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Top Tips From The Meeting 

 

Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) 

Does your hill suckler herd meet the following KPI targets 

 

KPI Target 

Calving % - calves born 95% 

Calving % - calves weaned 90% 

Calving spread 12 weeks 

Kg of beef reared by weaning, per cow put to bull 200 kg 
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Introduction 

What a difference two months makes. The September meeting was bathed in sunshine and it was a 

shame to have to go back to the shed for the second half of the meeting. This meeting (aptly being 

meeting 13), the weather was so rough the group abandoned the plan to go outside in the afternoon 

and even in the shed it was difficult to hear over the rain, hail and thunder and lighting drumming on 

the roof.  

 

We called off the longer travelled mainland farmers who had booked in, just in case they did not get 

back off the island. The facilitators and more local mainland farmers did eventually get back off, but 

it was a delayed sailing as the ferry had struggled mid afternoon as the storm peaked. 

 

Hats off then to the brave soles who did turn up, we still had a good turnout of just under 30 

community group members. 

 

Stuart Ashworth – Head of Economics at QMS was the guest speaker. 

 

Aims of the Project: 

To improve the efficiency and profitability of the Monitor Farm and other farms in the area 

 

Aim of the 13
th

 Meeting: 

• To provide a strategic view of hill suckler cow production. 

• To explore where hill suckler will fit into the industry in future. 

• To identify ways of improving returns in the future. 

• To assess the impact of the bracken follow up treatments to date. 

 

 

Beef Production – Setting the Scene 

 

Beef Supply 

 

 Tonnes produced % of world market 

World  67m 100% 

EU 7.7m 11.5% 

UK 0.87m 1.2% 

Scotland 0.18m 0.25% 

 

So Scotland is a small producer, but there are opportunities out there as demand for beef is increasing 

 

 Expected Growth by 2020 

World + 10% 

EU + 2.5% 
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New markets are also opening up, for example USA. While they might or might not become a big 

market for Scotch Beef, the opening of these markets will redirect supplies from other countries 

(Ireland for example). This in turn will reduce supply onto UK markets of beef from that country, 

thus tightening supplies. The outlook for demand for beef over the next few years is therefore good. 

 

Strengths for Beef Production in Scotland 

• We have a good reputation 

• We have brand identity 

• We are grass suckler based (better image than intensive feedlot systems). 

 

Weaknesses for Beef Production in Scotland 

• We are a small producer 

• We are more than self sufficient, so we have to export 

• We are grass suckler based (a more expensive system than intensive feedlot type systems). 

 

Threats for Beef Production in Scotland 

• Global beef identity (Aberdeen Angus beef can come from any country) 

• Cheap grain fed beef 

• Environmental sustainability 

• Financial sustainability  

 

Opportunities for Beef Production in Scotland 

• Niche high quality branded produce 

• Growth in world population 

• Growth in world economic well being 

• Pressure to use grain in other ways 

• Global market place 
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How do Hill Sucklers from Mull compare with the rest of Scotland on a financial basis? 

 

  Actual Mull MF Data   

  2010 2011 2012 
QMS Scottish 
Average 2011 

  £/hd £/hd £/hd £/hd 

Output £274 £373 £295 £634 

          

Variable Costs £287 £311 £300 £355 

          

Gross Margin -£13 £62 -£5 £279 

          

Support Payments £492 £481 £460   

 

The key message from above is that Hill Sucklers from Mull need to focus on output. In Iains case 

the output was lower than the average due to a combination of  

• a lower calving percentage (just over 80% on average)  

• lower value calves coming from the Highlanders.  

 

Like many farmers, Iain has cut variable costs down to a very low level. The best way for him to 

improve returns is to try and target a higher output. This is currently being done (though it is a long 

term process) through the following methods: 

• After a period of expansion, the herd is now consolidating and acclimatising to the ground, so 

calving % should increase. 

• The production of cross calves should improve calf weights and therefore output. 

 

Iain weighed all his calves at birth, then weighted them in October pre sale. The results, split into sire 

groups are as follows: 

 

Breed of Sire No of 

Animals 

Average weight at 

Birth 

Daily Liveweight Gain 

(Birth to 21
st
 Oct 2013) 

Highland 16 32 kg 0.75 kg/hd/day 

Shorthorn (put to heifers only) 8 37 kg 0.76 kg/hd/day 

Simmental 13 37 kg 0.93 kg/hd/day 
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Improving Future Returns 

The group were tasked with coming up with ideas to boost output in the future, based on the scene 

setting done by Stuart earlier in the day. They came up with 3 key concepts: 

 

Supply of High Health Replacements 

 

Mull and the west coast is in a good position to target supplying high quality, high health 

replacement heifers to farmers further down the hill. These calves would still be sold after weaning 

in the autumn sales. 

 

Upland farmers looking to produce ¾ continental calves from cross cows need to find sources of 

good replacement heifers. The west coast is a source of extensively reared heifers, generally much 

healthier than more intensive managed herd. That said, these heifers will be naive to BVD / johne’s 

for example. 

 

This concept is already happening to some extent and there seems to be increase demand for this 

type of animal – but there is perhaps a need for better promotion or marketing.  

 

At current market prices, breeding heifers of this age would be worth around 75p/kg more than store 

heifers. Therefore a 200kg replacement heifer would be worth £150/hd more than an equivalent store 

heifer. 

 

Actions needed to develop this idea: 

• Better promotion of the island as a source of replacement stock 

• A specialist sale could be considered. 

• Help from Argyll Agricultural Forum to develop the marketing 

 

Native Bred Stores 

There are several marketing initiative, mainly led by the supermarkets (for example Shorthorn 

through Morrisons) that pay a premium for native calves. Obviously the supermarket pays the 

premium to the finisher – but the finisher need to source store calves from somewhere. So the store 

producer is an essential link into this supply chain. 

 

The supermarket want to be able to supply a range of products to their customers, linking into the 

premium end of the supply chain is one way to add value to your calves. 

 

Actions needed to develop this idea 

• It is really up to individual farmers who have a suitable system or can adjust their own system 

to find a way into the supply chain 

o By selling to a finisher direct 

o Or targeting particular sales / buyers 
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Low Input / Moderate Output System 

One obvious answer to the challenge of maximising returns is to made sure that your basic system is 

sound. 

Get the basics right: 

• Fit the cow to the environment 

• Keep good records and use the results of record keeping to improve your system 

o Culling policy 

o Selection of best animals to breed from 

• Keep cost under control 

• Collaborate with neighbours to share costs 

• Use Machinery Ring facilities to minimise fixed costs 

• Ensure stock number are maintained to maximise support payments 

• Pay attention to detail 

 

To help identify what is a realistic performance for a west cost hill suckler herd, the Community 

Group came up with a series of Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s)  

 

KPI Target 

Calving % - calves born 95% 

Calving % - calves weaned 90% 

Calving spread 12 weeks 

Kg of beef reared by weaning, per cow put to bull 200 kg 

 

Any west coast hill suckler farmer could use these targets to assess their performance It is worth 

taking the time to check your figures and compare them to the target. If you are less than any of these 

targets, then you can look in more detail and find out why you are not hitting the target and then 

work on solutions to correct the issue. 

 

If you do not have the information available to assess your performance against these targets, then it 

is suggested that your management records are poor. 
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In Conclusion 

In reality there is no one answer to the issue of improving suckler cow returns. Indeed if everyone 

went down the same route to obtain a premium, the market would be flooded and the premium lost. 

 

The key message here is that  

• Existing hill suckler systems in remote areas are financially very vulnerable.  

• Each individual business needs to identify how their herd is currently performing. 

• Then put in place a plan / strategy to boost return though using one or all of the above 

concepts.  

 

Get your basics right (use the above KPI’s) , then focus on your choice of markets to add value of 

your product. 

 

Certainly in Iains case, and for most hill suckler units in the area, the key focus must be to improve 

output, rather than looking at cutting costs any further back. 

 

 

Bracken Follow-up Treatment Trial 

The original plan was to take a walk around the bracken plots to assess progress to date, but the 

weather was so bad we opted to remain inside. A summary of the progress to date was made and 

photos passed round the group to show progress. 

 

The aim of the trial was to assess practical methods of following up bracken treatment to ensure that 

this plant does not grow back. These methods are to be judged in term of their agricultural and 

conservation value and compared against a control which will received no follow up treatment. 

 

In the summer of 2012 the Mull Monitor Farm sprayed an area of bracken outwith its SRDP-RP 

commitment. This meant that follow up ground improvements were not restricted as they would have 

been if the spraying had been funded by SRDP-RP. However as this was un-improved land an 

Environmental Impact Assessment screening application was required. This EIA application was 

submitted to SGRPID and approved without any issues. This was a simpler process than anticipated 

and farmers should not be put off from improving un-improved land by this EIA screening step. 

 

Soil samples were taken on each of the treatment areas, including the control. Although there were 

small variations, all plots required lime, were very low in Phosphate and were high in Potash. 

 



 

Work to Date 

 

Date 
Plot 1: 

Control 

Plot 2 Harrow 

Only to remove 

bracken litter 

Plot 3: Harrow & 

Lime 

Plot 4: Harrow, 

lime & Phosphate 

Plot 5: Harrow, lime, 

Phosphate & hill re-seed 

Plot 6 Harrow, lime, 

Phosphate & companion 

mix 

 0.4 ha 0.2 ha 1.3 ha 1.7 ha 2.2 ha 1.8 ha 

Mid 

August 

2013 

Nothing 

done 
Harrowed x 3 Harrowed x 3 Harrowed x 3 Harrowed x 3 Harrowed x 3 

  No lime available 

Oversown with 

Mingarry grass seed, 

No lime available 

Oversown with Castles 

grass seed 

No lime available 

Oversown with companion 

grass seed mix. 

No lime available 

  
2 cwt acre 

20:10:10  
2 cwt acre 20:10:10  2 cwt acre 20:10:10  2 cwt acre 20:10:10  

Oct   
Phosphate yet to 

be applied 

Phosphate yet to be 

applied 

Phosphate yet to be 

applied 
Phosphate yet to be applied 

 12 ewes grazing the whole area from late August 

 

Note that planned treatments did not completely follow the actual treatments due to the unavailability of lime of Mull  in 2013 and no phosphate has yet 

been applied due to time constraints. Both these will obviously impact on the successful establishment of the various grass seed mixes 

 



Progress to Date 

 

Plots have been visited regularly and photos taken each time, 

 

Note that the original bracken spraying has been very successful, with virtually a 100% kill rate 

across all plots. 

 

Pre treatment Plot 2 with Control  

in background           Control Plot - Post Treatment Oct 2013 

April 2013 

 

 

 
 

 

 

On the control plots, bracken litter still dominating the ground. There are small green shoots of 

regrowth, but not much else happening 

 

 

 

 

Plot 4 Pre Treatment April 2013    Plot 4 Post Treatment Oct 2013 

        (harrowed and over sown) 

 

 

 
 

 

On the over sown plots, there is visually, a big difference between pre and post treatment 
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Sum Up  

Good debate as usual from the group. It is difficult to assess the immediate impact of the discussion. 

However if the meeting has done nothing other than make folk think strategically about their cattle 

policy, then it is judged a success.  

 

The creation of realistic KPI’s provides and chance for all hill suckler units to assess the performance 

their own herd. 

 

Date and Topic of Next Meeting 

 

Meeting 14 will focus on CAP reform. A consultation is due out in December. The Community 

Group expressed a desire to use the Mull Monitor Farm is a model to see the impact of the various 

options details in the consultation. The Community Group could then feedback their 

recommendation into the consultation process. 

 

With this concept in mind the plan is to hold the next meeting in the Salen Church Hall, on Thursday 

the 23
rd

 January 2014. 

 

 

Niall Campbell & Donald MacKinnon 

SAC Consulting 

Glencruitten Road 

Oban  PA34 4DW 

Tel: 01631 563093 

Email: niall.campbell@sac.co.uk , or  donald.mackinnon@sac.co.uk 


