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Introduction 
Approximately 20 people were in attendance at the 10th meeting of the Forth Monitor Farm.  The 
subject matter for the day was Grassland and Grazing Management with a view to planning out 
any re-seeding work and grazing experiments for the coming season. 

 
Aim of the Project 
To improve the efficiency and profitability of farms within the Forth area by establishing and 
demonstrating best practice on the Forth Monitor Farm. 
 
Aim of the meeting: 
The decision was taken in December to fit in a grassland meeting before lambing time.  The aim 
was to establish some clarity on what the group wanted to achieve with regard to grassland 
development in 2014 prior to the busy spring period.  This would then allow Duncan to press 
ahead, once lambing was out of the way, with implementing the agreed programme.   
 
To that effect there were two main subject areas up for discussion at this latest meeting.  Firstly, 
we wanted to assess the existing grass swards on the farm to identify any problem areas that 
might need addressing.  Then we wanted to look in to the concept of rotational grazing and how 
such a system might be implemented at Arnprior.  With that in mind, Iain Eadie from Germinal 
(formerly British Seed Houses) was invited to take us through the process of sward assessment 
and to give us his thoughts on how best to remedy some problem areas.  Michael Blanche was 
invited to give a ‘My Farm’ presentation and to introduce the concept of rotational grazing. 

 
The format of the day was: 

  Morning Session 

 Update from Duncan on Arnprior farming matters 

 Farm tour to review grassland 
Afternoon Session 

 ‘My Farm’ presentation from Michael Blanche 

 Discussion on Rotational Grazing Systems 

 Group recommendations on grazing/grassland development for 2014 
 
 
Progress Report 
 

 No field work carried out other than a little slurry spreading 

 Approximately 140 sheep housed with the rest fluked, wormed and vaccinated 

 3 out of the 4 in-calf heifers have calved 

 Last of the hay and straw being sold out of the lambing shed to make space for the rest of 
the ewes 

 Layout of bullbeef enclosure adapted as per the Community Group recommendations put 
forward at the February meeting 
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Farm Tour 
The group were taken round the main grassland areas of the farm starting with the silage/hay 
ground on the carse and finishing near the top of the farm on some upland grazing fields.  The 
following section outlines the findings and corresponding community group feedback with regard 
to how best to proceed. 
 
Carse Hay Ground 
 

 
The group visited some older timothy lays down on the carse ground first.  These fields are 
predominantly used for producing hay for sale as a cash crop.  Lambs are put on to the aftermath 
grazing during the autumn for finishing.  Yields usually come in at 3t/acre which is what would be 
expected for a crop of timothy hay.  These timothy lays are often down for 10-15 years and the 
example that we looked at was due for rotation to cereal production within the next year.  The 
picture below on the right shows a meter square quadrangle being used to assess the sward 
content.  The group could see that there was a fair bit of bare ground visible – perhaps not such a 
concern with timothy hay. However, there was a high proportion of annual meadow grass within 
the sward which could potentially reduce productivity.   
 

                    
The picture above on the left shows the heavy clay soils that are found on this part of the farm.   
At the time of the meeting the fields were pretty wet, and on digging down below the surface, a 
three inch layer of compaction was evident. However, beyond that the soil was surprisingly dry. 

http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/l60032.htm


                                                                                                  

                 

                 Funding for this project is being made available through the Scotland Rural Development  
               Programme, which is jointly funded by the Scottish Government and the European Union 

Group Feedback: 
 

 Introduction of white/red clover was discussed for the benefit of finishing lambs.  However, 
this was deemed not conducive to making hay 

 Priority of Hay v livestock was then debated with the strong gross margin for timothy 
production (circa £600/ha) found to be more than justifiable 

 
Recommendation: 
 
The carse ground is suited to Timothy production and can yield 3-4 tonnes/acre of hay even in 
years with high rainfall.  With plenty of scope elsewhere for finishing livestock, it was agreed that 
timothy production should continue within the arable rotation on this part of the farm. 
 
Carse Grazing/Silage Ground 
Duncan had sown one field on the carse ground with a grazing/silage mix with a view to producing 
high quality feed for finishing cattle and some high quality aftermath grazing for finishing lambs.  
The field was sown last autumn and the group were taken to look at how it had established ahead 
of its first year of utilisation. 
 

 
 
A diploid mix with white clover incorporated at 3kg/ha was sown.  The above photograph shows a 
clean sward with high clover content.  There is a fair proportion of bare ground evident but Iain 
assured the group that this was normal for a young lay such as this and it would fill out nicely 
during the coming season.  Two cuts of silage will be taken this year and performance will be 
monitored by the group in subsequent meetings throughout the year. 
 
There was a marked difference in the soil condition in this field compared with the previous field of 
timothy next door. It was clearly evident that the ground was much drier just from walking across it.  
The difference was put down to the mole ploughing that was carried out prior to re-seeding and 
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this is something that Duncan will look to repeat on other carse fields to improve drainage prior to 
future re-seeds. 
 
Grazing Ground 
Following the brief visit to the low-ground, the remainder of the morning session was spent on the 
grazing ground further up the farm.  A range of fields from newly under-sown grass to struggling 
swards at the end of their life were assessed. 
 
Under-sown Field 
 

 
 
The field (shown above) was sown out in spring oats during the spring of 2013.  The plan was to 
then get back on soon after with a diploid based grazing mix of grass seed only.  However, a very 
dry spell followed and Duncan decided to delay the under-sowing process.   As a result the oats 
established to the point where the grass seed was out-competed. 
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The above picture on the right shows that there is an establishment of predominantly meadow 
grasses with little or no perennial rye grasses visible.  The group quickly concluded that this sward 
was a write-off and that it would need to be replaced. 
 
The picture above on the right shows the good condition of the soil which is very different to the 
heavy clay on the low-ground.  The soil here was not compacted in any way and as a result was 
dry and friable with a good worm content.   
 
The group settled on re-seeding with grass, preferring a diploid and white clover mix, to provide 
options for producing high quality silage as well as aftermath grazing.  With the excellent soil 
conditions present, it was agreed that ploughing would not be necessary.  Instead the field will be 
burnt off with glyphosate and then disked prior to re-seeding.  
 
Albrecht v Conventional Experiment Field 
Last year a re-seeded field was split in two equal halves and given separate fertiliser treatments. 
One side was tested under the Albrecht methodology and a programme drawn up accordingly.  
The other half was tested under a conventional method for pH, P, K and Magnesium and treated 
as per standard recommendations. 
 
The weight-gain of two batches of 60 lambs was recorded over a 40 day period which resulted in a 
greater dlwg gain on the Albrecht half of the field.  This very basic experiment, whilst not 
conclusive, has suggested that there may be a benefit in adhering to the Albrecht method of soil 
treatment. 
 
The group agreed that further experiments should be carried out to further test the theory. The 
following programme is proposed for 2014: 
 

 Re-testing of soil status 

 Appropriate treatments for respective halves of the field to be drawn up and followed 

 Ewes and lambs to be introduced at turnout following lambing 

 Lambs to be weighed at each handling to assess weight gain in respective halves of 
the field 
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Sward Lifted Field 
Duncan assessed the grazing field opposite the cubicle shed last summer for compaction by 
digging test holes with a spade.  He found that there was significant machinery compaction down 
to 10 inches.   
 
To rectify this he had the field sward lifted which had an immediate positive effect in terms of back-
end grass growth as can be seen in the picture below which was taken on the 8th of October 2013: 
 

 
 
The field has since been heavily stocked with sheep over the winter.  The group re-visited this field 
to see how it was holding up after such a wet winter period. 
 

 
 
The above picture highlights the success of the sward lifting process.  The soil is relatively dry and 
there is no compaction which has allowed it to remain free draining throughout the wet conditions 
that prevailed from November through to March.  The picture shows Iain with a fist full of worms 
which is a good measure of the general healthiness of the soil now that it has been rejuvenated. 
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Whilst the soil condition is excellent in this field, the quality of the grass is not so good.  This field 
was last re-seeded eight years ago and is now needing replaced.  In order to further assess the 
impact of last year’s sward lifting process, grass growth will be monitored and measured through 
the summer before re-seeding in the autumn. 
 
Top Field 
The final field that was visited was a relatively young high-clover grazing sward which was 
established in 2010.  Conditions under foot were particularly wet and the sward assessment found 
that there was a lot of moss that was out-competing the desirable rye grasses and there was little 
clover visible. This is shown in the picture below. 
 

         
 

 
 
The picture above shows the pooling water on the surface.  On digging down, it was clear that 
there was a three inch compaction layer which was likely to be the cause of the previously 
mentioned problems.  After seeing the success in the previous field of the sward lifting process, 
the group quickly came to the conclusion that the same method should be applied to the top field.  
However, before the sward lifting takes place the field should be harrowed to rip out as much 
moss as possible. With the removal of existing moss and improved drainage following sward 
lifting, the desirable rye grasses and clover should prosper to establish a much improved sward. 
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Take-home Messages on Sward Assessment 
 
There are a number of different factors that effect grass establishment and grass growth and there 
are often small measures or remedies that can rectify problems without having to rip up a field and 
start again.  The following methods should be used to build a full picture: 
 

 Identify what you want to achieve from a field of grass before you assess it i.e. 
 How much stock does it need to carry? 
 What type of stock will it carry? 
 Is it for silage/hay production, for grazing or both? 

 

 Use a simple measure such as a meter square quadrangle to establish the ratio of weeds, 
clover, rye-grasses and bare soil. General targets:  

 50 % presence of perennial ryegrass 
 If there is white clover, target 30% presence 
 Ground cover should be a minimum of 70% 
 Broad leaved weeds should not cover more than 15-20% of the area 

 

 Dig a hole to assess the soil condition and consider the appropriate remedy depending on 
depth of compaction.  Then allow for remedial action to take effect before taking any drastic 
action with regard to potential grass replacement. 

 
Rotational Grazing 
To kick off the afternoon session, Michael Blanche gave a presentation on his farming operation 
based at Forgandenny in Perthshire, and specifically, the paddock grazing system that he has 
developed in recent years.  The concept of paddock grazing (or cell grazing as it is sometimes 
referred to) involves the systematic movement of grazing livestock to fresh grass with the intention 
to maximise the quality and quantity of forage growth.  Short, sharp grazing periods in each 
paddock with high stocking densities allows for very even grazing.  Everything that grows again is 
young green grass which improves the quality of intakes.  
 
Ryegrass plants will only ever produce three leaves. The leaves grow one at a time after grazing 
and the plant grows at a faster rate with each leaf development – “grass grows more grass”.  The 
leaf content of the plant acts as ‘solar panelling’ to soak up sunshine which in turn generates 
growth.  When the third leaf has fully emerged, the plant has grown at its maximum rate and at 
that point is a very balanced feed.  The target with a paddock grazing system is to graze at three 
leaves for cattle (2,800kg DM/Ha) and 2.5 leaves for sheep (2,500kg DM/Ha). 
 
The challenge within such a system is looking ahead to assess grass growth in the fields that are 
in front of the livestock and judging the optimum rest period to allow the grass to grow back to the 
optimum level.  It is also important not to over-graze a field so that it is able to recover and be 
utilised again later in the grazing season.   In general and depending on the stocking rate, a field 
(or cell) should be grazed for no more than three days before moving stock on.  This ensures that 
re-growth is not being grazed.  If the fields in front of the stock are growing at a particularly fast 
rate, one or more can be missed out and shut off for silage production.  See the appendix at the 
end of the report for information on resting periods and corresponding growth rates. 
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Michael summarised the main principles and his top tips: 
 

 Think in kilograms of dry matter – how much grass there is, how much it is growing and 
how much the stock need per day 

 Never graze more than three consecutive days in the growing season – the growth 
potential will be significantly suppressed if the re-growth is grazed.  Let the leaf 
development take place prior to introducing stock 

 Enter the paddock at the right point – Entry levels should be 1,500kg DM/ha for sheep 
and 2,800kg DM/ha for cattle.  In terms of compressed height this would be equivalent 
to 7 – 9 cm respectively. 

 Exit the paddock leaving the correct residual level – Between 1,200kg DM/ha and 
1,500kg DM/ha for sheep and 1,500kg/DM/ha for cattle.  If you graze below these 
targets you will be starving your stock.  If it is above, then quality will be reduced for 
grazing next time 

 Keep it simple – split existing fields with electric fencing so that all you need to do is 
open a gate every 24, 48 or 72 hours. 

 
A rotational grazing system will be tried out at Arnprior during 2014.  A simple system will be set 
up during the spring with fields sectioned off using electric fencing.   This will be re-visited during 
subsequent meetings during the year.  The benefit of the system to both grass quality as well as to 
performance of growing livestock will be assessed by measuring grass growth and daily liveweight 
gain of finishing stock. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Date for Next Full Meeting: 
 
Tuesday 20th of May, 10am at Arnprior Farm Steading 
Subject: Cattle Strategy 
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Appendix – Grass Resting Periods and Corresponding Growth Rates 
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