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Early grazing:
it’s not just for
spring calvers
Joe Patton
Teagasc Animal and Grassland
Research and Innovation Programme,
Grange
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ncreased milk solids, reduced
silage and concentrate costs and
better subsequent sward qualLW\DUHSURYHQEHQHoWVIURPHDUO\
turnout. Teagasc Moorepark analyVLVRI IDUPGDWDLQGLFDWHVDIXUWKHU
SRWHQWLDOJDLQRI WRH[WUD
VSULQJJUDVVJURZWKIURPEHWWHUHDUO\
VHDVRQPDQDJHPHQW0DQ\IDUPHUV
ZKRWXUQWKHLUFRZVRXWHDUO\UHSRUW
a reduced spring workload and more
grazing days.
7KHUHKDVEHHQDSHUFHSWLRQ
KRZHYHUWKDWZLQWHUFDOYLQJKHUGV
ZLWKKLJKIHHGGHPDQGLQVSULQJ
DQGKHUGVRQKHDYLHUVRLOW\SHVGR
QRWJDLQWRWKHVDPHH[WHQW2QIDUP
H[SHULHQFHLVVKRZLQJWKDWWKHSRWHQWLDOEHQHoWVDUHMXVWDVJUHDWIRUVXFK
IDUPV

The Johnstown Castle herd

Herd manager Aidan Lawless
KDVEHHQHDUO\JUD]LQJWKHFRZ
7HDJDVF-RKQVWRZQ&DVWOHZLQWHU
PLONKHUGRYHUWKHODVW\HDUVDQG
KDVKDGWRPDQDJHYDULRXVWULDO
stocking rates and calving patterns.
7KHVSULQJURWDWLRQ
planner gives
WKHEDVLFRXWOLQHLQHDFK
situation,
according
to Aidan:

Aidan Lawless,
herd manager.

“Some tweaks to management are
PDGHDORQJWKHZD\y
k7KHUHKDYHEHHQDQXPEHURI GLIIHUHQWFRPELQDWLRQVUXQKHUHRYHU
WKH\HDUVyH[SODLQV$LGDQkIURP
DXWXPQFDOYLQJDQGEXIIHU
IHHGLQJWRDXWXPQDQGVSULQJFDOYLQJ
DWORZHUVWRFNLQJUDWHV$WWKHPRPHQWZHKDYHCEORFNDXWXPQ CEORFN
VSULQJ DQGVSOLWFDOYLQJV\VWHPVLQSODFH)RUDOOV\VWHPVZHoQG
WKDWJHWWLQJFRZVRXWWRHDUO\JUDVV
and using a spring rotation plan as a
WHPSODWHLVYHU\LPSRUWDQWy
7KHJRDO"k7KHPDLQDLPLVDOZD\V
WRVHWXSWKHJUD]LQJEORFNWRKDYH
SOHQW\RI TXDOLW\JUDVVIURPPLG
$SULODQGLQWRWKHODWHUURXQGVyVD\V
Aidan. “We are trying to kickstart
FOHDQQHZJURZWKE\FOHDQLQJRII 
SDGGRFNVLQURWDWLRQIURPHDUO\)HEruary. Moving cows out to grass early
PHDQVWKDWWKHoUVWDUHDVJUD]HGKDYH
DORQJLQWHUYDOWRUHFRYHUDQGWKLV
KHOSVWRHQVXUHZHKDYHHQRXJKJUDVV
IRUWKHVHFRQGURXQG+DYLQJDURXQG
JUD]HGE\HDUO\0DUFKLVDZRUNLQJWDUJHWy
7KHYDU\LQJVWRFNLQJUDWHVDQGFDOYLQJSDWWHUQVUHVXOWLQTXLWHGLIIHUHQW
GHPDQGVIRUJUDVVLQVSULQJVRKRZ
LVPDQDJHPHQWDGMXVWHGWRFRSHZLWK
WKLV"k7KHoUVWWKLQJWRVD\LVWKDW
WKHWDUJHWVRI JUD]LQJWRRI 
WKHDUHDE\HDUO\0DUFKDQGE\
6W3DWULFN V'D\GRQ WFKDQJH$IWHU
WKDWLWLVDFDVHRI EXGJHWLQJRXWWKH
available grass using quality silage
DQGFRQFHQWUDWHWRoOOWKHJDSVy
)RUWKHEORFNDXWXPQFDOYLQJKHUG
IRUH[DPSOHDOOFRZVDUHFDOYHG
DQGWKHDYHUDJHGDLO\IHHGLQWDNHLV
NJ'0LQHDUO\)HEUXDU\7KLV
FUHDWHVDYHU\KLJKIHHGGHPDQG
LQ)HEUXDU\k7RPDQDJHWKLVZH
VWLFNWRWKHSODQIRUDUHDJUD]HG
SHUZHHNZKLFKXVXDOO\PHDQV
grazing by day only until early
0DUFKyVD\V$LGDQk7KHFRZV
ZLOOJHWDWOHDVWNJWRNJ
JUDVV'0SHUJUD]LQJWR
PLQLPLVHSRDFKLQJDIWHU
PRUQLQJPLONLQJ7KH
UHVWRI WKHKHUG V
GLHWLVIHGLQGRRUVZLWK

VLODJHIHHGLQJDGMXVWHGGHSHQGLQJRQ
JUDVVDOORFDWLRQ 

Grass allowance
k2QFHGDLO\JUDVVDOORZDQFHLQFUHDVHVWKHFRZVZLOOEHRXWIRUWZR
JUD]LQJVSHUGD\WKURXJKPLG0DUFK
DQGDUHoQDOO\RXWIXOOWLPHGXULQJ
WKHODVWRQHWKLUGRI WKHoUVWURXQG
k7KLVFRQWUDVWVZLWKWKHVSULQJRU
VSOLWFDOYLQJJURXSVZKLFKQHHG
WREHRXWIXOOWLPHHDUOLHULQRUGHUWR
JHWHQRXJKDUHDJUD]HGyQRWHV$LGDQ
k%XWZKHQ\RXORRNDWHDFKIDUPLQ
PLG$SULOWKHJUDVVVLWXDWLRQVKRXOG
EHFORVHWRLGHQWLFDORQHDFKRQHy
$LGDQDOVRKLJKOLJKWVWKDWFRUUHFW
DXWXPQFORVLQJLVHVVHQWLDOIRUHDUO\
JUD]LQJk:HFORVHGWKHIDUPRQ
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Michael Malone assesses
early spring covers with Killian
Brennan, Kilcogy, Co Cavan.

November at an average farm cover
of around 680kg DM per hectare.
The wedge chart (Figure 1) showed
PHWKDWWKHUHZHUHIRXURUoYHSDGdocks that could have been grazed
given the good weather conditions,
but we stuck to the plan and walked
away to have grass for the spring.
“We will have an opening cover
close to 800kg DM per ha and this will
help to get grazing off to a good start.
We have seen over the years that
closing earlier and with a high cover
is needed for winter milking herds
in order to have enough grass to cope
with extra spring demand.
‘‘So some adjustment is needed in
autumn as well as spring for these
systems.”

Figure 1
Closing covers for the Johnstown dairy unit
(block autumn herd), November 2016
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– Cian Devanney,
dairy advisor,
Ballyhaise

“There’s mixed opinion on the idea of early grazing,” says
Michael Malone, of the Teagasc Lakeland Joint Programme. “Some farmers have already bought into it; some
will not entertain the idea – they have their own reasons,
and some are willing to give it a go but need some practical help to get things moving. We prioritise these guys
because we feel time with them will be time well-spent.’’
Michael says that the main barriers to achieving more
days at grass in spring are similar on farms across the region. “It comes down to the same few issues nearly every
time,” he argues. “Applying spring nitrogen early is probably the number one issue. It can be a struggle to promote
application of 70-plus units of N by 1 April because the
response is not immediately visible, but local farm data
CONlRMSTHEVALUEOFTHISPRACTICEv
After that, the issue of poaching and a perception of
increased workload with strip grazing are common issues.
“There is no doubting the extra poaching risk on some of
the farms further north and west in the catchment area,”
Michael says. “But I think there is a real need for objective
assessment of what level ground damage is acceptable,
and what isn’t. We certainly don’t want to be reducing
annual growth by poaching high-risk paddocks. We have
used the Ballyhaise farm to demonstrate recovery of grass
ONSOMEGROUNDMARKEDDURINGTHElRSTROUNDOFGRAZING 
and there are real lessons for guys here.”
The farmers on heavy soils who are striving for more
DAYSATGRASSALSORECOGNISETHEVALUEOFGOODlELD
infrastructure. “Lack of investment in roadways and water
to make grazing access easier and reduce poaching is
another issue locally,” says Michael. “In a wet spring, it’s
very tempting to just close the shed door behind the cows
in the morning and wait a few weeks – farms that have invested in infrastructure are more likely to move on grazing
in marginal conditions, at least by day. For heavy farms,
the distance from any point in the paddock to a roadway
access point should be no more than 150m.’’
So does Michael see progress being made on early
SPRINGGRAZINGh)DElNITELYTHINKSO4HElRSTANDMOST
important thing is that we are seeing more and more
middle-ground farmers willing to give it a go. One of our
clients describes early grazing as akin to doing heavy
training with his football team in January. “It is tough going
and not enjoyable at the time, but you will get the rewards
for the rest of the year.”

kg DM/ha

Killian plans
to have cows
grazing
by 10
February
this year and
have one
third of the
farm grazed
by early
March
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