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Take Home Message –  
 
Consider spraying for leatherjackets when growing spring barley 
after grass. 
 
Record the level of intervention required at calving to assist in the 
selection of breeding animals in future years. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

22 farmers attended the 7
th
 monitor farm meeting on 6

th
 June which centred on the 2013 

calving period. A session was also held on producing bull beef and a farm walk in the 
afternoon which allowed some discussion on issues concerning grass and spring barley. 

 
 

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 7

th
 Meeting: 

  
Underline the value of recording information at calving time and highlight the pros and 

cons of producing bull beef 
 
 

 

2.0       FARM UPDATE 
 

The calving period threw up nothing unusual at Millburn apart from a few cases of scour 
which were controlled with Synulox tablets. The duration of the actual calving lasted 3 
months which seemed excessive given that the bulls were only in for 2 months.  Upon 
discussion this seemed common in the group.  
 
Following from the last meeting all calving’s were recorded for a number of parameters 
including calf weights. Whilst doing this Steven felt that the weight band supplied was 
not totally accurate. After test weighing some of the calves it was found that the band 
was underestimating the weights by 15-20%.On discussion with the supplier a new tape 
will be used next year. 
 
Steven has left a small number of his Simmental X bull calves uncut and, in conjunction 
with his brother, wishes to trial the production of bull beef.  This is something that was 
discussed at the steering group earlier and as time was critical it was decided to 
propose this significant change to the cattle management to the main audience after the 
bulk of the calves was castrated. 
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3.0  CREEP FEED TRIAL 
CONCLUSION  
  

The creep feed trial which started 
back on 17

th
 August 2012 was finally 

brought to a conclusion on the 19
th
 

April when the cattle were all re-
weighed. This showed that the small 
weight gain which the creep fed 
group had achieved after weaning 
had been eroded and was now back 
to 5.8kg of difference (see table 1). 
This small increase in liveweight did 
not cover the feed costs (£44.20/calf) 
and there was no appreciable 
difference in the health of the calves post weaning. Although these results showed that creep 
feeding at Millburn was not cost effective in the final season, it was accepted by some of the 
farmers in attendance that creep feeding can provide value for money on units which retains its 
store cattle.  Again the availability of a lot of high quality aftermath for the cows was highlighted 
as a bonus in his system. 
 
Table 1. Calf Creep-Feed Trial Results 

 

CREEP FED GROUP  UNFED GROUP 

 Calf 
Tag 

Calf 
weight   

17 
Aug 

Calf 
weight   

19 
Oct 

Calf 
weight 
1 Dec 

Calf 
weight 

19 
Apr 

 Calf 
Tag 

Calf 
weight 

17 
Aug 

Calf 
weight 

19 
Oct 

Calf 
weight 
1 Dec 

Calf 
weight 

19 
Apr 

1 554 155 250 290 380 1 547 155 250 270 340 

2 550 160 245 280 390 2 545 165 255 270 370 

3 553 170 260 280 370 3 544 170 250 270 375 

4 494 180 250 295 410 4 518 185 305 325 395 

5 524 190 290 325 400 5 487 195 260 275 350 

6 540 195 285 310 400 6 528 195 270 285 350 

7 531 205 300 320 405 7 537 200 300 320 430 

8 522 215 310 325 430 8 546 215 310 340 475 

9 516 215 320 335 400 9 460 215 290 305 420 

10 521 220 315 350 460 10 527 215 295 315 450 

11 519 230 325 345 390 11 451 220 300 315 440 

12 459 230 325 355 450 12 481 235 320 340 420 

 TOTAL 2365 3475 3810 4885   2365 3405 3630 4815 

 Average 197 290 317.5 407   197 284 302.5 401.2 
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4.0 CALVING 2013   
 

At the previous meeting in February Steven agreed to record data on calf weights and 
when and how much assistance was required to calve cows and assist with suckling. 
The farmers in the community group were invited to take part and the following pages of 
this report highlight the findings. 
 
Table 2. Millburn’s Calving Pattern 

 
Percentage of Suckler Cows calving in 3 week blocks 

Weeks 1-3 4-6 7-9 10-12 
TARGET 65% 25% 7% 3% 
Millburn 2010 62% 32% 6% - 
Millburn 2011 67% 24% 9% - 
Millburn 2012 59% 27% 12% 1% 

Millburn 2013 39% 41% 15% 5% 

 
97 cows calved between 17

th
 February and 14 May. Table 2 shows the calving pattern of 

these cows cows split into 3 week periods. The start of the first 3 week period is not 
taken from when the first cow calves; it commences 285 days after the bulls go in. The 
poor result for 2013 was due to a bull not working and also the cold spring weather and 
late turn out of cattle resulted in the cows bulling slower. This slow start to calving was 
felt by most farmers in the community group.   
Table 3 shows the effect the protracted calving has had on the average age of the 
calves. This exercise was run at a previous meeting hence the 3

rd
 May date. In reality, 

the 42 day average for 2013 would be less than this as 3 cows calved after this date.  
 
Table 3. Average age of Millburn’s calves in last 3 years 
 

Average age of calves (in days) on 3
rd

 May each year 

2010 2011 2012 2013 
48 48 51 42 
 
The table above highlights that the calves were at least a week younger than last year 
which will equate to about 10kgs live weight. 
 
Table 4. Level of manual intervention required at Millburn to assist cow to calve 

 

Cow Bull Total No 
Assistance 

Rope Jack Caesar Average 
calf wt. 

Lim Sim 2 1  1  45kg 
Sal Cha 10 8 1 1  41.72kg 
Sal Sal 11 10 1   32.63kg 
Sal Sim 10 10    40.33kg 
Sim Cha 38 26 3 8 1 43.90kg 
Sim Sal 12 10  2  33.09kg 
Sim Sim 14 10 3 1  42.36kg 
TOTAL  97 75 (77%) 8 (8%) 13 (13%) 1 (1%) 40.48kg 
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Table 4 shows the level of intervention required at calving broken down into the different 
breed combinations of cow and bull. Statistically the numbers are too small to carry any 
real significance however it is notable that although the Simmental x cows put to the 
Charolais bull equated to around 38% of the total herd, that breed combination 
generated over 54% of the total number requiring assistance. Unsurprisingly, this 
combination also produced heavier calves on average. 
The other notable point was that the Saler bull produced the lightest calves by a 
considerable margin. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
Table 5. Comparison of level of assistance required at calving  
 

Herd No. Cows Number 
requiring 

assistance 

Average calf 
wt. 

Main bull 
breeds 

Millburn 97 22 (23%) 40.48kg Continental 
W 50 14 (28%) N/A AA 
X 34 1 (6%) 32.65kg AA 
Y 41 12 (29%) N/A Continental 
Z 61 43 (70%) 42.62kg Continental 
 
Comparing Millburn’s results with other farms in Orkney (table 5) highlighted the wide 
variation in the level of manual intervention provided. This ranged from only assisting 6% 
of the cows in one herd up to 70% in another. Breed choice and its affect on calf size 
were an obvious influence, however, in future years it would have been interesting to 
have recorded the number of calves lost in each system i.e. across the farms.  
 
There is a definite determination to repeat this recording by the group next year.  
Several farmers indicated that by recording they had noticed trends and had changed 
calving practices such that they tended to give the cows “more time”. 
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Table 6. Level of intervention required at Millburn to suckle calves for first time 
 
Cow Bull Total No 

Assistance 
Assistance Stomach 

Tube 
Average 
calf Wt. 

Lim Sim 2 1  1 45kg 
Sal Cha 10 8 2  41.72kg 
Sal Sal 11 10  1 32.63kg 
Sal Sim 10 10   40.33kg 
Sim Cha 38 24 8 6 43.9kg 
Sim Sal 12 10 1 1 33.09kg 

Sim Sim 14 9 3 2 42.36kg 
TOTAL  97 72 14 11 40.48kg 
 
 
Table 6 shows the level of manual assistance, where required, to provide the newborn 
calf with its first feed. At Millburn 25 calves (26% of the herd) required some form of 
assistance and as expected the majority of these animals (16) also required assistance 
at calving. The Simmental X cows put to the Charolais bull was responsible for over 56% 
of the total number requiring assistance. Table 7 compares Millburn with the 4 other 
Orkney farms. The level of assistance is fairly similar in all of the farms (26-30%) with 
the exception of one farm which had a minor health issue which impaired suckling 
throughout the herd.  
 
 
 
 
Table 7. Comparison of level of assistance required to give calf its first feed 
 
Farm No of Calvings No Assistance  Assistance Stomach Tube 
Millburn 97 72 (74%) 15 10 
W 50 35 (70%) 10 5 
X 34 13 (38%) 14 7 
Y 41 30 (73%) 8 3 

Z 61 44 (71%) 17 0 
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COW PROCUCTIVITY AND REPLACEMENT RATES 
 
Table 8 compares the number of calves at Millburn born and reared per 100 cows over 
the last 3 years against QMS Cattle and Sheep Enterprise Profitability in Scotland 2011 
figures. Millburn has performed well in both categories. 
 
Table 8. Weaned Calves Technical Performance at Millburn 
 
Upland Suckler herds selling weaned calves – Technical performance measures 
 Bottom 

third 
Average  Top third Millburn 

2011 
Millburn 
2012 

Millburn 
2013 

Calves 
born alive 
per 100 
cows 

92 91 93 96 91 94 

Calves 
reared per 
100 cows 

88 88 90 89 90 90* 

 
*Provisional figures as calves not yet weaned. 

 
The information in table 9 compares Millburns cow replacement rate with QMS figures 
for LFA Extensive Units Selling weaned Calves. 
 
Table 9. Cow Replacement Rate at Millburn.  
 

% Cow 
Replacement 

Rate 

Bottom Third Average Top Third Millburn 

2012 21 14 9 15 
2011 19 16 13 12 
2010 18 16 12.5 13 
2009 17 16 8 12 
2008 17 14 10.5 20 

Average 18.4 15.2 10.6 14.4 
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5.0 FINANCIAL INFORMATION 
 

Year Ended 31 March 2012 31 March 2012 31 March 2013 
Fostered Calf 
Sales 

41,682 49,127 58,464 

Number sold 67 77 87 
Average 622 638 672 
    

Single Farm 
Payment 

13,306 13,409 16,579 

Beef Calf 
Scheme 

4,040 4,625 4,700 

LFASS 9,095 9,078 8,705 
Other  1816 53 588 
Total 
Subsidies 

28,257 27,166 30,572 

 
 
 
Although it was the intention to discuss more of the financial performance of the 
business at this meeting, it was decided that this was to be delayed as the QMS Cattle 
and Sheep Enterprise Profitability figures for Scotland in 2013 have yet to be published. 
As having up to date national figures on which to benchmark Millburn against would give 
a more meaningful basis for discussion.  
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6.0 BULL BEEF 
 

At the start of the day Steven announced to the 
larger group that he wished to test trial the 
production of bull beef using some of his 
Simmental X bull calves. This would be 
undertaken in conjunction with his brother who 
already buys his weaned calves. This suggestion 
was opened to the floor and the attending farmers 
listed the following pros and cons.  This links back 
to the first meeting where he was encouraged to 
use more Simmental bulls to produce heifers for sale.  The problem would be the 
apparent “reduced value” of the Simmental bullocks, however, this might counteract this 
potential problem.  

 
 
Pros 
Short period from birth to slaughter (quick return) 
No castration 
New interesting challenge 
Calves weaned earlier – easier life for cow 
Will compliment existing system focused on Simmental females for sale 
 
Cons 
Dangerous to handle 
Increased use of straw bedding 
Grazing management more difficult/splitting heifer & bull calves earlier 
Animals easily stressed – dark cutters.  
Set up costs – heavier duty pens etc. 
Have to introduce creep feed early 

 
George Baikie then delivered a presentation which went into some of the detail involved 
in adopting a bull beef system. The main themes from this are presented in bullet points 
below:   
 
 

WHY 
• Increase output per cow per year 
• Unlimited market for top quality bull beef producing  “U” grade carcases 

• Ideally suited to spring calving cows with tight calving period. 
• Need high performance to make this work with really high growth rates possible( in 

excess of 1.5kg liveweight per day) 
 

IMPORTANT CRITERIA 
• Young bulls very susceptible to stress 

• Will only work if high growth rates achieved 

• Must creep feed, milk alone will not support growth rate targets 

• Split bull and heifer calves at bulling 

• Wean early and gradually even if it means turning the cows back out again following  
weaning. 

 



9 

 

 

DIETS 
• Barley/soya mix 

• Aim for 12.5 ME/14%CP diet 
• Either adlib concentrate and straw 

• OR  
•  Dairy quality silage and concentrate 

 

GENERAL RULES 
• Keep group size small and keep introductions to minimum 

• Feed bulls well, they must never run out of food or water 
• If bulls fail to be ready by 14 months the system has gone wrong. 
• Pure bred bulls can hit specification from 10months and on no account should they be 

returned to grass for a second season. 
• Young bulls are not the same as bullocks and can kill, behaviour gets worse with age. 
• Sell on deadweight basis, beware dark cutting which is a direct result of stress pre 

slaughter.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 10. Bull beef calendar 
 
Calendar  Calf Wt (kg) Expected conc. 

intake 
Mid Feb Start calving 40 0 
April Turnout 70 0 
Mid May Bulling 90 0 

July Start creep feed 180 0.5 
Oct House & wean 280 2.5 
  300 3.0 
Feb onwards Slaughter 450 10.0 
April  All away 550 14.0 
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7.0 FARM WALK 
 

The farm walk commenced in a grass field in which 1/3 of the area had been slit with a 
pasture slitter 2 weeks before hand. Given the short period of time there was no 
appreciable difference between the treated and untreated areas, however, the site will 
be revisited at a future meeting.  A field of spring barley was then viewed which 
appeared to have been affected in places by leatherjackets. The consensus from the 
group was that it was deemed a worthwhile insurance to spray fields of grass before 
they are ploughed for spring barley. The walk then moved through a field of older grass 
which had received granulated lime into a field of new grass shut off for silage. It had 
received three different rates of fertiliser, 1 cwt/acre, 2cwt/acre and 3cwt/acre of 
21:8:11. This field will be baled and the yield of grass will be measured in each of the 3 
different zones. A field of cows and calves running with a Charolais bull were then 
viewed before the group headed down to the steading at Millburn where Steven stated 
his intention to build a new cubicle house for 40 heifers.  
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8.0 NEW BUILDING 
 

Steven highlighted that he would like to build a new stand alone cubicle shed capable of 
housing 40 heifers. This would allow him to retain more of his Simmental X heifers for 
selling at a more advanced and financially more lucrative stage. In addition, the cubicles 
would use less straw than the cattle wintered in the existing bedded court. 
 
The intention to build led to a wide variety of different suggestions being put forward with 
little consensus agreed. Such was the stalemate, it was agreed that the facilitators mail 
out a plan of the existing steading complex to each of the attendees. Onto this, each 
attendee is to mark where the new building should be located and what form it should 
take. The findings will be gathered and discussed at a future meeting 

 

9.0 NEXT MEETING 
 

The next meeting will be arranged for late August. 


