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Introduction 
Approximately 40 people were in attendance at the second meeting of year 2 of the Forth Monitor 
Farm.  The subject matter for the day was Bullbeef with a specific focus on the fledgling system 
that has been set up at Arnprior since weaning took place early in the New Year.  With several 
experienced voices in the crowd there was plenty of constructive debate and useful suggestions 
put forward for modification of the existing set-up.   

 
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 meeting was to review calf performance to weaning, and in the case of the bulls, 
performance from weaning to the point of the meeting with a view to setting achievable targets for 
finishing.  From there, we wanted to review the current set-up and suggest any changes with 
regard to housing and diet.   
 
Coming from a relatively inexperienced background as a group where bullbeef production is 
concerned, there was an expressed desire to invite some established bullbeef producers and ad-
lib cereal finishers to the meeting.  With that in mind, Clyde Monitor Farmer Andrew Baillie was in 
attendance alongside Robbie Newlands, past Moray and Nairn Monitor Farmer.  Peter Cook, well 
known Agricultural Consultant from Aberdeenshire, was also invited to present figures and 
comparative costings that were put together during his time as facilitator of the Moray and Nairn 
Monitor Farm.  

 
The format of the day was: 

  Morning Session 

 Update form Duncan on Arnprior farming matters 

 ‘My Farm’ presentation from Andrew Baillie 

 Review of Arnprior Bullbeef system: 
 Group discussion with regard to first impressions of calf condition and 

housing/feeding set-up 
 Review of performance figures and projected gross margin costings 
 Feedback from group/suggested changes 

Afternoon Session 

 ‘My Farm’ presentation from Robbie Newlands 

 Peter Cook - Review of Cluny (Robbie Newlands’ Farm) performance figures and 
comparative costings 

 Group discussions and feedback sessions to finalise recommendations for 
production system going forward 
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Progress Report 
 

 Cows Scanned before Christmas – only 4 cows empty but 6 out of 16 heifers empty 

 Calves weaned 9th of January  

 Sheep Scanned at 191% at beginning of February  

 All empty ewes (4%) sold 

 Ewes to be housed in week following meeting due to poor ground conditions 

 Surplus Hay and Straw being sold 
 
 
Arnprior Bullbeef System 
 

 
 
The decision was taken during the back end of 2013 to leave the bull calves entire with a view to 
finishing them within a bullbeef system.  The motivation to do this has come from the pressure on 
grazing that arises from summering year old calves at grass.  Especially during a wet year (of 
which there have been many recently!), it is difficult to get cattle to thrive and at the same time the 
heavy footprint of the cattle on wet ground was ruining large areas of expensively established 
pasture. 
 
During previous discussions, the community group came to the conclusion that by moving to an 
ad-lib finishing system, there is the potential to make the most of the availability of home-grown 
feed to target slaughter at around 13 months.  Bulls and heifers can come in for the winter, be 
weaned in January and remain inside until they move off farm for slaughter.  In turn this will relieve 
pressure on summer grazing to the benefit of bulling cows and heifers as well as the sheep 
enterprise.  With this in mind, Duncan committed to leaving his bull-calves entire and to setting up 
an ad-lib finishing system.  The group were invited to review and assess progress during the 
meeting. 
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Housing and Feeding system 
 
As soon as the calves were weaned the bulls and heifers were split up and put in to separate 
finishing facilities.  The heifers have been moved down to the slatted shed at the main steading 
and the bulls have remained up at the cubicle shed in a narrow straw bedded pen that runs the 
length of the shed at the outer edge behind the cubicles. 
 
Both heifers and bulls are on the same diet which consists of ad-lib silage (will change to straw 
shortly) and a home mix made up of: 
 

 55% Barley 

 25% Beans 

 20% Oats 
 

The bulls had a ring feeder with silage at one end of the pen and an ad-lib hopper at the other end.  
At the time of the meeting the bulls were eating 5kg of the barley/oats/beans per day.  During the 
week following the meeting, Duncan was planning to move the bulls down to the slatted shed 
where he would have the ability to split them by size in to separate groups. 
 
Before giving their views on the system that is in place, the group were taken through some 
performance figures and projected costings. 
 
June 2013 Born Calves – Physical Performance Data 
All calves were weaned on the 9th of January 
 

 Heifers Bulls 

Number 27 26 

Weaning Weight 239kg 282kg 

Days to Weaning 203 203 

DLWG to Weaning 1.01kg 1.16kg 

Av Bulls Weight 20th Jan  331kg 

Bulls DLWG Wean – 20th Jan  1.27kg 

 
Cow:Calf Weaning Ratios: 
 

 Weight (kg) % of Cow Weight 

Cow weight at Weaning 609 100 

Average Calf Weaning Weight 260 43 

Heifer Weaning Weight 239 39 

Bull Calf Weaning Weight 282 46 
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Bullbeef Projected Costing 
 
A projected costing to gross margin level for bulls alongside a comparison with finishing steers 
was carried out prior to the meeting and discussed with the community group on the day.  The 
idea of the costing was to set some achievable targets for performance that could be tracked 
through the production period.  The group then provided feedback and adjusted some of the 
targets as per what they felt was achievable. 
 
Costing Assumptions: 
 
Target finish date end of July (13-14 months) 
Wean to finish period 210 days 
Projected Av DLWG wean to finish 1.35kg 
Finish weight 567kg lw/284kg dw (210 days x 1.35kg + wean weight of 282= 284kg) 
 

 £/head Bulls £/head Steers 

Sale Value:   

Bulls 284kg @ £3.85/kg 1093  

Steers 252kg @ £4.00  1008 

Less Variable Costs:   

Barley/Protein/Mins (2t/head) 289 254 

Bedding 30 30 

Forage 80 80 

Vet & Med 22 22 

Comm., Levies & Haulage 56 53 

Gross Margin 616 569 

 
 
Community Group Feedback 
Following the presentation of the physical data and projected figures the group were asked for 
feedback across the board.  There was a great deal of constructive criticism and many valuable 
practical suggestions for changes to be made and these are summarised under the various 
categories that follow. 
 
Physical Performance to date 
The group felt that even at around 200 days the calves were a little light at weaning and that would 
potentially have an effect on eventual finishing date.  A figure closer to 50% of cow weight should 
be targeted for weaned calves which equates to a weaned weight of around 300kg.  The calves 
were not creep fed before weaning.  Not only has this reduced their weaning weight but it has 
slowed their transition in to the ad-lib feeding system and as a result feed intakes are not as high 
as they should be at this stage. 
 

 Action: 2014 calves to be creep fed in the field to target 300kg wean weight 

 Top Tip: place molasses lick bucket next to creep feeder in the field for cows to 
access. Calves will then follow mothers to the feeder. 
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Projected Costing 
Whilst the group agreed that there was merit in going down the bullbeef route they felt that some 
of the targets needed adjusting: 
 

 DLWG at 1.35kg is conservative – should achieve 1.45kg even  
following the  slow start 

 Similarly, associated feed costs are low – budget for 2.2t/head 
 
Shed Layout/System Set-Up 
The group raised a number of issues with the set-up within the shed.  They also had concerns 
about moving the bulls on to slats which mainly related to feet problems and susceptibility to injury.  
The group felt that there was scope to house them within the cubicle shed which would negate the 
requirement to move them down to the main steading.  However the layout would need to be 
changed to address the following issues: 
 
Feeding Space 
There is only one bulk feeder at one end of the shed with space for 5 bulls at a time – see picture 
below.   
 

 
 
 
 
On individual analysis of weight gains within the group, Duncan had identified that there were 
some particularly poor performers.  The group quickly identified that the one bin that was available 
was not providing enough feed space for 26 head of cattle and that some would be getting out-
competed at the trough.  There were also concerns that some of the larger bulls may already be 
too big for the feeder that is currently in place. 
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Water Supply 
The provision of an adequate water supply is often something that is over-looked.  With a dry 
cereal based ration there will be a high demand for water from this group of bulls.  At present there 
is a system of two bowl drinkers supplying water to the whole group.   
 

 
 
The above picture shows one of these drinkers.  The group were unanimous in their view that the 
current drinking water supply would not be capable of keeping up with demand. 
 
Overall Space 
Whilst the group were not keen on moving the bulls to the slats, they felt that they would soon 
grow too large for their current enclosure. 
 

 
 
 
The above photograph shows the existing accommodation which is a long narrow section at the 
back of the cubicles.  The possibility of extending the enclosure to include the cubicles was 
discussed alongside removal of the cubicles altogether.   
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Solution 
By the end of the meeting the group had agreed on a modification to the existing housing system 
that would address nearly all of the issues raised.  By extending out in to the cubicle section and 
bedding the passage ways, the following issues would be resolved: 
 

 Lack of feed face space – access to full length feed pass (see pic 1) 

 Water supply – access to a full size water trough at either end of the passage (pic 2) 

 Overall space would treble (shown in pic 3) 

 The handling and weighing facilities at the cubicle shed are better than at the main 
steading.  The current set-up facilitates a safe and natural flow and foot-bathing facilities 
can easily be added. 

 

 
           Pic 1 

       
  Pic 2             Pic 3 
 
Whilst this will greatly improve performance by allowing for increased intakes, close attention to 
detail will still be required.  It will not be possible to section off the extended area to split the bulls 
by size to avoid bullying. Whilst the additional space should reduce incidence of bullying, constant 
monitoring of the situation will be required to make sure that any problem cases are separated out.  
The group also stressed that regular weighing to assess feed conversion efficiency should take 
place fortnightly and in the process the facility to footbath should be integrated within the handling 
facility.   
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Conclusions 
By keeping the bulls up in the cubicle shed and extending the enclosure to include the entire west 
side of the shed the following issues should be resolved: 
 

 Improved feed intakes – more feed space and improved access to water 

 Injury concerns with slats – safer on bedded courts with regard to feet in general and 
susceptibility to injury from jumping each other 

 Bullying – more space so smaller bulls less likely to be bullied.  However, more 
difficult to separate groups so must keep an eye on this. 

 Handling Facilities – there are handling and weighing facilities already set up in the 
opposite side of the shed.  It is possible to create a flow system to walk the bulls 
round through a foot bath system and weigh.  This should be done fortnightly to 
assess feed conversion rates/DLWG.  This will also improve overall safety as the 
bulls become used to being handled.  

 
Action Points 
The change in set-up will create a system which will allow for easier management through to 
finishing.  However once the modifications have been carried out there are a number of further key 
actions required, some of which will need to be regularly repeated, in order to ensure that 
performance is optimised: 
 

 Marketing - Speak to prospective buyers immediately to secure a market for finished 
bulls 

 Regular weighing and foot-bathing (fortnightly) - to ensure that DLWG targets 
are being met.  When closer to finishing date, sell once DLWG drops to around 
1.2kg/day 

 Diet monitoring – react to any drop off in performance to tweak diet where 
necessary to maintain performance.  *Analyse home-grown feeds to assess feed 
value and replace silage with straw in current diet 

 Segregation - Set up a hospital pen/smaller enclosure where possible to separate 
any injured bulls/bullying cases 

 
 
Date for Next Full Meeting: 
 
Tuesday 11th of March, 10am at Arnprior Farm Steading 
Subject: Grassland Management/Grazing Systems 
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