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Top Tips From The Meeting 

 

 

 

1. Maximise and make best use of the strengths of your system, for example target the use of 

any higher value inputs you have available, silage, a forage crop or a shed. 

 

2. Pot ale is an excellent value alternative feed. But it can be a problem to handle, especially in 

cold weather. Suitable for feeding with straw, or deferred grazing. Not really suitable for 

feeding along with silage as protein levels are very high. 

 

3. When taking in feed stuffs (particularly in an island location) – go for highest value Dry 

Matter possible to maximise haulage cost efficiency. Otherwise you are just transporting 

water. 
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Introduction 

Around 23 members of the Community Group attended the latest meeting in early November 2012 

The meeting was supported with specialist input from Gavin Hill – SAC Beef Specialist. A smaller 

number than usual attending, however they were treated to a good quality and practical debate on the 

cattle polices and a very interesting look at the forage crop planted earlier in the year. 

 

Aim of the Project: 

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

 

Aim of the 9
th

 Meeting: 
To improve the profitability and efficiency of the cattle enterprise  

 

Farm Update 

• All Highland cross Simmental heifers were sold privately. Iain was offered a good price of 

£450/hd on farm for these 8 – 9 month old beasts. 

• Iain noted that this year he dehorned and castrated the calves at 1 or 2 days old. He can now 

see the benefit of that practice, as he does not have to dehorn and castrate at this time of the 

year. (However this can prove a high adrenalin experience when very maternal Highland 

cows are taken in to account!) 

 

Forage Crop Update 

• Achleck Field (2.5ha) was sown in June this year with 50% Stygo fodder rape, 50% stubble 

turnips (25% Samson and 25% Delilah). 

• The crop established successfully using a conventional plough and sow, through turnips are 

small as seed rate used was higher than recommended. 

• The group had also asked Iain to try to establish an area of the forage crop using minimum 

tillage (using his opico type harrows). A small strip was tried, but nothing has grown (though 

this has worked in other sites using slot seeders). The take home message is that soil to seed 

contact is essential. 

• 60 BF lambs ranging between 25 and 35kg have been grazing the field since 15
th

 Sept. 

• After 6 weeks, although much of the forage has been eaten off, there is still plenty available, 

especially the turnips. 

• The group were very impressed with the field and I suspect many wish that they too had 

some of this forage available. Utilisation is good, with part of the stalk also having been eaten 

• The group discussed how to manage the field from now 

o Key recommendation is to go through the lambs in the crop and take out the ones that 

are ready ie 36 – 40 kg with good fat cover. 

o Then put another 60 lambs into this crop as soon as possible as plenty leaf available. 

o Iain could also put on a few Highland heifers, but the lambs would be the priority. 

o There is a danger that is the weather turns very wet that the value in the crop (in 

particular in the remaining leaf) will quickly deteriorate 
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Suckler Cow Margins 

 

Physical Performance Torloisk 2011 Torloisk 2010 
QMS 2011 Hill 

Sucklers Average 
(15 herds) 

Herd Size (hd) 45 56 91 

Calves Reared % 78% 86% 84% 

Financial Performance £/cow £/cow £/cow 

Calf Output £352 £283 £508 

SBCS £55 £52 £42 

Less Replacement Cost -£44 -£58 -£41 

Total output £363 £277 £509 

        

Variable Costs       

Feed £246 £162 £115 

Forage £16 £58 £87 

Total Feed and Forage £262 £220 £202 

Bedding £0 £0 £31 

Vet & Med £49 £42 £49 

Other Costs £17 £12 £22 

Total Variable Costs £328 £275 £305 

        

Gross Margin £35.2 £2.5 £204 

 

Suckler performance for 2011 (the latest completed year) was presented to the group. These were 

compared against the 2010 Torloisk results and the QMS Hill Average for 2011: 

 

Although approximately £70 higher than last years results, Total Output is still significantly lower 

than the QMS figure for the year. 

• 90% of calves born in 2011 were pure Highland. The remaining 10% were Simmental 

crosses. (The 2012 results will see a higher proportion of the Simmental cross calves). 

• Very few calves were sold in the 2011 year. Calves were transferred and valued for transfer 

to the store enterprise, while others sold throughout 2012 were valued taking these sale prices 

in to account. 

• The comparatively low calf output is a reflection of this high proportion of genetically 

smaller and slower maturing Highland breed compared to the QMS average farm which is 

likely to have a more continental breed influence. 

 

Variable Costs are comparable with the industry average: 

• Similar to the 2010 results, Torloisks deferred/hill grazing system is reflected in the higher 

feed costs (mainly cow cobs). Forage costs are minimal. In total, feed and forage are 

approximately £60/cow higher than the QMS average. This is higher compared to the 2010 

year, mainly due to the continuing rise in feed costs. 

o In the region of 600-700kg cow cobs are fed per head. Plus additional for young 

stock. 
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• Vet and Med and Other Costs are comparable with both the 2010 results and 2011 QMS 

results. 

 

Torloisks Gross Margin has improved significantly on the year, £35 compared to £2.50 in 2010. 

 

Take home message is that Iain needs to concentrate on increasing output as costs are 

comparable. 

 

Store Cattle Margins 

  

Physical Performance Torloisk 2011 Torloisk 2010 
QMS 2011 Forage 
Based Finishers 

Average (35 herds) 

Number (hd) 16 36 55 

Start Wt (kg) 180 210 345 

Feeding period (days) 330 251 334 

Daily Live wt Gain (kg/hd/day) 0.5 0.38 0.76 

Financial Performance £/hd £/hd £/hd 

Sales £480 £399 £1,015 

Purchases/Transfer £252 £255 £616 

Total output £228 £144 £399 

        

Variable Costs       

Feed £118 £49 £165 

Grazing £58 £69 £27 

Total Feed and Forage £176 £118 £192 

Bedding £0 £0 £25 

Vet & Med £6 £18 £9 

Other Costs £26 £96 £40 

Total Variable Costs £208 £232 £267 

        

Gross Margin £20 -£87.8 £132 

 

The group were also presented the Torloisk Forward Store enterprise for the 2011 Year.  

 

• 16 pure Highland bullocks (2010 born) were transferred from the 2010 Torloisk suckler 

enterprise to the Forward Store enterprise in Perth. Comparing this to the Stores 2010 year 

where Iain purchased 24 of the 36 animals. 

o Bullocks were moved to Perth in October 2010 at an average weight of 180kg, these 

were valued at £1.40/kg. 

o Bullocks were wintered in the shed (Iain pays feed cost plus labour for feeding) and 

then grazed over the summer and then sold in the autumn. 

o In 2011 6 hd were sold through Stirling Mart and the remaining 10 privately. Bullocks 

weighed an average 345kg at sale which means they average a weight gain of 

0.5kg/day. 
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• Once again, Total Output is a good bit lower than the QMS figure (£228 for Torloisk versus 

the £399 QMS average figure): 

o The 2011 result is much stronger than the 2010 results. Mainly due to heavier calves 

produced and stronger sale figures. 

o The shortfall against the QMS average again is a result of the slower maturing 

Highland breed, however it should also be noted the QMS comparison is for finishers 

– Torloisk is selling forward stores. 

 

• Variable Costs are a good bit lower than the QMS average –  

o £208 vs the average figure of £267. 

o This is mainly a result of lower feed costs, which perhaps indicates the reason for the 

lower growth rates. 

 

• The 2011 Gross Margin of £20/head is a strong improvement on the year for this enterprise. 

o Iains aim of adding value to the lower value suckled Highlanders does work, however 

it does result in a fairly low total margin for the number (12 bullocks) that are being 

worked with. However, it is still a positive margin. 

o The 2011 result raises the question – ‘can this enterprise be tweaked to improve its 

profitability?’. 

 

Iain is planning to put cross calves down to the shed within a few week. Iain agreed to weight these 

calves before they go to get a more accurate calculation for future growth rates. 

 

 

 

 

 

Suckler Cow Policies 

The Community Group was split up into 3 sub groups to focus on 3 key topics for the cattle 

enterprise. These sub groups then fed back their thoughts to the wider groups for a general debate 

 

All groups had to adhere to Iains overall objectives for the cattle enterprises which were: 

• To farm profitably 

• To maintain livestock numbers to ensure active farming under the new CAP 

• To maintain a pedigree Highland fold of at least 15 cows 

 

Each sub group was also tasked with trying to calculate the financial impact of any changes of 

alterations to the system they are suggesting. 
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Group 1 Challenge: To assess the costs of home produced silage vs Deferred grazing and 

purchased concentrates (or other feeds) 

 

Pro’s of using more silage Con’s of using more silage 

The ability to improve cows nutrition at strategic 

times of the year (ie when the value of the 

deferred grazing drops after the new year and 

before calving). 

Ability to target groups of cows (lean or heifers) 

to provide better nutrition. 

Possible extra agri-environment payments in 

future if more fields shut off for silage. 

Could buy in extra silage or hay if cannot make 

enough of own (silage /£40/t, or hay £185/t). 

 

Loss of good inbye grazing fields in the summer 

when they could be used to help put weight onto 

lambs or calves. 

Increase use of machinery and fuel when feeding 

out. 

Increase damage to fields, and feeding areas. 

Health issue with feeding silage in ring feeders – 

for example scour 

Is late cut silage good enough quality? 

If cut silage twice to increase silage yield, this 

will lose agri-environment payments. 

 

 

Fencing the hill into 3 or 4 large blocks was suggested as an idea. This would allow Iain to control 

grazing better, allowing some of the better quality grazing to be kept until later in the year when the 

cattle actually need it. It could also have environmental benefits. However the cost of fencing is very 

high. Future concepts of virtual fencing would be particular relevant in this situation, where cattle 

have a GPS collar which provides a shock when they reach a defined perimeter - a virtual fence. 

 

Annual Gains  from changing to silage £ 

Annual Losses from changing 

to silage £ 

Increased productivity -  weight of calves, 

from improvements to inbye grass fields £6,000 

Drop in sheep production 

through loss of inbye grass £6,300 

Costs saved in less purchased feed £3,000 

Extra costs of making extra 

silage and feeding it out £9,000 

Total £9,000 Total £15,300 

 

The sub group’s conclusion is to continue with the existing system, but target what silage is already 

made at leaner and young cows who need it most, after the new year and pre calving when deferred 

grazing quality is at it lowest. Try and also target the deferred grazing, by managing and rotating 

large blocks of hill where possible. 
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Group 2 Challenge: To assess financial impact of in-wintering cattle on Mull vs the current out-

wintering and deferred grazing system. This group has to also to include away-wintering as an 

alternative. 

 

Pro’s of In-wintering Con’s of in-wintering 

Reduces Iains labour – substantially less time 

required to check and feed cattle. 

Dung produced, which would help the fertility of 

the inbye fields. 

Feed requirement reduced as the animal is not 

battling the climate. 

Less fuel used over winter as stock are closer. 

Cattle could be split into smaller management 

groups inside, providing more tailored 

management. 

Current cattle breed does not suit in-wintering 

Transporting straw to Mull is expensive and 

effectively negates the saving in feed. 

There can be health issues of wintering cattle in a 

more intensive manner – scours, pneumonia etc. 

There is a large capital cost in building a shed. 

For away wintering: 

Potential loss in health status (if they mix with 

other cattle 

Cost of transporting cattle off and back onto the 

island. 

 

In Wintering Partial Budget 

To test the financial implication of moving to in wintering, the group created a scenario where Iain 

runs 60 cows, 40 are pure Highland, but 20 hd are Highland crosses, serviced by Simmental type bull 

to produce three quarter breed continental calves. It would only be these 20 cross cows that would be 

wintered inside 

 

Annual Gains £ Annual Losses £ 

Dung (5t/hd @ £10/t) £1,000 Costs of straw (1t/hd/winter @ £130/t) £2,600 

Reduction in feed costs (half the 

current feed bill £130/hd x 20hd) £2,600 

Cost of extra silage (4t/hd/winter at £15 per 

500kg bale) £2,400 

1 extra calf and extra wt on calves £1,000 

Capital cost of shed (£40,000 over 20 

years)* £2,000 

Total £4,600 Total £7,000 

 

*The alternative of away wintering cattle would cost around £10/hd/week for shed and silage, plus at 

least £100/hd return for transport, which makes it more expensive than the capital cost of the shed in 

the budget above. 

 

In cold hard cash terms therefore the out wintering comes out on top as its saves Iain £2,400. 

However, it was also pointed out that the saving he could make in time is substantial. Dividing the 

£2,400 by 150 day wintering period, is only £16/day! 

 

The sub group’s conclusion, is that if you have a shed, in-wintering is beneficial, if you have to 

build a shed (without grant), then it is not cost effective.  
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Group 3 Challenge: To assess the current store cattle system and recommend future policy 

 

As a reminder, Iain has the use of a small shed in Perthshire. He currently uses it to allow him to 

retain ownership of calves. Instead of selling all calves at 9 or 10 months old, he puts them down to 

this shed in Dec, winters them inside, puts them out to grass and then sells then the following autumn 

at around 18 months old. Originally this system was based on pure Highland calves. However 

currently Iain also stores cross Highland calves, which are putting on noticeability more weight then 

the pure Highlanders. 

The margins associated with this system are presented in a previous page. 

 

Pro’s of current store calf system Con’s of current store calf system 

Reduced feed and straw costs for these calves, in 

comparison to transporting these inputs to Mull. 

No labour costs as this is built into the rental charge. 

Shed is being utilised. 

No Machinery required. 

Does add value to Highland bullocks when compared 

to selling as weaned calves 

Need to be able to trust the off site labour – 

currently doing a good job. 

Only produces £20/hd margin – is it worth 

it? 

Paying someone to feed your animals will 

reduce potential profit. 

 

Although no partial budget was produced, this sub group did come up with an alternative system: 

• Sell all cross Highland calves at 9 or 10 months old, as they are the higher values calves 

already, get a quick return (this year Iain did sell all his cross heifers for £450). 

• Put all Highland bullocks (will be around 7hd/yr) down to the shed, but keep them for much 

longer. Keep and sell at 24 to 30 months old as a finished animal, not as a forward store.  

• Therefore there will eventually be 2 years worth of calves, 14 hd in the shed and on the 

ground. 

• In addition and very importantly, use the shed and better grazing land in Perthshire to bring 

on the Highland replacement Heifers. 

• Iain currently bulls his heifers at just over 3 years old, so they calve at around 4 years old. If 

Iain can push these heifers and get weights up to around 65% of their mature weight by the 

time they are 26 to 27 months, (325 kg if mature weight is a 500 kg Highland cow). They can 

then be calved as 3 year olds. This saves a year of feeding an unproductive animal. 

• One concern with this system however was a worry that the longevity of the cow would be 

affected if she calves at 3. That said, most other breeds opt for this system. 

 

The sub group’s conclusion is that the current system is not profitable enough. Better to use the 

shed more strategically to improve the management of the replacement heifers and then try adding 

value to the lowest value calf on the farm (Hi bullocks), by taking them right though to finishing. But 

note that achieving higher growth rates than at present are important 
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Sum Up  

Key recommendations from the 

meeting are:  

 

• Utilise remaining high 

value forage crop by 

putting extra lambs on as 

soon as possible before it 

spoils due to bad weather. 

 

• Target use of the limited 

silage, by feeding to lean 

cows or younger 

cows/heifers in the new 

year before calving, when 

deferred vegetation is at 

its poorest. 

 

• Continue out-wintering system, do not resort to in-wintering, due to high capital cost. 

 

• Make better use of Perthshire shed through pushing on replacement heifers and taking low 

value Highland bullocks to finish, not as forward stores. 

 

• Focus efforts on increasing the output of the cattle enterprise, not trying to cut costs. 

 
Date of next meeting Topics 

31
st
 January 2012 Sheep Margins* how profitable are Mull sheep - using data from 

community group member to create a more representative local 

comparison. 

 

EBV’s – Estimated Breeding Values. Understanding how to make use 

EBV’s in practice for both cattle and sheep. 

 

*NB to ensure we get good comparable data for Mull units, please fill out the attached sheep 

margins sheet and return it to SAC in Oban by Friday the 14
th

 December. Thanks in advance 

 

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 


