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Introduction 
Approximately 35 community group members were in attendance at the 11th meeting of the Forth 
Monitor Farm.  Subject matter for the day included a review of the cattle enterprise as well as the  
grazing management policy. 

 
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 aim of the day was to get an update on progress with the bullbeef operation and to establish a 
suckler cow management strategy taking us through to 2015 calving.  In order to maintain 
momentum with the ongoing development of grazing systems at Arnprior, we also wanted to focus 
on the set-up and ongoing monitoring that will be required. 
 
We had a number of guest speakers in attendance on the day to cover the various topics.  Gavin 
Hill, SAC Consulting Senior Beef Specialist returned to Arnprior, having been in attendance at the 
equivalent meeting last year, to add his perspective on progress that has been made and how 
best to continue the development of the herd.  Robert Parker, a former monitor farmer from the 
Stranraer area was invited to the meeting to share his experience and provide a farmer 
perspective from someone who has over-seen a significant change within his own cattle enterprise 
over the past 10 years. 
 
Aidan Murray and Adam Woods who are specialist advisors working for Teagasc in Ireland were 
also in attendance to speak to the group about grassland management and the specifics of 
rotational grazing  
 
 
 

The format of the day was: 
  Morning Session 

 Update from Duncan on Arnprior farming matters 

 ‘My Farm’ presentation from Robert Parker 

 Review of Bullbeef Operation 

 Review of Suckler Cow performance 
Afternoon Session 

 Discussion on Grassland Management 

 Re-cap of the day with agreement on action plan 
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Bullbeef 
 

 
 
Having recommended a number of changes to Duncan’s initial bulbeef set-up it was important for 
the community group to re-visit that process and review the progress that has been made since 
the initial discussion back in February.  The table below summarises the weight gain that has 
taken place between weaning and the last weighing at the 7th of May. 
 
 Number of Bulls   26 
 Weaning Date   9th Jan (203 days) 
 

 Weight DLWG 

Weaning Weight 282kg 1.1kg 

19th February 337kg 1.34kg (since weaning) 

7th May 451kg 1.48kg (since 19th Feb) 

Gain Weaning – 7th May 168kg 1.43kg 

 
 
The target is to finish by the end of July at a minimum liveweight of 600kg.  If they continue at the 
current DLWG of 1.48kg they are likely to be 20-30kg short of target weight on average. 
Therefore, the requirement is for them to continue to increase their daily weight gain.  In order to 
achieve this, daily feed intakes will need to increase.  
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Current Ration and Intakes 
 

 kg/head/day £/head/day 

Barley (£150/t) 7.15 1.07 

Beans (£260/t) 2.75 0.72 

Oats (£130/t) 1.1 0.14 

Minerals (£780/t) 0.185 0.14 

Straw (£60/t) 1.00 0.06 

Total 12.185kg £2.13 

 
In terms of the ad-lib concentrate feeding, the bulls are currently consuming just over 11kg of the 
barley/oats/beans mix.  A two tonne batch of this is mixed and placed in the feed storage area of 
the cubicle shed in front of the feed barrier.  Feed is manually shovelled along the feed-face on a 
daily basis to ensure that the bulls have access at all times – see picture below: 
 
 

 
 

The group expressed concern that the mix on its own was very dry and that it may be a struggle to 
increase intake from current levels without adding moisture to the ration.  The following 
suggestions for additions to the diet were put forward: 
 

 Adding water to the feed-face 

 Adding molasses 

 Adding pot ale 

 Adding Beetpulp 

 Adding Maize Gluten 

 Potatoes 
 
Duncan was going to look at prices for some of these and look to introduce the preferred option to 
the ration as soon as possible and monitor intakes from there. 
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Suckler Cows 
 

 
 
2013 re-cap 
The first cattle strategy meeting was held almost exactly a year previous and at that meeting it was 
decided that a process of bringing the calving date forward from the traditional 1st of June start 
should commence. 
 
With that in mind, it was decided that the bulls should go out a full cycle (3 weeks) early. The 
following plan was put in place with regard to bulling in 2013: 
 

 Bulls Out Bulls Removed 

Cows 13th August 31st October (11 Weeks) 

Heifers 27th  August 7th October (6 Weeks) 

 
The industry target is to leave the bull in with cows for 9 weeks only.  However, with extra pressure 
being put on the cows to be in-calf three weeks earlier than the previous year, it was decided to 
give them two weeks extra with the bull.  As a result 40 out of the 44 cows bulled ended up in calf 
with the first calving taking place the day after this latest meeting (21st May 2014). 
 
At this time the community group identified that the Arnprior bulls were not suitable for serving 
heifers.  Therefore a seemingly suitable bull was sourced on hire.  By the time it arrived on farm it 
was two weeks after the start of bulling within the main group.  Unfortunately out of the 10 home-
bred heifers that went to the bull in that 6 week period, only 4 ended up in calf. 
 
To help build numbers, Duncan purchased a further 4 sim x shorthorn in-calf heifers from a local 
source which were to calve down at 3 years old in March this year.  This would leave them 
available to bull earlier than his main herd. 
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2014 Management Plan 
The cattle are clearly coming in to calving time in much better condition than last year which was 
pleasing to see.  With spring 2014 being much improved from the year previous and grass 
plentiful, there were concerns that Duncan would need to watch that they don’t get too fit in the run 
up to calving.  However, the cows have been split in to three separate groups according to their 
expected calving date. Those due to calve later have been put further up the hill on swards that 
have been grazed tighter. 
 
Lengthy debate followed with regard to bulling dates with the following decisions reached: 
 
Cows 
Even if a unanimous decision on the final objective for a calving date could not be reached, it was 
agreed that the gradual process of bringing the date forward should continue.  Therefore, it was 
agreed that the bulls would go in with the main group of cows a further cycle early this year.  This 
brings the bulling date forward to the 25th of July for a calving date at the beginning of May 2015. 
 
With regard to managing condition in the run up to bulling, it was acknowledged that the Rumenco 
high energy buckets that were used last year were effective in achieving optimum condition for 
bulling.  It would appear that the availability of good grass is there much earlier this year and it 
might be possible to get away without this expenditure this time round.  However, the group 
agreed that it was not worth taking the chance whilst the cows are being put under pressure to get 
in calf three weeks early once again. 
 
Replacement Policy/Bulling of 2nd Calvers 
Duncan’s choice for retaining home-bred bulling heifers is limited, especially as he continues to 
bring the bulling date forward leaving him with a likely small number of the very earliest heifer 
calves from which to select.  With that in mind, he has decided not to retain his own replacements 
for the foreseeable future.  That way he does not have the added complication of managing 
another group of cattle and does not need to own, or source for hire, a specific bull that is suitable 
for serving heifers. 
 
Duncan has a local clean source for replacement sim x shorthorn heifers.  With their relatively 
moderate size and weight and easy calving traits, he firmly believes that this is the right type of 
cow for his system.  Therefore, he has decided to source all of his replacements from there going 
forward.  These cattle are bulled from the middle of May at 2 years old to calve in the following 
March.  This leaves Duncan with plenty of options with regard to when to subsequently bull these 
cattle. 
 
The group decided that it would be a wasted opportunity to let these first calvers slip back to calve 
at the same time as the main herd.  Therefore, it was decided to bull his first calvers (calved in 
March this year) right away so that they calve at the same time as his next batch of bought in 
heifers which are already running with the bull on the source farm.  This will effectively split the 
herd with an ever expanding group of out-sourced March calvers and a group of Arnprior cows 
that will continue to be brought forward.  The aim is to eventually end up with one spring calving 
herd.  This allows Duncan to adapt his overall management system gradually to integrate a small 
group of spring calving cows within the busy lambing/sowing period.  
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Grassland Management 
During the afternoon session, the group were taken to see the rotational grazing system that 
Duncan has set up for ewes and lambs.  A similar system will be set up for cows and calves and 
another one for finishing heifers. 
 

 
 

Duncan has kicked his rotational grazing experiment off by splitting a 20 acre field in two with the 
view to rocking a group of 60 ewes and lambs back and fore to begin with.  Once an even cover 
has been established, the field will be split in to 6 cells with groups of sheep grazing for 3.5 days 
per cell.  This will provide a 21 day rotation and maximise the grazing potential of the field.  To 
explain more about the concept and outline what should be targeted and how best to manage 
such a system, Aidan Murray and Adam Woods from Teagasc spoke to the group.  The following 
sections summarise the key messages that came across. 
 
Establishing Current Grass Growth Rates 
The success of a rotational grazing system is under-pinned by the monitoring of grass growth so 
you can judge how much grass is ahead of you and when to move stock on or to shut up cells for 
silage production.  Grazing fields should be walked weekly and grass measured to establish 
current availability as well as current growth rates.  To maximise grazing potential at the point of 
highest nutrient value, and to ensure that it is given enough time to recover before stock are due to 
return, the sward should be entered at 10cm and grazed down to 4 cm. 
Rules of thumb: 

 1 cm of grass contains 250kgDM/ha 

 Grazing from 10cm down to 4cm = 6cm x 250kgDM or 1500kg/ha 

 Total Demand per day in kg DM calculated at 2% of liveweight 
 
By establishing the current grass growth it is possible to match demand with supply.  The table 
below shows the stocking rates in kg liveweight possible at various grass growth rates:  
 
Growth/Day 
kg DM/ha 

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 

kg LW/ha 700 1000 1400 - 2000 1750 - 2500 2100 - 3000 2450 - 3500 2800 - 4000 

Kg LW/acre 280 - 400 420 - 600 560 - 800 700 - 1000 850 - 1200 1000 - 1400 1100 - 1600 
(source: Teagasc BETTER FARM grass Notes Issue 2 No 6 table 1) 
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Establishing Demand for Grass on the Farm 
It is important to know the grass demand of a group of livestock so that you can match that 
demand with the current supply and growth rate that you have already worked out.  The simplest 
way to do this is to split up the stock groups that you have on the farm and work out the overall 
weight of that group.  Then the overall grass demand can be calculated and compared with what is 
currently available to establish whether there is enough supply, or if you need to adjust stocking 
rates accordingly. 
 
Example:  A 4ha block carrying 20 heifers at 460kg LW 

Total LW is 9,200kg 
Total Demand equal to 2% of total LW = 184kg 
184kg over 4ha = 46kg DM/ha/day 

 
Management 
Knowing when to enter a field or cell and when to exit, as well as which cells to shut up for silage, 
is key to the success of a rotational grazing system.  This is where the regular walking of fields to 
measure and record grass growth becomes important.   
 
Using the above example on the cells at Arnprior: 
If both sides of Duncan’s 8 hectare field are walked and grass growth is measured at 800kg 
DM/ha in one half and 900kg DM/ha in the other: 
 
1st half:    4ha x 800 = 3200kg DM 
2nd Half:    4ha x 900 = 3600kg  
Total Availability:   6800kg DM 
 
Daily demand has been established for the 20 heifers at 184kg DM.  Therefore there is 37 days 
worth of grass ahead.  In this case, we would likely need to look at either bringing in more stock or 
creating more cells within the block and shutting up one or more for silage production. 
 
Ready Reckoner for grass length – kg grass/Ha:  
Grass 
Height 

4 cm 6cm 8cm 10cm 12cm 14cm 16cm 

Utilisable 
Cover 
(kg/Ha) 

0 500kg 1000kg 1500kg 2000kg 2500kg 3000kg 

Action Too light – 
fertilize or 
delay 
grazing 

Too light – 
fertilize or 
delay 
grazing 

Too light – 
fertilize or 
delay 
grazing 

Ideal – open 
the gate 

Too strong 
– shut up for 
silage 

Too strong 
– shut up for 
silage 

Too strong 
– shut up for 
silage 

(source: Teagasc BETTER FARM grass Notes Issue 2 No 6 table 2) 

 
Duncan will be putting these processes in to action as we move through the grazing season.  He 
will initially split two or three fields in the same way as the first. Through regular measurement and 
working out his supply versus demand he will rotate the relevant groups of stock around the 
grazing fields.  The balance between availability and demand will dictate whether or not he needs 
to split these paddocks up further.  The community group will re-visit this at subsequent meetings 
through the grazing season. 
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