
                                                                                                  

                 

                 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 

 
 
 

Forth Monitor Farm 
 
 

Duncan McEwen 
Arnprior Farm, Stirlingshire 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Report from meeting held on the 31st of October 2014 
 
 

Date of Next Meeting: 17th December – Year 3 Forward Planning 

 
Facilitators: 
Stephen Whiteford   stephen.whiteford@sac.co.uk 
Robin Mair   robin.mair@sac.co.uk 
Tel: 01786 450964 

http://europa.eu/scadplus/leg/en/lvb/l60032.htm
mailto:stephen.whiteford@sac.co.uk
mailto:robin.mair@sac.co.uk


                                                                                                  

                 

                 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 

 
Introduction 
The 14th meeting of the Forth Monitor Farm focused on the results of the bulbeef enterprise with 
the presentation of completed costings for the batch of 25 bulls.  We also took the opportunity to 
assess the success of some grassland establishment and some grassland rejuvenation work that 
had been carried out during the summer. 

 
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: 
All year we have been monitoring the progress of the first batch of bulls to be finished at Arnprior 
within an ad-lib feeding system.  At this stage of the year we wanted to draw some conclusions 
with regard to the success of the enterprise to help us decide whether to continue with the system 
next year.  A full costing to gross margin level was completed based on actual input costs and 
sales values.  This was compared to the original forecast that was completed at the beginning of 
the year as well as with a comparative costing showing what would have been achieved from 
selling store steers at 12 months old. 
 
A great deal of grassland development has taken place at Arnprior this year both in terms of re-
seeds and rejuvenation work.  Again, in order to help make decisions for the coming year, we 
wanted to assess the successes of the work undertaken in 2014. 
 
 

The format of the day was: 
  Morning Session 

 Bulbeef Financials 

 Update on shed renovations 
Afternoon Session 

 Italian Ryegrass Try Out 

 Assessment of Pan Busting Work 

 Assessment of Grazing Re-seeds 
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Bullbeef  
 

 
 
Three of the original 25 bulls remain on farm (pictured above) but are due for slaughter 
imminently.  To account for this, the average selling price for the 21 cattle slaughtered so far (one 
bull died on farm) was used to complete the gross margin result for the batch at this stage. 
 
Physical Data 
 

Number 25 (26 at start but one pulled out of system early and sold as steer) 

Weaning Date 9th January 

Days to Weaning 203 

Weaning Weight 282kg 

DLWG to Weaning 1.16kg 

Av Liveweight @ Slaughter 644kg 

DLWG Wean to Slaughter 1.52kg 

DLWG from Birth 1.37kg 
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Budget v Actual 
 

 Budget £/Head Actual £/Head 

Sales  1,093 1,288 

Less Variable Costs   

Feed:   

Potatoes (74t @ £10.41)  31 

Barley (18t @ £150)  108 

Beans (7t @ £260)  73 

Oats (3t @ £130)  16 

Minerals (2t @ £750  60 

Feed Straw (7t @ £60)  17 

Total Feed 369 305 

Bedding Straw (15t @ £60) 30 36 

Vet & Med 22 6 

Kill Charges 16.40 16.40 

Haulage 7 7 

Total Variable Costs 444 370 

Gross Margin £649 £918 

 
At the February meeting, when we had guest speakers with experience of bullbeef production in 
attendance, we were advised that our budget was probably a little light in terms of feed volume 
and target finish weight.   
 
That has turned out to be correct with actual finished liveweights coming out at 644kg versus the 
prediction of 567kg.  Although DLWG has turned out better than predicted, we have held on to the 
bulls on average two months longer with slaughter coming at 14-16 months rather than the original 
target of 12-14 months.   
 
We were advised that we would feed considerably more than the predicted 2t/head.  That has 
turned out to be the case as we have fed just over double that figure at 4.16t/head.  However, with 
the addition of very cheap potatoes to the diet the overall feed cost has been comparatively low 
and has come in at approximately £60/head less than budgeted for twice the volume predicted. 
 
Holding on to the bulls a little longer has helped to put more weight on the carcass and has had 
the added benefit of taking advantage of an improved price over the last few months.  The net 
effect of an improved selling and reduced input costs compared to budget is that we have 
improved on the budgeted gross margin by £269/head. 
 
Whilst the position has improved significantly from the original budget, that analysis alone does not 
tell us that bullbeef production was the correct decision.  The rationale behind the decision to 
produce bullbeef was to relieve pressure on summer grazing and on housing space during the 
winter.  Therefore, the next best alternative would have been to sell store at around 12 months.  
The costing on the following page shows the result of selling 12 month old steers in mid July 2014. 
The result of this costing compared with the above actual will tell us if we made the right decision.  
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Selling 26 steers in mid July 2014: 
 
 

Sales £/Head 

Steer @ 12 months mid July 2014 842* 

Less Variable Costs:  

Feed (0.1 @ £150) 15 

Forage 80 

Bedding Straw 15 

Vet & Med 6 

Commission, haulage & Levies 50 

Total Variable Costs 166 

Gross Margin £676 

 
*Scottish average steer price for 12-18month steers sold mid July (source: QMS) 

 
The comparison represents a £242/head improvement by finishing as bulls over selling store 
steers.  The group agreed that the experiment has gone well this year with strong performance 
both in physical and financial terms.  Whilst there was agreement that the system is a good fit 
within the overall business and it should be continued next year, the community group put forward 
some recommended changes to the system to target improved performance with the next batch: 
 

 Increase weaning weights – this has been actioned by creep feeding at grass 

 Feed potatoes (or other moist source of energy) from the start 

 Feed at feedface from start – don’t bother using feed bins as it increases competition and 
larger bulls soon get too big to gain access 
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Italian Ryegrass Experiment 
 

 
 
Duncan decided to take the opportunity to direct drill some Italian Ryegrass in to some winter 
barley stubble.  Apart from some areas where he set the machine too deep, the take has been 
excellent and has provided some fantastic grazing for his ewes through tupping.  The total cost 
including seed, fuel and machine hire to establish the 8.3ha field was £700.   
 
There is the option of taking silage off the field next summer but the plan will be to graze the field 
as much as possible before sowing a crop of kale for finishing lambs on during next back end.  
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Sward Lifting/Pan Busting 
 

 
 

The picture above shows a field located towards the top end of the farm that has been pan busted 
recently.  The field was visited during the spring meeting when the community group carried out a 
trouble-shooting session with the aim of coming up with recommendations to improve some 
problem areas of grassland. 
 
At the time the field was very wet and water was bubbling up out of the surface as we walked 
across it.  Although the sward is only 4 years old the grass was not of great quality with a high 
amount of moss evident due to the wet conditions that had prevailed.  Whilst there had been a lot 
of rain over the years since it was sown, the layer of compaction that was found about 10 inches 
below the surface was compounding the issue. 
 
It was recommended at that point that a sward lifter of some description should be deployed to 
break up the compaction layer and improve the surface drainage of the field.  The field was pan-
busted in September, and with there being a fair bit of rain in between times, the community group 
were provided with the ideal opportunity to assess the efficacy of the treatment.  
 
A small area of the field was lifted using a shakerator in fairly wet conditions with the rest of the 
field pan busted in ideal conditions.  This provided an ideal comparison as the area that was lifted 
with the shakerator remained very wet under foot whereas the remainder of the field that was pan 
busted was dry.  This didn’t provide a fair means of comparing the two machines but did highlight 
the message that you should only use these machines in dry conditions and sward lifting of any 
kind in the wet can do more harm than good.  However, it was clear that the pan buster had done 
a great job and now that the field is draining better, focus can be turned to improving the quality of 
the sward. 
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Re-Seeds 
 

 
 

In two fields located just below the cubicle shed either side of the road, Duncan had under-sown 
some oats during the spring of 2013.  Due to the fact that the grass was sown in very dry 
conditions during that spring, the grass failed to establish.  These fields were sprayed off this 
summer and a grazing mix using diploid varieties with white clover was sown. As shown in the 
above picture, the establishment has been excellent.  
 
Both fields are fairly clean in terms of weed presence except for a large amount of chickweed.  It 
was agreed that this was not a major problem and could be grazed out with some heavy stocking 
of sheep.  Any chemical treatment should be avoided so as not to harm the excellent 
establishment of clover.   
 
Lambs have already been finished on the larger of the two fields and achieved 225g/day from the 
high quality young grass. Both fields will be stocked with ewes in the coming weeks.   
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