 28.8 366.05

July 12 28.1 333.60

August 5 28.8 369.50

September 13 29.3 374.00

Total 72 27 months

(average)

366kg

(average)

Figure 2: Carcass Grades of Animals Slaughtered To Date In 2017
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Organic Crop Rotations

Crop rotation is the key to successful organic crop production. The rotation 
provides the principal mechanism to provide crop nutrients and is a 
major way to control pests/diseases along with a variety of other benefits.

The starting point for the design of a rotation should be the capabilities 
of the land in terms of soil type, soil texture and climatic conditions. 
Rotations have traditionally been viewed as having a pre-ordained fixed 
order, but in practice, they are highly flexible and adaptable with changes 
made yearly according to market demands and other factors.

With the expense of purchasing organic cereal/concentrate feed to finish 
the animals, Tom started growing cereals on the farm. This has led him 
on to planning and starting to implement a cropping rotation on the farm 
outlined in Figure 3, to supply the feeding requirements of the cattle and 
also taking into account the principles of organic crop rotation as outlined 
above.

Figure 3: Planned Crop Rotation on the Farm
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Forage Crop Mixture for Winter Grazing

In early August, Tom planted ‘SPRINT’, a forage rape mixture. It 
contained 70% organic seed and contained two forage rape varieties, 
Sparta and Interval.
It is recommended to sow at a rate of 3kg per acre if direct drilled or at 
a rate of 4kg per acre if broadcast.
The crop is fast to establish and provides a very palatable feed suitable 
for grazing by all stock. It is planned to graze this from early December 
with a group of stores.

Advantages of Winter Forage Crops

• Produces a palatable thick crop.

• High protein content.

• Quick growing: 14-15 weeks for rape sowing.

• Sow mid-June to late August.

Combicrop in Organic Farming

A combicrop is a mixture of a spring cereal and spring pea, and is 
recognised as a simple cost effective way to grow cereals and protein 
to feed livestock. It can be harvested by combining, whole cropping or 
crimping. 
Tom has been sowing a combicrop since 2015. On the 20th April this 
year, a 70% organic combicrop PRIME was sown which is a precise blend 
of spring wheat and a combining pea. This was sown at a seeding rate 
of ~90kg per acre and harvested on the 2nd of September yielding 1.9 
tonne per acre. It was then crimped and pitted and will be used as part 
of the winter diet for the cattle.
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Organic Regulation for Seed Usage

• Must seek permission to use un-treated non-organic seed from 
your Organic Certification Body (OCB).

• A derogation must be obtained from the OCB for use of any 
untreated non organic seed prior to sowing.

• Organic seed database with details of suppliers and available 
organic seed www.organicxseeds.ie 

• Conventional treated seed is not permitted to be used.

Grassland Management

For many Irish farms the simplest and most financially rewarding system 
of production will be based on maximizing the use of grazed grass. With 
good grassland management it is possible to have a long grazing season of 
high quality feed at low cost. On organic cattle farms, the very high costs 
of concentrates create a strong incentive to maximise the proportion 
of grazed pasture. Permanent grass clover leys are a vital component of 
productive organic grassland farms. In all, there are three main ways to 
re-seed: full reseeding of permanent pastures, under-sowing of a cereal 
crop and thirdly over-sowing onto an existing sward.

Grazing Management on the Dunne Farm

Animals are grazed in two groups for the grazing season on a rotational 
basis around the grassland area of the farm.
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Winter Feeding Management

Two cuts of silage were harvested in June and August, these were analysed 
and the results outlined in Table 2. A diet feeder was purchased in 2015. A 
nutritionist formulates a TMR (Total Mixed Ration) for the two groups of 
animals, the finishers and stores. 

The diets are made up of the following ingredients: 

• Grass silage. 

• Combicrop grain.

• Combicrop straw. 

• Organic waste carrots from the crop share. 

• Minerals.

Table 2: 2017 Silage Results

Results

Dunne’s

First Cut

2nd June

Dunne’s

Second Cut

1st August

Normal

Range

Dry Matter % 23.1 26.8 15 to 55

pH 3.6 4.0 3.5 to 5.0

Ammonia N % 3.5 3.6 7 to 15

Protein % DM 12.49 15.22 7 to 16

ME (MJ/kg DM) 11.27 11.00 9 to 12

DMD (% DM) 75 73 55 to 82

Source AB Agri
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Soil Nutrients and Manure 
Management

The aim of organic farming is to maintain soil fertility levels by efficient 
recycling of farm-yard manure, slurry and or compost that is normally 
generated on the farm. The efficient storage and spreading of farm-yard 
manure, slurry or compost is vital to organic farming.  Management of organic 
farms should ensure regular inputs of manures and a level of microbial 
and earthworm activity sufficient to breakdown organic matter and ensure 
continuous and efficient nutrient cycling. Keeping soils at a pH that facilitates 
organic matter breakdown and nutrient recycling is essential for successful 
organic farming.

Organic manure nutrient content can vary widely depending on the source of 
nutrients and it is advisable to have the nutrient content of manures checked 
through laboratory analysis. 

Sources of Nutrients on Farm
• Slurry from over wintering of animals indoors. 

• Farm-yard manure from the over-wintering animals.  

• Imported dairy sludge (sourced locally from Glanbia, Ballyragget). 

• Lime.

Where are Nutrients Spread

All nutrient sources are spread rotationally around the farm based on 
what crop is being sown and the soil sample results. 

In general:

• Lime: Where required based on soil analysis results.

• Farm-yard manure: This is spread on the area where the forage 
crop is sown.

• Slurry: This is landspread on the grassland and silage area.

• Imported dairy sludge: This is landspread on the combicrop and 
grassland area of the leased land.
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Table 3: Soil Indexes Response to Fertilisers

The Soil Index System

Soil Index Index Description Response to 
Fertilisers

1 Very Low Definite

2 Low Likely

3 Medium Unlikely/Tenuous

4 Sufficient/Excess None

Sources of Organic Manures that are permitted to be imported 
onto Organic Farms

• Imported farm-yard manure or slurry must come from stock that 
have been outside during the year, not from intensive pig and 
poultry units where animals are inside all the time or from zero 
grazing farming systems. Farm- yard manure must be composted 
for at least 3 months before it can be land spread.

• Dairy processing sludge is available from some dairy processors 
who have sludge registered with an organic certification body.

�
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Soil Phosphorus (P) and Potassium (K) Levels on 
the Farm

Figure 4: P Index Levels on Farm

Figure 5: K Index Levels on Farm

% of Farm

% of Farm
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Phosphorus (P)

Phosphorus is necessary for early plant growth and root development. 

Permitted Phosphorus Products that can be used

• P27-Physlag- 11%P- e488/tonne

• Fruithill Farm – Dolophos- 11%  e720/tonne

• *Super Basic Slag 1.8-2.5% P (plus some liming effect) 
e99/tonne min order 5 tonne.

• *Rock Phosphate dust e360/tonne

* In soils with a high pH (>6.5) Rock Phosphate and Basic Slag 
become less effective.

Potassium (K)

Potassium (Potash) is essential for grain, root and forage crops. Large 
amounts are removed in conserved crops (hay and silage).

Permitted Potassium Products that can be used

• Patent Kali – 25% K   17% S 6% Mg e645/tonne

• Sulphate of Potash – 42% K 16% Sulphate  e600/tonne
�
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Animal Welfare on Organic 
Farms
Animal Housing

In organic farming housing is not compulsory, but where provided, cattle 
must be allowed more floor space than on most conventional farms. At least 
50% of the floor area must be solid and bedded i.e., not slatted. Straw, rushes 
or untreated wood shavings are acceptable bedding materials and these need 
not be organic. All animal housing is subject to inspection and approval by 
the organic certification body, and adjustments may be necessary. For many 
farmers a combination of a bedded lying area and a slatted feeding area may 
offer the best solution (see Table 4). The animal housing on the farm is made 
up of two sheds; one is a straw bedded loose shed with the animals coming to 
a barrier to eat and the other is a straw bedded area with the animals coming 
onto a slatted area to eat.                                                                                             

Table 4: Minimum Housing Area per head and by Weight

Animal

Minimum Indoor Areas
(net area available to each animal)

Live-weight Minimum
(kg)

m2/head

Calves; Beef 
Cattle;

Bull Beef;

Suckler Cows

Up to 100kg
Up to 200kg
Up to 350kg
Up to 500kg

1.5
2.5
4.0
5.0
6.0

Dairy Cows
Up to 600kg
Over 600kg

6.0 min.
1m2  /100kg

Breeding Bulls 10m2

Sheep
1.5m2 per ewe

0.35m2 per lamb

*Note: 50% of the areas listed above must be bedded lying area.
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Livestock Health

A healthy herd in organic farming is achieved by a combination of good 
management, sound nutrition and good animal husbandry skills. When 
a farm undergoes conversion to organic status an Animal Health Plan is 
required to be drawn up by the veterinary practitioner, who specifies the 
current animal health issues on the farm and how the farmer will tackle 
these problems into the future, while conforming to the requirements 
of organic certification standards. Detection of problems needs to be 
early, and timely veterinary advice is invaluable – when an animal is 
ill the organic farmer reacts in the same manner as their conventional 
neighbour and veterinary assistance is required immediately.

The overall health status of animals on the farm is very good with rarely 
requirement for veterinary intervention.  Animals occasionally have to 
be treated for liverfluke; this is done based on faecal analysis results or 
recommendation from the veterinary surgeon.

Conventional Veterinary Treatments Permitted

• Animals for meat consumption: 1 course antibiotics within 12 
months.

• Animals for breeding: 2 courses antibiotics within 12 months.

• Dairy Mastitis: 2 courses antibiotics within 12 months.

• If above limits exceeded, organic status taken away from animal.

�

Withdrawal Periods for use of Veterinary Products

• Min 7 days adhered to if no period specified.

• Under 18 days triple the withdrawal time.

• Between 18-28 days adhere to a 56 day withdrawal period.

• 29+ days twice the withdrawal time.
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Profitable Organic Beef 
Production

In order for any farm enterprise to be profitable, the returns from the 
enterprise must be greater than the costs of production. Organic beef 
farming systems are no different to any other enterprise. Outlined in Table 
5 is the Teagasc e-profit monitor physical and financial performance data 
for non-breeding beef farms in 2016 (299 farms) and also the physical and 
financial performance data for Tom’s farm in 2016 based on his Teagasc 
e-Profit monitor analysis.

Table 5: Teagasc e-Profit Monitor Analysis

Average of Teagasc non-

Breeding Beef Farms 2016
Tom Dunne

Physical

Farm Size (cattle ha) 35.4 38.19

Stocking Rate (LU/ha) 1.77 1.27

Financial (e/ha)

Gross Output Value e1427 e1387

 Total Variable Costs e757 e589

Gross Margin e670 e798

Source: Teagasc e-Profit Monitor Analysis Drystock Farms 2016

Despite a lower stocking rate on the Dunne’s farm compared to the 
average of the Teagasc non- breeding farms the gross margin is higher on 
the Dunne’s, this can be mainly attributed to:

• Lower costs of production.

• Higher market price.
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Organic Beef Farming in Ireland

At farm level in Ireland, the organic sector has experienced a large influx 
of new farmers in recent years with 1,800 farmers now farming organically 
including approximately 600 who entered conversion in 2015. About 70% 
of organic farmers are cattle farmers. Organically managed land now 
occupies approximately 2% of the total utilizable agricultural area (UAA) 
in the country According to the Department of Agriculture Food and the 
Marine (DAFM), in February 2017 there were approximately 1,400 organic 
cattle farms in Ireland, most of who were suckler farms. In total there 
were over 59,000 cattle, including 18,500 suckler cows, farmed organically. 
Figure 6 shows the location of all organic farmers per county in Ireland.

Figure 6: Location of all organic producers in Ireland – February 2017
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Organic Certification in 

Ireland

A major factor that distinguishes organic farming from other approaches to 
sustainable farming is the existence of internationally acknowledged standards 
and certification procedures.  The standards for organic production within the 
European Union are defined and enshrined in law by Council Regulation EC 
834/2007 as amended.

In Ireland the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine is the competent 
authority (i.e. - the Department’s Organic Unit is based at Johnstown Castle Estate 
Wexford) for regulating the organic sector and ensuring that the obligations and 
requirements of Council Regulation (EC) No. 834/2007 as amended and adhered to.

The Organic Unit of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine have 
designated Official Certification Bodies whose role is to certify organic producers, 
farmers and processors through and inspection process of each individual’s unit 
or farm. Further information can be sourced from these organic certification 
bodies:

IOFGA (Irish Organic Farmers and Growers Association)
13 Inish Carraig, Golden Island, Athlone. 
Tel: (090) 64 33680 www.iofga.org

Organic Trust
2 Vernon Avenue, Clontarf, Dublin 3.
Tel: (01) 853 0271 www.organictrust.ie

Demeter
40/11 Woodhall Rd, Edinburgh. EH13 ODU. Scotland.
Tel: (0044) 131 478 1201 www.demeter.net

Institute of Marketecology (IMO)
4 Lough Owel Village, Tullaghan, Mullingar, Co Westmeath.
Mob: (087) 251 7291

Global Trust Certificate Ltd.
3rd floor, Block 3, Quayside Business Park, Mill Street, Dundalk, Co Louth.
Tel: (042) 93 20912 Fax: (042) 93 8686 Email: info@gtcert.com

BDA Certification- Organic and Demeter
The Painswick Inn Project, Gloucester, Gloucestershire, GLS 1QS, United Kingdom.

Tel: (0044) 145 376 6296 Fax: (0044) 145 375 950�
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Targeted Agricultural 
Modernisation Scheme 
Organic Capital Investment 
Scheme (OCIS)

On Farm Scheme

A standard rate of aid of 40% on investments up to a ceiling of �80,000 (i.e. can 
generate a grant of �32,000 from an investment of �80,000).  For qualifying young 
organic farmers who meet the specific eligibility criteria, the standard rate of aid 
is 60% on investments up to a ceiling of �80,000.

How to Apply and Closing Date:

Online applications only through www.agfood.ie facility.

Full details and T&C:

http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/organicfarming/organicsscheme/
organiccapitalinvestmentschemeocis/

Queries:

DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle: (053) 91 63400

Organic Processing Scheme

Grant aid of up to 40% on �1.25 million (i.e. can generate a grant of �500,000 for an 
investment of �1.25 million) in facilities for the processing, preparation, grading, 
packing and storage of organic products with minimum level of investment in 
excess of �3,000.

More Details:

http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/press/pressreleases/2015/august/title,84203,en.html

Queries:

DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle: (053) 91 63400
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