
                 QMS MONITOR FARM (BEEF FINISHING)                      

 

HARTBUSH PADDOCK GRAZING EVALUATION 2014 

 

 

Paddock grazing produces double kg/ha and double £/ha (after costs) 

 

 
Photograph, taken in June, from Barr Farm, showing Hartbush paddock grazing field with a strip at the far end, which was 

round baled and ‘the wedge’ i.e. the remaining 1 day paddocks at different stages before and after grazing. 

 

John Paterson (Monitor Farmer) and Judith Hutchison (Smiths Gore facilitator) presented 

the physical and financial results of the first year’s paddock grazing at Hartbush. 
 

John led with comments on the practicalities and challenges he faced in implementing 
this system of grazing for their store heifers and for a group of cows and calves this 
summer. 

 
Having visited Doug & Lorna Greenshields (previous QMS Grassland farmers from 

Southmains at Sanquhar), spoken with Rhidian Jones (SAC) and with encouragement 
from Matthew Currie (Smiths Gore) ringing in his ears John had set up his first paddock 
grazing system in a field next to the steading where he could keep an eye on things 

easily.  “Of course, what we didn’t realise was that this field is completely visible from 
the A701” John added. “So all our friends and neighbours could also see exactly what 

was going on as well!”  
 
The first paddock arrangement was 8 long narrow strips running from top to bottom of 

the field, with the water troughs placed along the bottom of the field. (Please also see 
the paddock grazing report from the Monitor Farm meeting held at Hartbush on 29th May)  

 
“Now that we have done a season, I understand that the first mistake we made was to 

wait until the 1st May for the whole field to be ready to take all the cattle before we put 
any out.” John said “This meant that when the cattle had grazed the first 2 or 3 paddocks 
the grass in the remaining paddocks was far too strong for the cattle to get on top of.”   

 
John went on to explain that they should have put a smaller number of heifers out 

earlier, say mid-April, so that the paddocks had different amounts of grass in them (i.e. 



creating the ‘wedge’) from a much earlier point in the season.  That way we would have 
had much more control of the system from the start.  The wedge, as spoken about in 
relation to paddock grazing, is where each paddock has a different amount of grass in it 

depending on how long ago it was grazed / when it will be grazed – it is in effect a set of 
steps and stairs of grass quantities growing towards the day when the animals are turned 

into each paddock in turn. 
 

This is a very different way of grazing livestock.  You measure the grass, work out how 
much grass is in each paddock and match that to the feed requirements of your animals.  
The paddocks John started with were calculated to feed the heifers for 3 days each 

before they were to be moved on to the next paddock.  “This all sounds a lot of work,” 
John said  “but once you have got used to how it operates, which is pretty quick really, it 

is neither time consuming nor difficult.  In fact it is easy and most enjoyable.  Opening 
the fence and letting them through to new pasture is most satisfying, we often just stood 
and listened to them all munching away on the grass; a wonderful sound!” 

 
“In mid May we had some very wet weather, which caused us real difficulties”, explained 

John.  “Because the paddocks were 3 day paddocks the cattle grazed OK for the first day, 
the second day they were a bit unhappy and started to traipse about making the grass 
muddy. By the third day the grass was so dirty the heifers wouldn’t eat it at all, 

understandably. They started walking up and down the length of the electric fence trying 
to get through to the next paddock where there was lots of nice clean grass. The result 

was a poached strip right up our field of one year old grass ley!! It was a horrible sight to 
see!” 
 

John was so upset by this that he took down the electric fencing and let the heifers graze 
the remainder of the field for the next week.  There followed a couple of family / farm 

debates over whether they should give up or persevere with the paddock grazing trial.  
With support and encouragement from Rhidian they redesigned the paddocks into 8 (3 
day) grazing blocks, which in turn could also be split into 3 daily paddocks.  From the 

beginning of June the cattle were in 1 day paddocks, which meant they could graze 
quality grass to appetite each day and were happy to lie down or wander about for the 

rest of the day.  The next day they were moved on to a new paddock ready to graze 
again.  “This system worked really well, thank goodness” said John “we could see how 
much more settled the heifers were, getting the grass they needed every day. They were 

just so different to work with.  We did the daily paddocks until the end of July when we 
put them back onto 3 day paddocks, which worked well as everything was so much drier 

by then” 
 
At the May Monitor Farm meeting Michael Kyle, a local dairy farmer with 20 years’ 

experience of paddock grazing, said he wouldn’t do anything to the poached area that 
everybody was dismayed to see.  So John did leave it alone to let nature take its course. 

John told the group that he was amazed at the recovery it had made by the time the 
paddock was ready to be re-grazed; by the end of the summer you would never have 

known it had been damaged at all. 
 
To regain control of the grass growth in June John cut several paddocks the day before 

the heifers were due to graze them.  When turned onto the cut paddocks the heifers 
enthusiastically hoovered up the wilted grass, leaving a very tidy paddock when they 

moved on.  This worked better than topping after grazing and ensured no grass was 
wasted. For those without a mower a similar result could be achieved by either shutting 
off another paddock of to round bale, or by bringing in other cattle to graze off a paddock 

to help manage the over-supply situation.  This is just one example of the flexibility 
offered by paddock grazing. 

 



John weighed the paddock grazing heifers on a monthly basis, or as near as possible.  
This also provided another learning experience when he chose not to move the heifers 
one evening as they were due to be weighed the next morning.  When the weighing was 

completed John was “sorely disappointed” by the weight gains calculated “some were 
negative!” he reported.  Disappointed and dejected he wondered what was going wrong. 

He reweighed them a few days later and discovered that the weight gains had returned. 
On reflection, the hungry heifers had been weighed with empty stomachs, when all 

previous weights were with full stomachs. Thus a reduction in ~ 30kg was enough to give 
completely false indications of growth rates.  “Going forward we will always plan to weigh 
the cattle at the same stage in their feed regime, to try and prevent such variations for 

future recordings” John concluded. 
 

John had also grazed a group of 40 cows and calves on a rotational system on 28 acres, 
where he rotated them around 8 paddocks giving them 3 or 4 days in each one.  He had 
more cows on a smaller area than would have been possible in a set stocked system.  

The animals all adjusted to being moved regularly and were very settled. The bull didn’t 
cause any problems either. We did have a couple of taller posts to allow the calves to 

forward graze if they wanted, but they didn’t really bother much until later in the season. 
 
Having joined the QMS SW Grazing Group where hill grazing was discussed, John Baillie, 

Pature Sens, France, explained that given the opportunity livestock will come to the 
bottom of the hill in early morning to graze their way back up hill during the day and 

spend the night at the top of the hill.  This results in the majority of dung and urine being 
deposited at the top of the hill, improving soil fertility and structure at the top of the 
hill/field and reducing soil fertility and damaging soil structure in lower parts of the 

hill/field.  On discussing this with employee Colin Rae, John decided to electric fence a 
steep brae face on Barr Farm, which has not been well grazed for many years. This 

forced the cattle to graze areas, which they had tended to avoid and has already proved 
to be beneficial. Over time this should also improve the pasture going forward as dung 
and urine will be more evenly spread across the whole field (instead of being 

concentrated in the same parts of the field repeatedly.) 
 

John rounded off by saying that he was extremely pleased with the performance of the 
heifers on the paddock grazing system.  “I know we are just beginners and that we have 
plenty of room for improvement.  We really enjoyed this way of working with our cattle.  

For these two reasons we will definitely be doing this again next year and look forward to 
the challenges in driving this as hard as we can, to get even better results.” 

Judith then took the group through the physical and financial figures gathered from the 
trial.  She explained that there were a couple of things to keep in mind during the 
comparison:- 

 
• Firstly the set stocked heifers were breeding replacements, which John did not want 

to grow too fast as they were already at their target bulling weights when they went 
to grass 

• Secondly they were set stocked on older, rented grass parks, which are unlikely to be 
as productive as the 2013 reseed, which John had chosen to do the paddock grazing 
trial on. 

 
In order to make the two groups of cattle more comparable the figures have been 

calculated for the set stocked heifers as at the end of August, when the paddock grazing 
heifers were brought in to the shed and put onto finishing a diet.  
 

The data Judith discussed for the heifers grazed in 2014 can all be seen in the attached 
‘Paddock Grazing Evaluation data 2014’ hand-out. Her main points and comments were:- 

 



Physical comparison 
 
• The stocking rate for the paddock grazing was 6.54 heifers/ha compared to 4.2 

heifers/ha for the set stocked heifers (or 2.65/acre and 1.7.acre) [55% higher for 
paddock grazing] 

• This equates to 2,385kg/ha for the paddock grazed heifers and 1,692kg/ha for the set 
stocked heifers (at the beginning of the grazing season) [40% higher for paddock 

grazing] 
• The average liveweight gained during the 114 day grazing season was 104kg for the 

paddock grazed heifers and 80kg for the set stocked heifers [30% higher gain for 

paddock grazed heifers] 
• This equates to an average daily liveweight gain of 0.91kg/hd/day for paddock heifers 

and 0.70kg/hd/day for set stocked heifers [paddock grazed heifers gained 30% more 
per day]  

• OR 678kg/hectare/day (paddock heifers) and 336kg/hectare/day (set stocked heifers) 

[the paddock grazed field grew double kg/ha over 114 days]  
• The difference is due to a combination of the higher Daily Liveweight Gains and higher 

stocking rate on the paddock grazing field 
• None of the heifers were fed during the 2014 grazing season 
• 4% more fertiliser was spread on the paddocks at 848kg/ha compared to 816kg/ha 

on the set stocked field 
• 29 bales of silage were harvested from the 2 paddocks, which were shut off when 

there was surplus grass in June. 
 
Financial Comparison per hectare 

 
• If the weight gain is valued at £2.15/kg the income for the season is £1,457.70/ha for 

the paddock grazed heifers and £722.40/ha for the set stocked heifers [the paddock 
grazed system generated double the income compared to the set stocked system] 

• 29 bales of silage valued at £12/bale equates to an extra £41.38/ha for the paddock 

system  
• The total income for the paddock grazed system was £1,499.08/ha 

• Fertiliser costs, at £274/t, were £232.26/ha (paddock system) and £223.58 (set 
stocked) 

• Costs for the electric fences and water system (depreciated over 5 years) were 

£34.94/ha. 
• These give final, partial budget margins of £1231.88/ha (paddock system) compared 

to £498.82/ha (set stocked)  
• The paddock system produced a margin 140% higher than the set stocked system 

(after the major costs had been taken into account). 

 
Similar comparison of income and costs per head can also be seen on page 3 of the hand 

out, with a list of the electric fencing and water system costs is on page 4. 
 

While the difference in pasture quality should be taken into account, the increase in 
performance and financial returns shown indicate that the paddock grazing system has 
been very successful in increasing returns per hectare.  John is going to look very 

carefully at his plans for the 2015 grazing season and will be considering whether he can 
reduce the area of grass he rents in as he now believes that it is possible sustain the 

same number of livestock on a smaller area of land, whilst still maintaining high levels of 
individual performance.  
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