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Top Tips 
 

1. Fine tuning diets to cattle requirement can improve both physical and 

financial performance 
2. Soil sampling to identify the nutrients which are restricting pasture production 

helps to identify simple treatments which can be extremely cost efficient in 
producing higher quantity and increased quality grass and/or crops 

3. Leaf analysis can help to identify which nutrients are not available to the 

growing crop, and help to identify solutions which can improve grass/crop 
production 

4. New born calves should receive their required amount of quality colostrum as 
soon as possible after birth – preferably within 3 to 4 hours, if possible 

5. Bull fertility testing is worthwhile in achieving high pregnancy rates early in 
the breeding season 

6. Grass growth in early 2013 is about 60 to 70% below the average growth 
(kgDM/Ha/day for 2007 to 2012) and careful planning is going to be needed 

to get cattle back on track after a particularly challenging 9 or 10 months and 
to conserve enough forage for next winter 

 
 

Introduction 
80 farmers and stakeholders attended Hartbush after one of the toughest spring 
seasons for many years.  Topics were arranged around a detailed look at John’s 

Young Bull finishing enterprise, getting the most from the soils we have on farm, 
keeping new born calves fit and healthy, bull fertility testing and getting our cattle 

back on track after a tough year. 
 

Attendees were spit into three groups, which rotated around the learning stations 
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The Hartbush Bull Beef Enterprise - comprising 80 Charolais and 

Limousin bulls being finished on slats, born April-June 2012. 

 
 

The Barony Project – the Students explained to attendees that they had 

undertaken the last 2 weighings on 11th April and the 2nd May and had collated the 
results:-  

 
Graph showing the performance of this year’s young bulls at Hartbush 

 

 
 

The gulf in performance between the Top 10% performers and the Bottom 10% 
was quite marked, justifying the time spent on regular weighing to identify the poor 

performing individuals. 

 
The average Liveweight Gain from Weaning to the last weighing was 1.48 kg/day, 

and growth had slowed from a peak of 1.88 kg/day in December to 1.33 kg/day in 
May.  

 
One exceptional Simmental bull was still growing at 1.86 kg/day and averaging 

1.95 kg/day since weaning, currently scaling 698 kg (est. 391 kg deadweight). 
 

The plan going forward is for the Barony students to follow the performance of all of 
the young cattle at Hartbush over the next two years and to find out if there is any 

correlation between their performance and the EBVs of their sires. 
 

 
Enterprise Gross Margin for last year’s 70 bulls was analysed by James 

Worthington.  These bulls were sold between 24th May 2012 and 2nd August 2012. 

 
The Table below compares the Gross Margin for the young bull finishing enterprise 

at Hartbush with QMS Top Third and SAC Target figures :- 
 

The bulls achieved an average £1279/head for a 357kg carcase, at 353p/kg 
(equivalent to an estimated 198p/kg liveweight). 

 
The bull calves had been transferred from the Suckler Herd at £560 each (or 280kg 

@ 200p/kg). 
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Table comparing Gross Margin of Hartbush Young Bull Enterprise with 2011 QMS 
and 2012 SAC data. 

 

 Hartbush 

actual 
2012 

QMS 

Top Third 
2011 

SAC 

Target 
2012 

Output    

Sales 1261 1065 1137 

Less purchases 560 521 524 

Net Output 701 544 613 

Variable Costs    

Feed 429 250 351 

Bedding Nil 26 31 

Forage Costs Nil 9 0 

Vet & Med 5 7 21 

Commission Levies & Haulage 32 22 54 

Variable Costs 466 314 457 

Gross Margin (£/hd) £235 £230 £156 

 
 

Table comparing physical performance:- 
 

 Hartbush 
Actual 

2012 

QMS 
Top Third 

2011 

SAC 
Target 

2012 

Av No. of Bulls Finished/year 70 72  

Feeding period (days) 264 261 195 

Start weight (kg) 280 280 291 

Finish weight (kg) 637.36 610.00 603.00 

Deadweight (DWt kg) 356.92 322.73 338.00 

Killing Out % 56 53 56 

Daily Liveweight Gain (kg/day) 1.35 1.26 1.60 

Mortality (%) 1.40 0.00 1.00 

Concentrates (kg/hd) 2179.50 1193.00 2000.00 

Transfer price (p/kg) 200 186 180 

Sale price (p/LWt kg) 197.85 174.59 188.56 

Sale price (p/Dwt kg) 353.30 330.00 336.39 

 

After Feed, Vet & Med and Haulage charges, the 2012 Hartbush bulls returned a 
Gross Margin of £235/head, which was very similar to the QMS Top Third 

Performers in 2011 at £230/head, (comprising 66% Bulls and 33% Heifers). 
 

 
Diets - Matt Palmer, of Harbro, who supplies nutritional support and the Harbro 

Blend to the Patersons at Hartbush emphasised the importance of maintaining a 
healthy Rumen and stimulating appetite.  To this end Harbro include Veo and 

Rumitech in both the Store and Beef Blend. Veo is a natural additive that reduces 
stress and aggression in bulls and increases intakes. Rumitech is a “natural 

monensin” designed to improve food conversion efficiency and reduce the cost of 
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liveweight gain. Yea-Sacc and Alkacid are also used in the Finishing Ration to 
reduce acidosis, maintain intakes and maximise liveweight gain. 

 
The following rations were fed to the young bulls:- 

 
 Weaning 

Ration 

Growing 

Ration 

Finishing 

Ration 

Number of days fed 14 150 100 

Liveweight 265 kg 280 kg 500 kg 

Barley (kg/hd/day) 1.5 3.5 6.0 

Store blend (kg/hd/day) 1.5 3.5 0 

Beef blend (kg/hd/day)   6.0 

Straw (kg/hd/day)  0.4 0.5 

    

Protein %DM 18.4 17.6 13.8 

Starch %DM 35 33 40 

Forage %DM  5 5 

Active Fibre %  4.5 4.5 

 

 
Including 5% straw in the diet is important to provide the “scratch’ factor to 

maintain a healthy functioning rumen. Over processing of this fibre before feeding 
causes nutritional problems.  A good quality ‘bypass’ protein such as Wheat Dark 

Grains is also important to ensure full digestion of the diet. 
 

Matt suggested that those cattle recording consistently low daily liveweight gains 
should be identified early and slaughtered, but that the high performers should be 

retained as long as they continue to grow efficiently. He also suggested that it 
might be possible to reduce the period the bulls are on the Growing Ration (higher 

protein) to cheapen the finishing regime. 
 

It was also noted that feeding a high quality creep feed prior to weaning helped 
grow the calves with feed conversion efficiency at that age likely to exceed 25%. 

 

George Brown of Highland Meats, commented that anything sold under 12 months 
couldn’t be sold as ‘Scotch’, due to an EU directive, and would have to be treated as 

veal, so whether performing efficiently or not, all Bulls would have to be retained 
until they were at least yearlings. He also noted that any young bulls sold for 

slaughter at more than 16 months would incur penalties. 
 

Jim Ford of A.K. Stoddart’s, confirmed that the target weight range was 270kg – 
420kg, anything under or over this would be penalised and receive less than bid 

price which was 398p/kg dwt (for the week of 13th May). 

 
The host, John Paterson advised that he intended to sell the first load of bulls in the 

next fortnight. 

 
Soils and Leaf Analysis 
Darren Glegg of Lancrop Laboratories in Pocklington, Yorks, talked about the value 
of soil and leaf analysis. The aim of soil sampling is to identify which nutrient(s) or 

soil characteristic is restricting crop growth, in order to identify the most cost 
effective way to improve crop production.  
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Lancrop Laboratories tests include:- 
• pH (level of soil acidity/alkalinity) – important in maintaining the best 

possible balance of nutrients in forms available for plant uptake  
• Phosphate (P)  - important for energy transfer which leads to optimum 

growth.                                        
• Potash (K) – important for stem development, and regulating the water 

balance and therefore nutrient uptake within the plant. 
 

All the fields at Hartbush have now been soil tested. Calcium lime has been applied 
to correct pH in fields below pH 5.8 (pH 5.8 was considered OK for grassland but 

this has changed and pH 6.0 is now considered optimum for grassland production).   
No phosphate was required as the field analyses showed normal to high status for 

all fields.  Potash was applied to silage and barley fields, but it was advised not to 

put potash onto grazing fields until late in the year, as potash application in spring 
can be responsible for cows taking staggers with lush spring grass. 

 
Lancrop also test for a number of the most important micronutrients including:- 

Magnesium, Calcium, Manganese, Sulphur, Molybdenum, Copper, Zinc, Colbalt, 
Boron, Iron, Sodium and Selenium.  Some of these are essential for grass and crop 

growth and production, while others are important for animal health. There is also a 
very complicated system of interactions between pH and trace element availability 

and relative levels of trace elements to one another, which can ‘lock up’ vital 
nutrients. 

 
Lancrop soil analysis identifies restricting elements of each sample, whether it be 

pH (acidity/alkalinity), levels of nutrients contained in the soil, imbalances between 
nutrients or physical qualities of the soil and provides guidelines and 

recommendations to follow up with the best advice to improve both quantity and 

quality of the grass or crops grown. 
 

Diagram 1 shows how to increase yield by recognising (and correcting) what is 
limiting the crop’s potential. Diagram 2 shows some of the interactions between a 

selection of micro nutrients.  
 

    
 

Darren showed how pH can influence the availability of Phosphate, Potash and 
several other nutrients. High rainfall can affect the availability of soluble nutrients 
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and reducing air pollution levels over the last few decades has led to reductions in 
Sulphur levels in some soils meaning sulphur needs to be added to fertiliser more 

often now than in the past. 
 

Lancrop also analyses an increasing number of leaf samples from both arable and 
grass/forage crops. Used along with the soil analysis for the same field the leaf 

analysis results help to identify whether the growing crop is able to fully utilise all 
the nutrients present in the soil. By comparing the two analyses, imbalances can be 

identified and corrected to further increase growth and yield. 
 

Darren showed Monitor Farm attendees soil and leaf analysis for two fields at 
Hartbush and discussed possible routes to improving the growth conditions in each 

field. 

 
Darren also offered attendees the opportunity to do some soils and leaf tests 

themselves by handing out prepared packs with instructions and postage packs. It 
will be interesting to see how members’ results compare at the next meeting. 

 
 

Vet Topics 
 
Peter Hastings’ Calf Colostrum Notes 

 
Calves are born with NO IMMUNITY. They have to acquire antibodies from their 

mother’s first milk, known as “colostrum”.  The colostrum contains antibodies, 
which are large protein molecules able to fight disease.  Because the antibodies are 

such large molecules they can only be absorbed by the calf’s gut wall in the early 
hours of life. The ability of the gut wall to absorb antibodies into the bloodstream 

falls rapidly during the first day of life and at 24 hours the calf is unable to absorb 
any antibodies into it’s bloodstream. However antibodies in the milk it drinks after 

24 hours of age will help to prevent disease in the gut. 
 

Disease is a balance between the strength of the calf’s immunity and the level of 
disease challenge.  For a calf to have maximum immunity to the disease in it’s 

environment it needs to have absorbed 3 litres of good quality of colostrum within 

the first 4 to 6 hours of life 
 

In order to maximise the uptake of antibodies there are various steps which need 
to be maximised 

 
Step 1 – Ensure that the cow produces enough colostrum of a sufficiently high 

quality to give the calf the level of antibodies it requires in the time frame available 
 

Beef cows generally produce colostrum which contains ~ 100g of IgG 
(Immunoglobulins, which are antibodies) per litre of milk.  The amount of colostrum 

depends primarily on the cows milking potential and it’s age (some beef breeds, 
heifers and old cows will produce less colostrum) 

 
Step 2 – Getting the colostrum from the cow’s udder into the calf’s stomach. This 

can be more complex and is dependent on a range of factors including:- 
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• Calf viability, which in turn will depend on cow nutrition and whether it was a 
difficult calving 

• Mothering ability – does the cow do all that is necessary to encourage and 
help the calf to suckle quickly 

• Teat conformation – are the teats easy and clean for the calf to get hold of to 
suckle 

• Flooring – can the calf get up and about easily without slipping or getting 
caught up in straw 

• Weather conditions if the calf is born outside 
 

Step 3 – the movement of the antibodies from the calf’s gut into it’s bloodstream.  
At birth 100% of the antibodies in colostrum will pass through the gut wall into the 

blood stream. However this soon reduces meaning that the efficiency of this 

absorption of the antibodies from the colostrum into the bloodstream falls quickly 
until at 24 hours of age no further antibodies can be absorbed by the calf.  Because 

of this reduction in the ability of the calf to absorb the antibodies it is important for 
the calf to suckle and take in as much colostrum as quickly as possible. Peter’s 

preference is for calves to have suckled and have 3 litres of colostrum within 4 
hours of birth – when absorption by the gut wall is still relatively high. 

 
For the best levels of immunity against diseases which are in the environment a calf 

needs to absorb 200g of IgG (antibodies) from colostrum. The table below shows 
how a delay in colostrum intake affects the success of this process.  It is becoming 

more widely acknowledged that a surprising percentage of beef calves don’t always 
receive these levels of colostrum quickly enough.  In a challenging year like this 

when cows’ nutrition and health maybe hasn’t been the best then colostrum quality 
may be below parr.  Calf viability maybe lower and mothering ability/activity can 

reduced for lean, tired cows after birth, all of which can lead to reduced immunity in 

young calves in many herds. 
 

 
 

Milk yld 
at day 

135 
(litres) 

Colostru
m yield 

(litres) 

IgG 
yield 

(at 
100g 

IgG/litr
e) 

Scenario 
1 

Scenario 
2 

Scenario 3 

LimXHo
l cow 

9.1 4.5 450g 450 g 
OK 

225+56=281g 
OK 

112+0=120 
not enough 

¾ Lim 

cow 

6.6 3.25 325g 325g 

OK 

162+40=202g 

OK 

162+0=120 

not enough 

Lim 

cow 
 

5.1 2.25 225g 225g 

OK 

112+28=140g 

not enough 

56+0=120 

not enough 
 

LimX 

Hol Hfr 

 2.5 250g 250g 

OK 

125+31=156g 

not enough 

56+0=56 

not enough 

¾ Lim 

Hfr 
 

 1.75 175g 175g 

not 
enough 

87+21=108g 

not enough 

44+0=44 

not enough 

Lim Hfr 

 

 1.25 125g 125g 

not 
enough 

63+15=78g 

not enough 

32+0=32 

not enough 
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Scenario 1 – Calf suckles all 4 teats within 1 hour of birth (full quantity, full 

strength and full absorption) 
Scenario 2 – Calf suckles front teats within 1 hour of birth (half quantity, full 

absorption)  and returns to front teats at 12 hours (when colostrum is half strength 
and absorption is 50%) 

Scenario 3 – Calf suckles front teats at 12 hours (half quantity, full strength and 
half absorption) and returns to front teats at 24 hours (half strength colostrum and 

no absorption).    
 

Colostrum also contains white blood cells, cytokines, growth factor, high levels of 
fat, vitamins and minerals, which are also very important in starting the calf off on 

the right track.   

 
Peter and the team at Nithsdale Vets have been testing large numbers of the young 

calves at Hartbush this year and the results are showing that roughly half of the 
calves are not receiving adequate levels of immunity from their colostrum intake – 

and that is with great efforts by John, Colin and the family to specifically ensure 
that every calf suckles in good time or receives powdered colostrum within it’s first 

4 hours (with the average being 3 hours). 
 

Another issue is that not all powdered colostrums are equal and that producers 
should enquire and ensure that the powdered colostrum products they buy will 

provide the immunity factors that they require.  Producers must also mix the 
powdered colostrum with water as per instructions, particularly at the correct 

temperature (if the water is too hot it will damage the proteins and substantially 
reduce efficacy). 

 

 
Peter Hasting’s Bull Fertility Notes 

 
Industry norm is for 1 bull to go out with 35 to 40 cows (20 to 25 cows if the bull is 

under 2 years old) 
 

To achieve the target of 65% cows in calf in the first cycle (3 weeks) we need to 
ensure that each bull is fit for service.  The best way to do this is to undertake a 

pre-breeding fertility test in advance of the mating season. This identifies whether 
bulls are deficient in any aspects which might limit their ability to deliver ‘normal 

fertility’ and giving time to source a replacement if one is found to have problems.  
The bull fertility test will cover four main aspects:- 

 
1. Physical soundness –  

a. is the bull fit,  

b. check for lameness and good locomotion,  
c. penile prepucial abnormalities 

2. Adequate semen reserves - Scrotal circumference should be 31cm at 15 
months of age and 34cm by 2 years 

3. Good Semen Quality check semen motility and morphology (that semen 
appears normal and is adequately mobile when examined under a 

microscope) 
4. Good libido – which has to be observed to be confirmed. 
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Many tests find that 1 in 5 bulls are sub fertile, making regular (annual) testing well 

worth while.  If a bull achieves ‘normal fertility’ of 65% with 40 cows for each cycle 
for 9 weeks there will be 38 cows in calf (95% in 9 weeks).  If a bull achieves 40% 

then 31 cows will be in calf (77.5% in 9 weeks).  Bulls should also be tested 
annually as things can change from year to year. 

 
 

 
Donald Brown, SRUC -  discussions on getting our cattle back on track after 

9 or 10 very challenging months. 
 

Many lean cattle are going out to very little grass this spring – even in mid May few 

in the area have much grass for cattle and anyone who still has forage left is 
keeping cattle inside for the time being. On farms where sheep are grazing every 

last blade of grass which is brave enough to appear grazing is even tighter.  The 
graph below shows Grasscheck’s latest data on grass growth in Northern Ireland - 

south west Scotland is unlikely to be much different in the challenges faced so far 
this year. 

 
Graph showing Grass Growth in Northern Ireland to 20th May 2013  

 

 
source: GrassCheck 20/05/2013 (http://www.ruralni.gov.uk/grasscheck ) 

 
So what are our plans to get condition back onto our cows, get them in calf again 

and to make forage for next winter?  Donald encouraged all those present to stand 
back a bit and look at their farms to consider their own best solutions. Each farm 

will have its own answer but the following could all be taken into account 

 
Timing of shutting off silage fields – is it necessary to panic and shut up all the 

silage fields immediately might it be worth grazing these fields a bit longer in order 
to give cows a chance to gain body condition and giving them a better chance of 

getting back in calf? 
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Using grass or forage crops in summer and autumn to put condition on cows backs 

could reduce silage requirements for the winter. 
 

• 1 ‘Body Condition Score’ point represents about 70kg bodyweight;  
• 100kg bodyweight contribution over a winter provides the cow with 3000MJ 

• 3000MJ from the cow would save 1 ton of good silage 
• saving 1 ton of silage per cow could mean 25% less silage ground needed 

• What would you graze on it? 
 

 
 
 

What will be the effect of the conditions experienced this season?  Some thought 

that the grass growth could catch up if the weather conditions returned to a more 
normal pattern, others were not so sure.  There were comments that the very hard 

grazing experienced, especially on fields grazed by sheep, might bode well and 
result in good production for the rest of the season. 

 
For fields which have been badly damaged or poached in last year’s wet conditions 

is it worth considering sowing a fodder crop to help with feeding livestock next 
winter and delay reseeding until 2014? 

 
Donald finished off by comparing Hartbush fertility with a 2005 SAC survey on 

Calving Spread.  Hartbush calving records show that in 2012 65% of the Hartbush 
cows calved in the first cycle and 85% of the cows had calved within the first 6 

weeks, which is well above average – see graph below:- 
 

In order to achieve these sorts of results both the cows and the bulls need to be in 

good condition, which may be a real challenge for many producers this year.  
Giving cattle the best opportunity to regain body condition as quickly as possible 

will greatly improve the chances of getting them back in calf in good time. 
 

Hartbush has continued to feed their cows daily with silage and concentrates after 
calving (until the end of May) to maintain good milk supply and increase cow body 

condition. This additional feed also alleviates the pressure on the grass available. 
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Survey of Calving Spread from 30 Spring Calving 

Suckler Herds (source SAC 2005)
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Useful Contacts 
 
John Paterson (Hartbush) – M - 07810 514 621;  or E – paterson.hartbush@yahoo.co.uk  

Andrew Best – M - 07967 395588 
Darren Glegg (Lancrop Laboratories) – T - 01759 305 116 

Matt Palmer (Harbro) – T - 01555 820 358 
Donald Brown (SRUC Barony) – E - Donald.Brown@sruc.ac.uk  or T - 01387 860 251 

Robin Spence (Chair of the Management Committee)  -  M - 07831 336 539 
Ian MacDougall (QMS) – T - 0131 472 4117 

George Brown (Highland Meats) – M – 07971 147 775 
Jim Ford (A K Stoddarts) – M – 07774 283 382  

Matthew Currie (Smiths Gore) - T - 01387 263 066; E – matthew.currie@smithsgore.co.uk 
James Worthington (S G) - T - 01387 263 066; E – james.worthington@smithsgore.co.uk 

Judith Hutchison (S G) – T - 01387 263 066; E – judith.hutchison@smithsgore.co.uk 

 
 

Useful Websites 
 
QMS  –  www.qmscotland.co.uk   

 
Scottish Government Skills Development Scheme –  

 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/Skills  
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Harbro Limited  -  www.harbro.co.uk   
 

Yara  -  www.yara.co.uk  
 

Lancrop Laboratories  -  www.lancrop.com   
 

Agrisearch  -  http://www.agrisearch.org 
 

GrassCheck - http://www.ruralni.gov.uk/grasscheck  
 

Barony Campus –  http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120392/barony_campus_dumfries   
 

Highland Meats  -  www.dawnmeats.com  

 
A K Stoddart  -  www.akstoddart.co.uk  

 
Smiths Gore  -  www.smithsgore.co.uk   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

The Next Date will be a late afternoon/evening meeting 
 

 On 1st August 2013  
 

At Hartbush 
 

Topics include:- 
• A farm tour  
• A look at the Hartbush sheep enterprise  
• A BBQ  

 
 

Please book your BBQ by noon on 29th July 
 

Call Judith on 01387 263 066 or 

Email  -  judith.hutchison@smithsgore.co.uk   
 


