Cabriolet
beef in the
southeast
Finishing beef cattle
on an unroofed slatted
unit in Wexford
Kay O’Connell
Teagasc Drystock Advisor, Wexford

P

addy and Bridget Murphy,
along with their son Padraic
DQGGDXJKWHU6LQHDGoQLVKXS
to 1,500 cattle each year on their farm
near Arthurstown, in south Wexford.
The animals consist of continental
and early-maturing breeds with some
)ULHVLDQFDWWOHDOVRoQLVKHG
Over three generations, they have
tried several housing types and have
settled on unroofed slatted units as
WKHEHVWWRoQLVKFDWWOHLQ7RGD\LQ
their farmyard, you will see a the slatted unit built in the 1970s with a low
roof and resulting poor ventilation,
a slatted unit and a slatted shed with
VWUDZOLHEDFNEXLOWWRJUDQWVSHFLoFDtions in 2007, in addition to the more
recent addition of unroofed slatted
units.
All are in use today, but the Murphys’ preference is for the unroofed
slatted unit. Paddy said: “I’d love to
have another three of these and take
down the roofed units.”
Why? “We’ve found that the cattle
are healthier on the unroofed slatted
unit,” continues Paddy. Many will argue that it depends on the conditions
in the sheds you are comparing with.
Paddy agrees but he has compared

the different sheds in his own yard
and believes the unroofed slatted unit
works best.
“We even built an outwintering pad
but decommissioned it as we found
PDQDJLQJLWGLIoFXOWLQVRPHZHDWKHU
conditions, in addition to the cost and
disposal of woodchip,” says Paddy.
The Murphys source stock from all
over the southeast and buy direct
from farms and from marts. Stock
that have come from many different
sorts of houses are mixed on arrival.
“We have found that regardless of
where they were previously the cattle
that are put onto the unroofed slatted unit have less coughs and snots
than those in the roofed slatted units
which means they hit the ground running in terms of performance,” says
Padraic.
“I can come home in January or
February with a load of cattle out
of sheds, put them on the unroofed
slats and don’t have a bother… or on a
mild, muggy morning in November/
December I would nearly be afraid
looking into the roofed houses as
there will always be something coughing whereas the cattle outdoors on the
slats are content and thriving.”

Design

The Murphys have two unroofed
XQLWVLQSODFH7KHoUVWZDVSXWLQ
place four years ago with the most recent one added in 2017. It consists of a
slatted tank 32m x 10.1m x 2.7m deep,
with 2.4m high concrete walls around
three sides with sliding doors at each
end. A feed trough runs the length of

Table 1: Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine recommended stocking
rates for slatted housing (no cubicles)
Livestock

Animal area (m2 per animal)

Dairy cows

4m2 per cow

Suckler cows

2.5m2 to 3m2 per cow

Sucker cows with calves

Allow 1m2 extra for spring born and 1.75m2
for autumn-born calves

Other cattle over 275kg

2m2 to 2.5m2 per animal

Smaller cattle under 275kg

1.2m2 to 1.5m2 per animal
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the tank. Metal cladding is pivoted
on the bar above the feed trough to
protect the feed from the weather.
The cladding can be bolted shut
ZKHQWKHWURXJKVDUHEHLQJoOOHGZLWK
feed. There are three pens and the
XQLWKROGVoQLVKLQJFDWWOHZKLFK
works out at 2.75m2 per animal. This
is within the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine recommended stocking rates for slatted
housing which specify an animal area
of 2m2 to 2.5 m2 per animal >275 kg on
slats (Table 1).
According to the Murphys, the key
to the success of the unroofed slatted
unit is shelter. The stock are sheltered
on all sides which is very important.
Slat mats are essential in Paddys
opinion: “Cattle don’t mind what’s
coming down on top of them once
they have comfort beneath them and
they aren’t in a draught.”
Research shows that cattle spend
about half of their day lying. Lying
time can be from 60 to 80 minutes’
duration with about 10 to 15 periods
per day. How long an animal spends
lying each time will depend on the
housing environment but total lying
WLPHLVo[HG
Paddy insists his cattle are cleaner
on slats than they would be on straw –

unless very large quantities of straw
were used. Researchers in Teagasc
in Grange, Co Meath, recently did an
analysis of 18 studies which looked
DWWKHHIIHFWRI pRRUW\SHRQSHUIRUmance, lying time and dirt scores of
oQLVKLQJEHHI FDWWOH
They concluded that concrete-slatted
pRRUVDUHDGHTXDWHKRXVLQJV\VWHPV
IRUWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI oQLVKLQJEHHI 
FDWWOHZKHQFRPSDUHGZLWKVWUDZ
EHGGLQJ7KH\DOVRIRXQGWKDWSODFLQJ
UXEEHUPDWVRQFRQFUHWHVODWWHGpRRUV
KDGQRHIIHFWRQSHUIRUPDQFHO\LQJ
time or animal cleanliness.
However, they did conclude that
further research examining different
UXEEHUPDWW\SHVLVQHHGHG,WPXVW
EHQRWHGWKDWWKH\ZHUHFRPSDULQJ
URRIHGVODWWHGKRXVHV7KHUHDSSHDUV
WREHOLWWOHUHVHDUFKGRQHRQXQURRIHG
slatted units.
$VWKH0XUSK\V XQLWLVXQURRIHG
regulations require that all the rain
WKDWIDOOVRQWKHWDQNQHHGVWREHFROlected. The minimum slurry storage
FDSDFLWLHVUHTXLUHGE\OHJLVODWLRQZLOO
YDU\IURPWRZHHNVGHSHQGLQJ
RQZKHUH\RXDUHORFDWHGLQ,UHODQG
,Q:H[IRUGWKHUHLVDUHTXLUHPHQW
IRUZHHNV VWRUDJHIRUVOXUU\
Therefore, the additional storage
required to account for rainfall when

FRPSDUHGZLWKDURRIHGVODWWHGWDQN
is 151m3 (33,000 gallons). At a cost of
€48.27/m3, the additional slurry storDJHFDSDFLW\IRUQRWFRYHULQJWKHWDQN
would cost €7,288.
5RRIVDUHFRVWHGDW PªEXWFDQ
range from €45/m² to €60/m², for

Padraic and Paddy Murphy with Kay O’Connell

VWDQGDUGVWHHOIUDPHVWUXFWXUHVEXLOW
WRFRQIRUPWR'$)0VSHFLoFDWLRQV
At €50/m2WRURRIWKH0XUSK\V XQLW
ZRXOGFRVWDSSUR[LPDWHO\ )RU
3DGG\WKHEHQHoWLVQRWWKHSRWHQWLDO
FRVWVDYLQJk,W VWKHLPSURYHGKHDOWK
DQGSHUIRUPDQFHRI WKHVWRFNLQWKH
unit – as we mentioned earlier they
DUHOHVVOLNHWRGHYHORSUHVSLUDWRU\LQIHFWLRQVRUSQHXPRQLDZKLFKPHDQV
less treatment costs.”
7KHSURYLVLRQRI KRXVLQJWKDWPHHWV
DOORI WKHDQLPDO VUHTXLUHPHQWVLV
RQHRI WKHNH\IDFWRUVWRSURoWDELOLW\
RQEHHIoQLVKLQJIDUPV&DWWOHVKRXOG
have access to water and feed to meet
their needs, freedom of movement,
VXIoFLHQWOLJKWIRUQRUPDOEHKDYiour, adequate ventilation and clean
FRQGLWLRQV,I DQ\RI WKHVHDUHDVDUH
LQDGHTXDWHDQLPDOSHUIRUPDQFHZLOO
EHUHGXFHG
)RUWKH0XUSK\IDPLO\XQURRIHG
slatted units are meeting these
UHTXLUHPHQWV5HJDUGOHVVRI WKHW\SH
\RXFKRRVHWREXLOGZKHQGHVLJQLQJ
accommodation facilities for fattenLQJFDWWOHFRQVLGHUDWLRQVKRXOGEH
JLYHQWRODERXUDYDLODELOLW\IHHGLQJ
V\VWHPW\SHRI GLHWJURXSVL]H
drinking system, and facilities for
handling and storage of the manures
SURGXFHG
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