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Introduction
William has been farming since taking over the family farm in 2010. 
At that time there was a suckler cow to weanling enterprise on the 
farm. The areas of the farming system that William has been focusing 
on developing since 2010 are:

 Infrastructure – Introduction of a paddock grazing system and 
improvements made to the farm roadway.

 Grassland – Reseeding, approximately 50% of the farm has been 
re seeded.

 Genetics – Breeding of own replacements.

William began looking at organic farming as an option, he was 
interested in the production system and saw it as an opportunity to 
improve the overall financial position of the farm. He also believed 
that an organic farming system was a route to sustainability for his 
farm.

After careful consideration and attending a Teagasc ‘Introduction to 
Organic Production’ course he decided to take the organic option. 

The farm entered organic conversion in 2015, with full organic 
status for the land and produce being achieved in 2017.
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Farm Details
The total area farmed is 74 hectares which is divided into two blocks. 
This is made up of 28 hectares of forestry which was planted in 
the mid-nineties. The remainng 46 hectare is grassland of which 
3 hectares of a forage crop was sown in July 2017.

Livestock Enterprise
There have been significant changes made to the livestock 
enterprise and William continues to make adjustments.

When taking over the farm Williams aims were, to breed his own 
replacement stock and establish a suckler herd using the suckler 
cows already on the farm as the foundation to do so.

In 2010 the suckler herd was made up of Continental cross cows, 
since then he has evolved the herd to predominantly Aberdeen 
Angus and Speckle Park cross. This has been achieved by crossing 
with Simmental, then Speckle Park and finally Aberdeen Angus. 
At present there is a herd of 46 suckler cows on the farm.

William developed an interest in the Speckle Park breed and has 
established a small herd of pure bred animals. He believes they 
suit his system because of the breeds attributes which includes:

 Meat eating quality.
 Low maintenance.
 Good browsers.
 Easy care.

He also believes that they fit into his overall plan of increasing 
output value through direct selling.
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William has purchased a Stabiliser bull for breeding high value 
breeding females. His first calves are due to be born in March 
2018. This bull has a:

 Replacement index of €163.
 Terminal index of €79.
 Calving difficulty 3.3%.
 Daughter milk 10.2kg.
 Daughter calving interval -2.36 days.

The future plan is:

 To finish the majority of the progeny as beef and sell directly to 
the consumer.

 The remainder to be sold as breeding stock to other farmers.
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The BDGP Scheme
William is a participant of the Beef Data and Genomics Programme 
(BDGP). Since he began farming he has focused on breeding his 
replacement stock from maternal bulls.

His ICBF €uro star report from January 2018 outlined in Figure 1, 
shows he has an average herd replacement index of €97 with the 
National Average at €78. He is comparable with the Top 10% of the 
National Herd which stands at €98.

Figure 1: Williams Herd Replacement Index Profile
Source:ICBF (Irish Cattle Breeding Federation)

He is choosing his breeding heifers from high replacement index 
cows focusing on:

 Daughter milk.

 Daughter calving interval.

 Weight for age.

 Temperament.

 Physical attributes of the animals.
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Figure 2  from ICBF shows Williams herd profile across different age 
groups of females. Potential breeding heifers have a consistently 
higher replacement index compared to their counterparts in the 
National Herd, reflecting  Williams continued focus on using maternal 
sires.

Figure 2: Williams €uro Star Profile
Source:ICBF (Irish Cattle Breeding Federation)
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Grassland Management
Grazing Management
William grazes cattle on a rotational basis around the farm using a 
paddock system. The cows and calves are in one group. The cattle are 
divided into two groups with each group being rotated.

Animals start being housed from mid-November onwards and are 
back out as early as possible with the aim to have animals out from 
February.

Silage 
 In 2017 there were two main cuts of silage harvested, the first in 

early June and a second cut in mid-July. This was all made into 
round bales.

 Some of the grazing paddocks were also made into round bales of 
silage.

 There were also 55 round bales of hay made.



7

Forage Crop Mixture for Winter Grazing
In late July 2017, William planted 3 hectares of ‘RAPID’, a forage 
rape, kale and stubble turnip mixture. It contained 70% organic 
seed. 

The crop is fast to establish and provides a very palatable feed 
suitable for grazing by all stock. This was grazed with a group of 
2017 born animals.

Advantages of Winter Forage Crops
 Produces a palatable thick crop.
 High protein content.
 Quick growing.
 Sow mid-June to late August.

Organic Regulation for Seed Usage
 Must seek permission to use un-treated non-organic seed from 

your Organic Certification Body (OCB).
 This permission must be granted by the OCB before purchasing 

this un -treated non-organic seed.
 Conventional treated seed is not permitted to be used.
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Animal Welfare in Organic Farming
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. Faecal analyses 
are taken if animals show symptoms of a fluke or worm burden. 
The suckler cows are supplemented with minerals pre calving. Also 
seaweed based minerals are fed to the cattle.

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, otherwise 

the cow is removed from the milking herd.
 If limits exceeded, organic status is taken away from animal.
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Withdrawal Periods for use of Veterinary Products
 Minimum 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.
 If treated with organophosphates, lose organic status permanently.

Mutilations
 Prior approval is required from your Organic Certification Body 

before any mutilations are undertaken.
 To avoid suffering to the animal adequate anaesthesia and/or 

analgesia must be administered in all cases.

Housing
There are different regulations governing winter housing of animals 
on organic compared to conventional farms. The main differences 
include a maximum allowable slatted area of 50% and a larger space 
allowance than conventional. Table 1 outlines the minimum organic 
housing area requirements. William has traditional loose sheds and 
slatted/loose housing on the farm. 

Organic Animal Housing Standards
 Adjustments to meet organic standards may be necessary – 

depends on farm situation.
 Housing is not compulsory.
 At least 50% of floor area must be bedded.
 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.
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Table 1 - 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
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Soil Nutrients and Manure Management
 The aim of organic farming is to maintain soil fertility levels by 

efficient recycling of farmyard manure, slurry and or compost 
that is normally generated on the farm. 

 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 Organic Manures that are permitted to be 
imported onto Organic Farms
 Imported farmyard 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. Farmyard 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 
William’s Farm

 Figure 3:  Figure 4: 
 P Index Levels on Farm K Index Levels on Farm

Lime Status on Farm

Phosphorus (P)
Phosphorus is necessary for early plant growth and root development.

Permitted Phosphorus Products that can be used

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

 P27-Physlag- 11%P- €488/tonne

 Fruithill Farm – Dolophos- 11% €720/tonne

 *Super Basic Slag 1.8-2.5% P (plus some liming effect) €99/tonne 
min order 5 tonne.

 *Rock Phosphate dust €360/tonne

23%

47%

23%

7% Index 1

Index 2

Index 3

Index 4

23%

37%

18%

22% Index 1

Index 2

Index 3

Index 4

% of Farm% of Farm

 pH % of Farm
 5.9 – 6.2 5%

 > 6.5 95%
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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 €645/tonne

 Sulphate of Potash – 42% K 16% Sulphate €600/tonne
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Organic Certification
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

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 Agricutural 
Modernisation Scheme 
Organic Captial 
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:
Online applications only through www.agfood.ie facility.

Full details and T&C:
https://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.

Full details and T&C:
DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle:
https://www.agriculture.gov.ie/farmingsectors/organicfarming/
organicsscheme/schemeofgrantaidforthedevelopmentoftheorganic
processingindustry-offfarm/

Queries:
DAFM Organic Unit, Johnstown Castle: (053) 91 63400
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Steps to Successful Organic Conversion
1. Get acquainted with the adjustments required by attending farm 

walks, talking to other organic farmers and or contacting a local 
advisor.

2. Research market opportunities. Contact relevant processors to 
explore market requirements, specifications and when the product 
is in demand. Many organic farmers choose to sell directly which 
requires extra work to develop your own market. 

3. Choose an Organic Certification Body (OCB) and get an 
information pack.

4. Prepare a conversion plan and submit to OCB.

5. All entrants to the Organic Farming Scheme (OFS) must enter 
for an initial five year plus term. Please consult DAFM website: 
www.agriculture.gov.ie for updates on a new Organic Farming 
Scheme. 

6. A 25 hour ‘Introduction to Organic Production’ course has to 
be completed by all new applicants before acceptance into the 
Organic Farming Scheme.



17

 

 

 

 Topic 

Paddock set-up & grazing management 

Nutrient management planning 

Role of clover 

Cow and cattle performance 

Organic certification  

Teagasc /DAFM Organic Farm Walk  

William Mulhall 

Walk Stop 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

   

                                      

Farm Profile 

  
Farm System Suckler to Beef 

Hectares 46.4 Ha  (2 blocks of land) 

Stock - 2018 46 cows (present) 

All cattle taken to finish 

Entered Conversion  May 2015 

Fully Organic Status May 2017 

Grass Grown Farm: 8.5 tonnes /Ha 

National Average:  

4.5 tonnes/Ha 
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   W. Mulhall – Paddock Layout 

Paddocks: how to get them right 

Why use a paddock system? 

Grazing management control. 

Improved grass quality 

More grass produced 

Higher utilisation rates 

Options - can strip/block  

     graze 

Infrastructure 

Map paddocks on farm 

Permanent and/or 

temporary fencing 

Farm roadways 

Positioning of water 

troughs 

Paddock size 

6/7 paddocks per 

grazing group 

Grow in 3 weeks, graze 

in 3 days 

50 animals (450kgs) 

require  1 ha paddocks 

 

Benefits 

20% extra grass for free 

Regrowths 

protected 

Encourage 

productive species 
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The Future 

Grow and Eat 8.0 T/Ha 

Management not nitrogen 

Finish all stock 

Improve silage quality 

Incorporate clover 

Improve infrastructure in   

marginal areas of farm 

 

 

What William is doing 

2017 – Grow and Eat 6.6 T/Ha 

Paddock system 

Cleans  out paddocks 

Subdivides Paddocks  

   Max of 3 groups of stock 

   Early turnout  (11th Feb) 

   250 days at grass in 2017 

 

   Grassland Management 

Nutrient Cycling On Organic Farms 

Decomposers 

breakdown 

organic matter 

Minerals and 

other nutrients 

released into soil 

OFF FARM 

NUTRIENTS 

ADDED 

ON FARM 

NUTRIENTS 

Crop Residue 
Feed, Fertiliser Crop Residue 

NUTRIENTS 

LOST 

Products 

Sold 

Plant 

growth 
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Steps to Managing Soil Fertility 

Soil 
Fertility 

Step 1 

Soil 

 Testing 

Step 2 

Soil pH 

 & Lime 

Step 3 

Target 
Index for 

P & K 

Step 4 

Slurry & 

Manures 

Step 5 

Nutrient  

Balance 

Clover fixes N 

Legumes the driver of organic livestock production

€0.30 

€0.50 

€0.70 

€0.90 

€1.10 

€1.30 

Fertiliser nitrogen (N) price is rising 

Year 

€
 p

er
 k

g 
N

 

Legumes fix nitrogen from the air 

0

50

100

150

200

250

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Eg: Average annual sward white clover content 

N
-fi

xa
tio

n 
(k

g 
N

 p
er

 h
a)

Clover fixes Clover fixes Clover fixes Clover fixes Clover fixes N N N N 130/ha 

Are legumes beneficialC Most common forage legumes: white clover, red clover, lucerne, birdsfoot trefoil, alsike clover 

Benefits 

reliance
on fertilizer 
nitrogen (N) 

intake and 
production 

High protein 
and mineral 

content 

Good for the
environment 

Challenges 
vs grass 

only 

Lower 
persistence
than grass

under grazing

More
seasonal
growth
pattern 

Risk of
livestock

bloat

More
difficult to 

conserve as
silage
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• Graze

paddocks tight 

Be

Healthy organic grass white clover swards 

Soil fertility is key: 

Rotational (paddock) grazing to 4-5 cm is key 

Soil  

sample

every  

3-5 years

4-5 cm > 5 cm

Soil Fertility Target 

pH 6.0 to 7.0 

Phosphorus Aim Index 3 

Potassium Aim Index 3 

Steps to successful management: 

1) Maintain soil fertility.

2) Apply slurry in Spring for early growth.

3) Frequent tight grazing.

4) Graze out well in Autumn.

5) Alternate cutting and grazing fields.

6) Avoid poaching.

Steps to over-sowing white clover 

Open sward, moist 

soil. Soil index 3, 

pH 6.2 to 6.8 

5kg/ha (2kg/acre) 

Mixing agent – sand,

non-synthetic fertilizer 

Graze paddocks

tight
Avoid silage 

cutting for 1 year 

1. 2. 3. 4.1.

Over-sow 20% of the farm each year to keep clover renewed in sward 

Source: Teagasc, Moorepark 

2. 3. 4.

• Graze

paddocks tight 

• Graze

paddocks tight 

Red clover benefits and management 

• Graze

paddocks tight 

Establishment 
• Full re-seed > over-sowing.

• Sow April to July.

• Fine firm seedbed –avoid seed burial >1cm

deep.

• Monoculture vs Mix with grass+/- white clover

- enterprise dependent.

• Year 1 – allow to flower prior to harvest for

root development.

Management
• Cut 3 to 4 cuts per year from Year 2

onwards, 6-8 weeks between cuts.

• Cut silage crop 7-8 cm above ground.

• Aim pH 6.0-6.5, Index 3 for P & K.

P and K removal/year 

or equivalent in organic manures 

Phosphorus (P) Potassium (K) 

45 to 65kg/ha 100 to 130kg/ha 

- 

Silage> 

grazing High
yield

12-15 t
D.M./ha

High
protein
16-20%

Silage> 

grazing 

Drought 
tolerant 

Oestrog-
enic 

compounds
-ewe

fertility 

Recommend 
5 year break 

for pests/ 
diseases 

High
animal
intake

Free N 
~200kg
N/ha/yr. 

- - - - 
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•Large grass supply

•No milk quota

•Compact calving

Challenges       Opportunitie 

2017 Breeding  Performance William Nat. Avg 

No of  calvings 51 

Start of calving season 2/4/2017 

6 week calving rate 85% 56% 

Calving spread (weeks) 7.5 weeks 

Calves/cow/year 0.88 0.85 

Calving interval *398 days 400 days 

Mortality rate at 48 hours 0% 4.6% 

Mortality at 28 days 0% 5.7% 

% heifers calved at 22-26 months 30% 24% 

Suckler Cow Performance 

•Large grass supply

•No milk quota 

•Compact calving

Challenges       Opportunitie 
Animal Performance Females Males Total/Average 

2017 born calves 21 23 44 

Average date of birth 
11th April 

200 day weight 
245kg 292kg 270kg 

ADG
1.03kg 1.23kg 1.14kg 

Weight: 13th  March (kg) 

Target Bulling Weight (End May) 

Target Housing Weight (Males) 

Livestock Performance 

279kg 326kg 300kg

360kg ADG 1.0

498kg ADG 0.8
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Suckler To Beef  

 What Drives  Profit? 

Profitability 

€€€€ 

Production 
Costs 

Output Value 
 = Price x Live Weight 

Steps to Organic Conversion 

10. CONVERT YOURSELF! 

9. GET CERTIFIED 

8. SUITABLE STOCK  AND CROPS 

7. HOUSING AND FACILITIES 

6. QUALITY FORAGE 

5. SOIL FERTILITY 

4. PLANNING 

3. EVALUATE PAYMENTS 

2. ASSESS THE MARKET 

1. GET THE FACTS 
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•Large grass supply 

•No milk quota 

•Compact calving 

Challenges                   Opportunities 
Strengths Challenges 

Focus on breeding and genetics Cow type for farm 

Grassland management and 

paddocks 

Maximise value of output 

Animal performance Maintaining soil fertility 

Good attitude Winter feeding 

 

Ability to plan  More clover  

 

Take Home Messages 

Steps to Organic Certification 

Application to 

Organic 

Certification Body 

Inspection 

Certification 

Panel Approval 
Licence Issued 

Annual Renewal 

Licence Issued 
Annual 

Inspection 

Certification 

Panel Approval 
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