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Fixed costs

€/hr labour

Calving pattern Split spring and autumn

Farm system Suckler to weanling

Farm size 16ha

2016 gross margin €516/ha

Land type Mostly heavy

VIDEO ONLINE

farmersjournal.tv

Adviser comment 
John Greaney
Philip has done a nice bit of work 
since joining the programme and his 
local B&T adviser Tom Coll deserves 
credit. There’s no doubt Philip has 
brilliant stock but tidying up his 
calving spread is a must as he is 
also working off farm full-time. The 
synchronisation programme he’s us-
ing at the minute is working a treat 
as he is reluctant to cull any cows. 

 
Fixed costs: 

 <€350/ha
 <€550/ha
 >€550/ha

€/hr worked: 
 

 >€12.50/hr
 <€12.50/
 <€5/hr 

(consecutive months 
without sales– inc. 

 <5 
 <7 
 >7

One thing becoming very 
evident as we get to know 
the 27 new BETTER farmers 
and their stock is that we 
have some of the country’s 

foremost catt le breeders on board. Last 
week, our Tuesday digital BETTER farm 
offering from Sean Hayes’ farm in Co 
Clare showcased some superb quality 
animals. However, the Tulla man has 
competition in Leitrim.

Philip Keville keeps a herd of 16 suck-
ler cows on 16ha at Aughamore, just 
outside Carrick-on-Shannon. He farms 
alongside his father Joe and the two share 
a passion for good stock and breeding 
– Philip is a Simmental fan and Joe a long-
serving and well-decorated member of 
the Irish Aberdeen Angus Association. 
All breeding is by AI.

The farm produces weanlings for sale 
in the back end through local marts. In 
recent years, what was an autumn calv-
ing spread has unravelled slightly and 
Philip now has calves dropping from 
September through to March.

“That’s something we’re addressing 
straightaway – the calving has gotten 
away on us a bit,” he told me.

“The plan is to move to 25 cows and 
calve from December to February. I’ve 
used a PRID-based synchronisation plan 
to tighten things up. I have bulled more 
heifers too this year and I’ll have 23 to 
calve in 2018, all going well.”

Philip will continues to sell his heifers 
as weanlings in future. There is big de-
mand for the type of animal he is pro-
ducing, particularly the Simmentals, and 
he regularly hits €1,000 with his heifers. 
He is keen to run his males through a 
bull beef system, potentially fi nishing 
under 16 months of age. His well-bred 
stock and early calving will suit such a 
system. By weaning time, a lot of these 
bulls’ lifetime weight will have been 
achieved on the cow if past performance 
is anything to go by. Philip regularly 
weans bulls well into the 400kg range.

Drainage
A calving date like this is not for the 
faint-hearted. It requires good housing 
facilities for the inevitable period that 
newborns will be indoors and an early 
farm from a grazing point of view. While 
Philip indeed has excellent calving fa-
cilities, his land was traditionally diffi  cult 
in the shoulders of the year and during 
wet spells when it came to carrying stock. 
That is, until some recent drainage work 
signifi cantly improved his grazing for-
tunes.

“The ground around here is heavy and 
gett ing rid of water was a big problem. 
Our cows would be big too, which isn’t 

a good mix. My local contractor shored 
the land at €5.50/m. It’s been very suc-
cessful – the ground has dried up im-
mensely. I’m gett ing a much bett er return 
from my fertiliser. He did 60% of the farm 
last year and I’ll fi nish the rest of it this 
year. We’re gett ing bett er-quality grass, 
earlier silage and getting cows out to 
grass sooner in the spring. When I get 
the sun here my ground is dried up in 
three days.

Given Philip’s plan to push numbers 
from the same farm area, this investment 
in drainage will be crucial to allow him 
get more from his grazing ground and 
keep feed costs down.

Philip Keville’s penchant for 
breeding shines through 
in the quality of his stock, 
writes Ciarán Lenehan

Philip Keville’s 10-day synchronisation protocol

Sun Sat Sun Mon Tues

PRID in + 1ml 
Ovarelin.

6am 5ml 
Enzaprost.

Remove 
PRID.

8pm 1ml 
Ovarelin.

Midday 
AI.

Philip used a PRID synchronisation 
protocol on 18 cows to help tighten his 
calving spread.“I have 18 in total done 
with it. Twelve have scanned in calf and 
I have yet to scan the others but I am 

happy with it and it wasn’t too expen-
sive at €19.80 (not including serve).”

Classy continentals on Shannonside

Pedigree Drumlone Anchor heifer out of a Cura-
heen Wakeman cow.

Keltic Handsome heifer from a Milbrook Dartan-
gan cow.

Paco cow and her March-born Castleview Gazelle 
calf.

Kilbride Farm Escalop bull from a Kilbride Farm 
Newry cow.

Philip Keville,
Co Leitrim
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 Grass+ Beef
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Our measuring 
farms grew 65kg 
DM/ha daily in 
the past week, 
which is back 

around 10% on last week. 
Thankfully,  after  today 
(Thursday) there looks to be 
a few days of sett led weather 
in store – things were becom-
ing diffi  cult for some. 

In the BETTER beef pro-
gramme, only the highest-
stocked farms, or those ac-
tively taking out surpluses, 
are on track with regard to 
grassland management – there 

should be around 12-15 days’ 
worth of grass on farms this 
week, which equates to 650-
700kg DM/ha based on a stock-
ing rate of 2.5LU/ha. 

The BETTER participants 
who started off  at low stock-
ing rates and traditionally set 
stocked cattle have quickly 
realised how much grass they 
can actually produce in a pad-
dock system and while many 
at low stocking rates are cur-
rently working tirelessly to 
keep the quality in their 
swards, they now have peace 
of mind to drive on stock num-
bers at the soonest available 
opportunity. Grass utilisation 
increases by 92%, from 4.3 to 
8.2t DM/ha/year, in a paddock 

versus a set-stocked system.
Heavy, stemmy covers will 

be a bug bear for many at the 
moment. Ultimately, the ad-
vice is the same as always – skip 
and make bales that will tick 
a box for dry cows or as bulky 
forage in a high-energy fi nish-
ing diet later on. If they abso-
lutely need to be grazed, it 

should be with big groups of
suckler cows. 

Breeding will be winding 
down on many farms in the 
near future. When the bulls 
are pulled, mix cows and calves
into big groups and let them
work through these heavy cov-
ers. 

If possible, eat them in short-
duration sections and con-
sider running a disc mower 
or topper across the field 
around half a day before 
they’re due a move. This isn’t
ideal but will keep the sward 
fresh next time round. Calves
should have the chance to 
creep to bett er quality grass
while the cows are in these 
covers. 

Dealing with strong grass covers

Cathal Breen
Co Wexford 

System suckler to steer beef
Soil type heavy clay
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 1,167
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day) 51

Growth has been back 
slightly compared to last 
week but still there are good 
covers of grass present 
on farm. First cut silage is 
done and last week I got 
the opportunity to make 
hay during the good spell of 
weather. Stock are thriving 
very well since turnout. Last 
week, I weighed the steers 
and a group of dairy-bred 
calves which I reared and I 
am very pleased with their 
performance to date. The 
dairy-bred calves were given 
a worm dose last week as I 
noticed a few of them start-
ing to show signs. I hope to 
treat the remaining home-
bred calves and yearlings 
next week. The Limousin and 
Angus stock bulls have been 
out now since the middle 
of April. The Limousin ran 
with the main group of cows 
and the Angus was with 
replacement heifers and the 
remaining cows and there 
hasn’t been much activity in 
recent weeks. At this stage, 
the majority of cows are 
hopefully in-calf. Both bulls 
will be taken away in the 
next few weeks in order to 
keep calving compact.

Nigel O’Kane
Co Galway

System suckler to store
Soil type free-draining loam
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 646
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day) 33

We got torrential rain on 
Monday night and ground is 
beginning to get a bit sticky. 
Growth has been steady 
the last 10 days but should 
kick on again now given the 
warm humid weather we’re 
getting of late. Calves are 
thriving well and I pulled 
the stock bulls on Tuesday 
of this week. I’ve a reason-
ably tight calving spread 
at the minute but with the 
work off-farm it can never be 
tight enough. Ideally I’d like 
to calve everything in eight 
weeks which is achievable 
and a target I’d like to hit 
throughout my time in the 
BETTER farm challenge. 
Last year’s spring-born bulls 
are doing well indoors and 
are putting on a nice bit of 

from a nut to a high-energy 
maize ration and they seem 
to be a lot more content. 
They are averaging 2.2kg of 
daily liveweight gain at the 
moment. Depending on their 

tween 700-750kg before the 
grass cattle come on stream 
in the autumn.  

Dwayne Stanley
Co Tipperary

System suckler to steer/calf to beef
Soil type variable
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 929
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day) 109

We have begun grazing some 
land we reseeded in late 
spring with calves. Perfor-
mance has been excellent 
on this ground since the new 
seeds went in. We will have 
to increase the number of 
stock on this block to keep 
control of grass. I would 
rather not take out some of 

ing to allow the reseed to 
tiller. I have 250 unplanned 
surplus bales taken out so 
far since I began focusing 
more on grassland manage-
ment. I imagine I will have 
250-350 bales more again 
by the time the summer is 
out. I had planned to bale 
up the second-cut silage 
but now I think I may cut it 
a week earlier for the pit to 
cut costs and keep quality 
in the silage. There is some 
room still in the pit so I 
imagine 70% will be ensiled 
this way. I have dosed all my 
50 dairy-bred calves with a 
worm dose. I used an inject-
able product rather than a 
pour-on. I have kept feeding 
1kg of ration daily to calves 
at grass. I feel it is cheaper 
to feed it now than later 
in their life and will get a 
greater return at this stage. 

Ger O’Dwyer
Tullamore Farm Ltd.

System suckler/calf to beef
Soil type variable
Avg farm cover (kg DM/ha) 709
Grass growth (kg DM/ha/day) 108

After a drop last week, 
growth has improved and 
the farm recorded 108kg/
DM/ha of growth over the 
past week. Current demand 
continues to run at 62kg/
DM/ha. However, this is set 
to drop next week as more 
reseeded paddocks start to 
come back into the rotation. 
There is 19ha out for reseed-
ing at the moment. 

Average farm cover per 
LU is 168kg/DM/ha. The 
farm is currently stocked 
at 4.22 LU/ha and there 
are 11 days grazing ahead 
of stock which is where 
we want to be.  There have 
been a number of paddocks 
taken out for bales in the 
past three to four weeks and 
there will be another two 
paddocks to come out in the 
next weather window. Three 
paddocks were also topped 
that had become stemmy 
and cows weren’t cleaning 
out properly. 

Cows are currently go-
ing into covers of 1,500-
1,600kg/DM/ha and pad-
docks are getting 20 units 
of CAN after each grazing. 

silage was taken on 17 June. 

 In short

 Growth 65kg DM/ha/
day.

 Aim for 12-15 days of 
grass ahead of stock. 

 Grass utilisation 
increases by 92% in pad-
dock versus set stocking. 


