Paddocks
EQUALPROlT

Measurement
and budgeting
With the basic building blocks of soil
fertility and infrastructure in place, the
next step to getting more from grass
is to develop grass measurement and
budgeting skills. Grass measurement
and budgeting does not have to be
complicated or expensive as is often
the perception.
There are a number of methods that
can be used to measure grass supply (grass covers) on farms. Sward
sticks, rising plate meters and the
quadrant and shears method are all
common.
What method you use is irrelevant,
the important thing is that some form
of measurement is carried out on a
regular basis to aid management
decisions.

Fertiliser is a key investment on
any sheep farm. By far the best
returns are achieved from rotational
grazing systems
Philip Creighton
Teagasc, Animal and Grassland
Research and Innovation Programme,
Athenry, Co Galway

Table 1: Grass days-ahead
guidelines for sheep farms

T

he average sheep farm in Ireland utilises 5.6t of grass dry
matter/ha/year. Results from
recent grassland systems research
at Teagasc Athenry show that each
tonne of grass DM grown will support a ewe plus her lambs for a year
including their winter feed.
Ireland’s strength in sheep production lies in our ability to produce
meat from an almost entirely grassbased diet giving us a competitive
advantage over many of our EU
competitors. The main challenge for
pasture-based systems of sheep production is to improve the growth and
utilisation of pasture and increase
the output of lamb from grassland.
With grass making up 90% to 95%
of the annual energy requirements
of sheep any improvement in the efoFLHQF\RI SURGXFWLRQDQGXWLOLVDWLRQ
JUHDWO\LQFUHDVHSURoWDELOLW\(DFK
additional tonne of grass DM/ha
XWLOLVHGZLOOLQFUHDVHSURoWE\ 
ha. Data from Teagasc Athenry and
commercial sheep farms participating in the Teagasc BETTER sheep
farm programme indicate that there
LVURRPIRUVLJQLoFDQWLQFUHDVHVLQ
the level of grass grown and utilised
on Irish sheep farms.
Some of the key areas to focus on
are:
vSoil fertility.
vField divisions/grazing groups.
vMeasurement/budgeting.

Soil fertility

Pastures simply will not perform to
their potential if the soil fertility
is not correct. The soil’s ability to
provide the optimum quantity of nutrients for grass growth determines
WKHSURGXFWLYLW\RI DoHOG6RLOIHUWLO-
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April
May-July
August
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Oct-Nov

Data from
Teagasc Athenry and
commercial sheep
farms participating in the Teagasc
BETTER sheep farm
programme indicate
that there is room for
SIGNIlCANTINCREASES
in the level of grass
grown and utilised
on Irish sheep farms.

ity should be foremost in the mind of
anyone who wishes to maximise the
oQDQFLDOUHWXUQIURPJUD]HGJUDVV
Fertiliser accounts for up to oneoIWKRI WKHWRWDOYDULDEOHFRVWVRQ
sheep farms, so effective management
of fertiliser will save you money. The
exact quantities of lime and fertilisers needed can be determined with a
soil test which should be carried out
HYHU\WKUHHWRoYH\HDUV7KHUHVXOWV
are the foundations for a fertiliser
and lime plan. Your Teagasc advisor
or a private company can organise
the test and take the samples if you
prefer.
A liming programme should be
in place on all farms in order to
have soil pH at its optimum year on
year. This will prevent soil pH from
dropping to such an extent that the
response to applied fertiliser is compromised.

Field division/grazing groups

Set stocking/continuous grazing systems are still common on Irish sheep
farms. In these systems, sheep graze
the same grassland area throughout

the grazing season. Grazing systems
where sheep are moved in rotation
through a series of paddocks ofIHUJUHDWHUpH[LELOLW\LQJUDVVODQG
PDQDJHPHQWE\DOORZLQJLQFUHDVHG
FRQWURORYHUVZDUGVWUXFWXUHJUD]LQJ
VHYHULW\UHJURZWKSHULRGVDQGRYHUDOO
SDVWXUHVXSSO\
5RWDWLRQDOJUD]LQJLQYROYHVGLYLGLQJ
WKHRYHUDOOJUDVVODQGDUHDLQWRDQXPEHURI SDGGRFNV7KHVHSDGGRFNVDUH
JUD]HGIHUWLOLVHGDQGUHVWHGLQWXUQ
DQGDOORZJUHDWHUOHYHOVRI KHUEDJH
XWLOLVDWLRQWREHDFKLHYHG
2QWKH7HDJDVFVKHHSUHVHDUFKGHPRQVWUDWLRQIDUPLQ$WKHQU\DVLPSOH
oYHSDGGRFNURWDWLRQDOJUD]LQJ
V\VWHPLVXVHG7KLVFDQDOVREHVSOLW
WHPSRUDULO\DVQHHGHGWRJLYHXSWR
10 grazing divisions per group.
$YHUDJHUHVLGHQF\WLPH KRZORQJ
the sheep spend) in paddocks in
$SULO0D\DQG-XQHLVoYHGD\V 
days per division).
3RVWZHDQLQJDOHDGHUIROORZHUV\VWHPLVXVHG/DPEVKDYHoUVWDFFHVV
WRIUHVKUHJURZWKJUD]LQJLWGRZQWR
DURXQGFPZLWKWKHGU\HZHVWKHQ
grazing the paddocks down to 4cm to

HQVXUHTXDOLW\OHDI\JUDVVLQWKHIROORZLQJURWDWLRQ
%\FRQWUROOLQJJUDVVTXDOLW\WKLV
IRUPRI JUDVVODQGPDQDJHPHQWPD[LPL]HVJUDVVJURZWKDQGXWLOLVDWLRQ
ZKLOHPDLQWDLQLQJDQLPDOSHUIRUmance.
$JHQHUDOUHFRPPHQGDWLRQZLWK
regard to paddock size taking an
H[DPSOHRI DIDUPZLWKDpRFNRI 
HZHVVWRFNHGDWHZHVKDZRXOGEH
DPLQLPXPRI oYHSDGGRFNVRI KD
DF HDFKSHUJUD]LQJJURXS7KLVFDQ
EHIXUWKHUGLYLGHGXVLQJWHPSRUDU\
fencing as required.
8VLQJDOOWKHJUDVVODQGSURGXFWLRQ
DQGXWLOLVDWLRQLQIRUPDWLRQJDWKHUHG
IURPWKHJUD]LQJWULDOVRQWKH7HDJDVF
research demo farm over the past
QXPEHURI \HDUVWKHUHPD\EHVFRSH
to increase grass production and utiOLVDWLRQHYHQIXUWKHUE\HPSOR\LQJD
VL[SDGGRFNURWDWLRQDOJUD]LQJV\VWHP
with each paddock 1.6ha (4ac) in size.
)URPDQDO\VLVRI RXUGDWDWKLV
ZRXOGVKRZDSRVVLEOHDGGLWLRQDO
increase in grass production and utiOLVDWLRQSHUKHFWDUHRI DSSUR[LPDWHO\


Days ahead
25
18-21
12-14
15-20
25-30
30-40

PastureBase Ireland is an online
grassland management programme
that enables the farmer to keep track
of grass growth per paddock, the
number of grazings per paddock and
the quantity of grass being consumed
at each grazing. This highlights poor
PERFORMINGPADDOCKSANDDElCIENcies in grazing management.
This programme allows you to input
grassland measurements and information on stock numbers. Using this
information, grassland management
advice is generated based on your
current grass supply and demand
status to aid decision making on your
farm.
Table 1 shows an example of grassland ‘days ahead’ targets developed
through grazing trials on the Teagasc research demonstration farm
in Athenry that can be used to more
accurately manage grass during the
main grazing season to improve the
management, utilisation and quality of
swards offered.
If you are still using a set-stocking
system you have scope to vastly
increase your grass output by establishing a paddock system and using
these tools. Why not give it a go?
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