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Take Home Message –  
 
 
Understand the value of weighing calves to allow their 
performance to be calculated accurately. 
 
 
Appreciate the role EBV’s can play in your cattle enterprise. 
 



1 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

Over 20 people were in attendance at what was the 10
th
 meeting of the Orkney Monitor 

Farm at Millburn. Now more than half way through the 3 year program, the core group of 
attendees are noticeably more willing to offer their thoughts and opinions which is 
leading to some interesting and worthwhile debates. 
The main topics up for discussion at this meeting covered the performance of the 2013 
calf crop and the comparative analysis of Millburn’s gross margin with 2 other Orkney 
farms  

 
 

Aim of the Project: 
 

To improve both the technical efficiency and the finances of the Monitor Farm and other 
farms within Orkney. 

 
Aim of the 10

th
 Meeting: 

  
Underline the importance of weighing cattle in determining their true performance. 

 

 

2.0       FARM UPDATE 
 

Since the last meeting 2 new bulls have arrived on the holding – a Salers and a 
Charolais. The fact that there is still a Charolais bull on the holding rather than another 
Simmental has been heavily influenced by the community groups recommendations at 
the previous meeting. During which they expressed resounding support for the 
performance of Charolais bulls. 
 
All of the weaned calves not earmarked for replacements have been sold and only 
replacement heifers have been retained. Due to a lack of suitable choice, several 
replacement Salers have been purchased to add to the herd. 
 
110 cows have been scanned with 6 found to be empty. The results of the Johnes 
testing is pending. 
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3.0 2013 CALF CROP PREFORMANCE 
 
Weaning Weights 
 
Table 1. 2012 and 2013 Weaning weights  
                           

Year 2012 2013 

Average Weaning weight 298.9kg (102 animals) 317.1kg (93 animals) 

Gross weaning weight 30.5t 29.5t 

Average age of calves 229 days 220 days 

 
Table 2. QMS figures for 2012 calf crop for upland suckler herds selling weaned calves 

 

2012 Bottom ½ Average Top 1/3 

Weight – kg 
per calf sold 

278 295 317 

The weaning weights of the 2013 born calves were on average 18.2kg heavier than 
those from 2012 (table 1). In terms of gross output, this meant that these 93 calves 
weighed only 1 tonne less than the 102 animals in 2012. At Millburn’s 2013 average sale 
price of £2.59/kg, this 18.2kg equates to £47.14 per head.  Although we will have to wait 
until November 2014 to compare the 2013 figures with QMS data for similar farms, it 
would be expected that Millburn would at least be above average as per 2012 (table 2) 
Given that the 93 calves were produced from considerably less cows than the 102, the 
decision to run less cows with the bull in 2012 may prove astute.  
 
 
Table 3. Weaning weights in 2012 & 2013 of different breeds  
 

 2012 2013 

Calf Breed Number Weight Number Weight 

Sim X Stots 6 329kg 9 327kg (-2) 

Cha X Stots 18 318kg 27 342kg (+24) 

Salers X Stots 16 289kg 11 288kg (-1) 

Sim X Heifers 11 290kg 10 295kg (+5) 

Cha X Heifers 34 304kg 17 335kg (+31) 

Salers X Heifers 17 273kg 12 263kg (-10) 

 
 
On comparing the data from the 2 years in terms of breeds (table 3), it was found that 
the increased weaning weights were primarily down to the Charolais stots and heifers. 
The average weaning weights of which increased by 24kg and 31kg per head 
respectively. 
Identifying why the overall weaning weights had increased from the previous year, it was 
generally accepted by all that it was due to the better growing season. Allied to the 
perceived increase in quality and quantity of grass was the fact that the farm was 
running at a lower stocking density.  
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Daily Liveweight Gain (DLWG) 
 
The birth weights of the spring 2013 born calves were all estimated at calving using an 
ankle measuring tape. This made it possible to calculate with some confidence the daily 
liveweight gain of the calves after they were weighed at weaning.  
Table 4 shows this data which again highlights the elevated performance of the cattle 
compared to the previous year. As before, there is no current QMS data to benchmark 
this against however as the 2012 results placed Millburn in the top 1/3, we expect they 
will remain in this category. 
 

 
Table 4. DLWG at Millburn in 2012 & 13 compared to QMS data for Upland suckler 
herds selling weaned calves. 
 

Year DLWG 
(kg/hd/day) 

QMS Bottom 
1/3 

QMS Middle 1/3 QMS Top 1/3 

2012 1.15 1.03 1.05 1.04 

2013 1.26 N/A N/A N/A 

 
In the following table the differences between breed types and sexes are clearly seen. In 
all cases the Charolais out performed all other breeds indicating the community group 
support for the breed. The bulls, whilst receiving some creep feed, were struggling to 
match the stot calves although it was admitted that they were given access to poorer 
grazings. The performance of the calves will be carefully monitored over future 
meetings. 
 
 
Table 5. 2012 & 2013 DLWG based on breed types 
 

DLWG 
(kg/hd/day) 

Cha X 
Stots 

Cha X 
Heifers 

Sim X 
Stots 

Sal X 
Stots 

Sim X 
Heifers 

Sal X 
Heifers 

Sim X 
Bulls 

2013 1.38 1.32 1.29 1.17 1.17 1.07 1.27 

2012 1.28 1.18 1.23 1.1 1.03 1.02 N/A 

 
 
 

4.0  THE INFLUENCE OF EBV’S ON THE 2013 CALF CROP 
 

Did the calves perform as the EBV’s of their sires would suggest? This issue was 
tackled for the Charolais cross calves which were sired by 3 different bulls: Goldies 
Fresco, Olrig Eagle and Corrie Digby:-. 
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Calving Ease Direct 
 
Steven recorded in detail whether any of his calves required assistance at calving in 
terms of requiring ropes, calving jack or a caesarean. Although the results were based 
on a very small sample size, table 6 shows that for calving ease, the EBV’s of the bulls 
did mirror the actual level of intervention required.   
 
Table 6. Calving Ease  
 

 Goldies 
Fresco 

Olrig Eagle Corrie Digby 

Number of Calves 6 23 15 

EBV Calving ease direct +6.0 (easiest) +3.5 -6.7 (hardest) 

EBV Accuracy 48% 38% 46% 

Number requiring 
assistance 

(Jack, Ropes, Caesar) 

0 8 (35%) 6 (40%) 
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Birth Weight  
 
A similar outcome was evident with the birth weights (table 7). The bull with the EBV for 
the lightest calves (Goldies Fresco) did produce the lightest calves and the heaviest 
calves were from the bull with the EBV for the heaviest calves (Corrie Digby). 
 
Table 7. Birth Weight 
 

 Goldies 
Fresco 

Olrig Eagle Corrie Digby 

Number of Calves 6 23 15 

EBV Birth Weight +1.6 (lightest) +2.1 +3.1 (heaviest) 

EBV Accuracy 72% 47% 67% 

Actual Birth Weight 
(average kg) 

41.83 42.96 44.13 

 
 
200 day weight 

 
The EBV for 200 day weight proved to fit in less well with what was actually achieved. In 
this comparison the DLWG of the cattle was used as the benchmark. Although this is 
slightly different to the 200 day weight, it was thought it would offer an adequate basis 
from which to differentiate between the performances of the 3 bulls in question. 
As table 8 shows, none of the bulls performed as the EBV would suggest. However, in 
fairness there was very little between the 3 EBV’s and the size of the sample of calves 
would undoubtedly have affected the result. 
 
In general, it was accepted by the community group that the exercise had shown EBV’s 
to be of value. Furthermore, the EBV’s had proven to be correct for arguably the two 
most important criteria for Millburn. There was discussion about the 200 day weights 
and how these should be compared with the three bulls.  
 
Table 8. 200 Day Weight 
 

 Goldies Fresco Olrig Eagle Corrie Digby 

Number of 
Calves 

6 23 15 

EBV 200 day 
weight (kg) 

+18 (lightest) +19 +21 (heaviest) 

EBV Accuracy 72% 44% 67% 

DLWG 
(kg/head/day) 

1.34 1.38 1.32 
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Having looked at the data for the 2013 calf crop and bearing in mind where the business 
was likely to stand in relation to QMS benchmarking, the community group was posed 
with the following 3 questions: 
 
Can Millburn improve on the weaning weights and DLWG’s? 
Should Millburn try and improve on these? 
What could be done to improve on these? 
 
There was no hesitation in the group coming to the consensus that YES was the answer 
to the first 2 questions. The thinking on how this could be achieved is listed as follows: 
 
Select the replacement heifers from proven cows i.e. cows that have had at least 3 
calves. This tied in with a discussion on the farm re. cow selection 
Select bulls with better EBV’s for 200 day weight. 
Tighten calving period, however this may be difficult given the fact the bulls are already 
only in for 9 weeks. 
 

5.0 COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS   
 
The purpose of this was to give a flavour of how Millburn compares with 2 different types 
of Orkney beef farms. Craebreck is an organic unit which primarily finishes its cattle 
whilst Farm X sells the majority of its cattle store. Showing the results on a per cow 
basis reflects the fact that the organic unit attracts a premium for its product and also 
realises a higher output per cow from selling its cattle at a more advanced stage. 
As far as the costs are concerned, the organic unit has the highest concentrates as it is 
finishing cattle using more expensive products. Millburn unsurprisingly has the lowest 
concentrate costs as all the calves are sold weaned apart from replacements. 
Forage costs are also easily explained. The organic farm obviously uses no fert whilst 
the intensive store unit spends significant sums on growing grass and feed barley. 
 
Table 9. Comparative analysis based on cows put to bull 
 

Per Cow Millburn Craebreck Farm X 

Calf Output 579.08 1122.62 866.42 

Beef Calf Scheme 43.7 50.34 38.75 

Gross Output 622.78 1172.96 905.18 

Less Replacements 82.22 139.79 83.86 

Net Output 540.56 1033.17 821.32 

Variable Costs    

Concentrates 63 120.51 71.24 

Forage 73 47 180.53 

Veterinary 30 58.17 51.33 

Bedding 28 127 2.28 

Other Costs 7 26.87 36.82 

Total variable costs 201 389.55 342.2 

Gross Margin 339.56 643.62 479.12 

QMS Top 1/3 370 573.93  
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The analysis of the figures on a per hectare basis gives a more meaningful insight into 
the performance of each business (table 10). Although Craebreck realised the best 
gross margin by some way on a per cow basis, its low stocking density meant it was out 
outperformed by Farm X. Although Millburn realised the lowest margin per ha farmed, it 
is important to note that the simple system employed on this unit would make it the envy 
of many farmers in the county when their workloads are at their peak.  
 
 
Table 10. Comparative analysis based on area farmed for cattle production 
 

Per ha Millburn Craebreck Farm X 

Calf Output 584.2 659.54 705.64 

Beef Calf Scheme 44.09 29.57 31.56 

Gross Output 628.29 689.11 737.21 

Less Replacements 82.95 82.11 68.3 

Net Output 545.34 606.99 668.91 

Variable Costs    

Concentrates 63.56 70.80 58.02 

Forage 73.65 27.61 147.03 

Veterinary 30.27 34.17 41.8 

Bedding 28.25 74.61 0.01 

Other Costs 0.87 21.66 29.99 

Total variable costs 196.58 228.86 276.85 

Gross Margin 348.76 378.13 392.05 

Organic Aid Scheme  68.56  

 
It was particularly interesting to note that despite the huge variations in terms of systems 
operated, the differences between the farm types, excluding the effects of SFP, LFASS 
etc. was something in the order of £44/ha, much less than many would have predicted. 
The net result of this is that having a system that fits with the farm and farmers skills is 
much more important than the actual system practised.  
 

6.0 SILAGE ANALYSIS 
 

Ian Macdonald of Norvite presented the results from Millburn’s silage analyses. The 
main pit has good energy levels (ME 11.8) and reasonable crude protein (109 g/kgDM). 
It had been well fermented as there was little sugar left in the sample and what had 
been there had been converted into a high level of lactic acid which had brought the pH 
down to a stable pH of 3.9. The grass silage in the small pit did not analyse so well. 
Apart from having lower energy and protein levels, the pH was also unfavourably high 
(4.7) suggesting that it may succumb to secondary fermentation when opened. 
Furthermore, the high potential acid load (PAL 1250) would create a high risk of 
acidosis. A full mineral analysis of the main pit was also undertaken which was typical of 
Orkney with low copper, cobalt and selenium levels. Ian Macdonald pointed out that 
Yara produce a selenium enriched fertiliser which has been proven to raise the level of 
this element in the forage. 
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7.0 VETERINARY AND MEDICINE  
 

With the comparative analysis highlighting considerable variations in levels of 
expenditure between the 3 business, it was decided to drill down in more detail into one 
of the costs – vet & med. Tables 11 and 12 shows the different approaches taken in 
terms of routine treatments of mature sucklers and calves. 
It was apparent that each farms approach to vet costs was largely influenced by past 
experiences. It was also clear that each farm carried different issues in terms of disease 
pressure. This was most clearly evidenced in the high level of copper administered to 
calves on farm X where there are inherent cu deficiencies in the land.      

 
Table 11. Routine treatments for mature suckler cows 

 

 Millburn Craebreck Farm X 

AllTrace Bolus ����   

BVD Booster  ���� ���� 

Lepto Booster  ����  

Blackleg 
Booster 

 ����  

Fluke Drench ����  ���� 

Wormer Dose ����   

 
Table 12. Routine treatments of calves up to weaning 
 

 Millburn Craebreck Farm X 

Iodine navel  ���� ���� 

Bravoxin X1 X2  

Covexin 10   X1 

Huskvac  X2  

Vecoxin  ����  

Wormer ����   

Small Trace 
Bolus 

����   

Calfcare Drench   ���� 

Copinox copper 
capsules 

  ���� 

 
  

The final slide itemised all of the vet and med costs incurred at Millburn over the last 12 
months (table 13). The group considered the costs to be quite low, with one attendee 
commenting that one full course of antibiotics for one cow could costs £100. The lab 
fees were slightly high, however it was not confirmed whether this included the time the 
vet takes to take the samples. A number of lab fees were also incurred as a result of the 
monitor farm itself.  
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Table 13. Vet & Med costs incurred at Millburn in last 12 months 

 

Item Cost £ 

Treatments (e.g. antibiotics) 428.38 

Vaccines 79.91 

Vitamins (vitacel) 21.27 

Vet visits (includes 2 caesareans and all associated 
costs apart from pen & strep 

1193.89 

Dosing 611.25 

Deadening 7.5 

Lab Fees 1455.17 

TOTAL 3797.37 

 
 
There was general agreement from all those in attendance that this example is 
something that they would follow up in their own time over the next few months. 

 
 
8.0  FARM VISIT 
 
 After a quick interlude for lunch everyone departed to the farm. 

The cows were all on a hay based diet which again reflected the simplicity of the current 
system. 
The top performing cows in terms of calf DLWG had been separated out, as had the 
cows of the worst performing calves (table 14). This lead to a good discussion regarding 
cow selection criteria and the fact that cow performance is more than just seasonal. 2 of 
the cows in the worst group had been there last year as well. The consensus was that 
selection on performance was a good idea but normally the need to cull for other 
reasons meant this criterion was seldom used to any affect. 
 
Table 14. Cow producing the calves with the best and worst DLWG’s in 2012 and 2013 
 

 2013 2013 

Top 4 DLWG’s 1.43, 1.33, 1.31, 1.30  
(1.34 average) 

1.55, 1.55, 1.55, 1.60 
(1.56 average) 

Bottom 4 DLWG’s 0.79, 0.92, 0.95, 0.99 
(0.91 average) 

0.86, 0.97, 1.0, 1.0 
(0.96 average) 

 
 
 


