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Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI), Hillsborou gh

Researchers at AFBI updated us on many research projects,
including Alastair Carson who told us about work with differ-
ent sheep breed combinations to reduce intervention required
at lambing and ewe nutrition. Alastair explains early and mid
pregnancy nutrition has been found to have a big impact on
future reproductive performance, particularly for young ewes.
“The aim should be to hold body condition during this time for
younger ewes, while older ones could lose a little weight in
the first month of pregnancy.” The target sward height should
be 4-5cm at tupping, he said, then 3-4cm in mid pregnancy
would be adequate.

The site’s recently built Renewable Energy Centre was al-
ready powering much of the farm and research facility. Lind-
say Easson says the building uses local materials where pos-
sible, including timber and hemp and lime insulation. Inside
are many boilers to take different fuels, allowing research as
well as providing hot water and electricity. Gas is provided by
a biodigester built to use the slurry from 300 dairy cows, adds
Peter Frost. This produces 1700kW hours/day, or 8% of the
electricity needed, and additional heat. “The digester cost
about £1500/dairy cow and the payback period would be 15-
16 years where cows are housed 6 months a year. This
would be halved on units housed all year.”

The Boggs family, Banbridge, Co Down

Colin Boggs showed us his 1.2ha (3 acre) reed bed and pond built
to take dirty water from the 120 cow herd in 2004. He estimates
the costs at above £15,000, but adds that taking dirty water out
into fields and spreading it is expensive too. After 70 days in the
pond, water went in the stream.

Colin manages the cows on a low concentrate system, feeding
just 650kg a year, but is achieving an excellent yield for this level
of concentrate at 6066 litres/cow a year with more than 4000 litres
coming from grazing. This means keeping high quality grazing in
front of cows and although he admits it takes time (his and his
father’s), they did this by mowing grass 24 hours before grazing
on alternate grazings of each field to keep waste around dung
pats and residuals low. “The increased dry matter percentage of
grass after mowing also helps milk yields,” he says.

Stephen Gilkinson explains how three years of
research into using trailing shoe slurry applica-
tors has shown how it offers a wider window of
application and higher grass yields than a
splash plate. The trailing shoe is better suited to
much of Northern Ireland’s stony soils than
slurry injectors and gave at least 2/3rds of the
benefit, he says. Andrew Dale adds that it is
also possible to graze within a week of applying
slurry with a trailing shoe.

Phosphates in water are a much bigger concern
in NI than nitrates. Conrad Ferris told us many
studies were ongoing to address this. As its sta-
ble in soil, the main problem with phosphates is
the flow of water over the surface. A piece of
equipment to measure this with water dripped
over after slurry was applied and collecting the
water coming off had been developed.




The first reed bed (left) filters the dirty water o
Marcus Hall, Narrow Water Castle, Co Down

Marcus and farm manager Sam Hamilton are aiming
to extend the grazing season for their 130 sucklers,
replacements and 156 growing beef cattle, using clo-
ver to save fertiliser and achieving excellent growth
rates from bulls at grass. Sam believes fresh, short,
leafy grass through the season is essential to achieve
good spring growth rates and this is paying off with
bulls growing at 1.5kg a day this spring without con-
centrate. Bulls only receive concentrate from the end
of August and when housed in September for a 70-80
day finishing period. He also block grazes stock in
groups of 30-40, moving them every day.

Maurice and Marlene Hurst, Brookeborough, Co Fermanagh

ver the 70 days until it becomes the clean water in

the lower pond (right).

The spring calved cows are grazed in nine pad-
docks, staying in each for 2.5 days and more pad-
docks available after second cut silage. Marcus
explains that keeping clover in swards meant not
overgrazing in February. They also reseeded an
area each year, spraying off the old sward, fol-
lowed by 4-5 passes of heavy discs and then
power harrowing.

Sam manages grazing by monitoring grass avail-
able ahead of stock by eye rather than a plateme-
ter. He looked to have 14 days of grazing ahead,
when it dropped to 12 days ahead he considered
feeding silage and above 14 days taking out an
area for silage. “It is also important to start closing
grass paddocks off in early October to have grass
available for February,” says Sam.

Investing in dirty water facilities, aided by a Farm Nutrient Management Scheme 60% grant in Northern Ireland
up to £85,000, has proved it works to improve water quality and is worth the support of taxpayers, says Maurice
Hurst. A river runs past his and seven neighbouring farms and following grants to help them meet NVZ rules, the
river is transformed. He received £75,000 in grants and spent extra of his own money on top to cover an under-
ground tank with cubicles allowing him to increase cow numbers to 100 and for an automatic scraper system. He
previously ran 90 cows, but numbers are still down after losing 20 to TB last year.

With a large number of heifers in the herd yields have dropped to a 7850 litre average, but were previously about
8500 litres despite the predigree Holstein cows relying heavily on grazing. “I think Holstein cows are best for util-
ising grazing,” says Maurice. “Our cows have a natural ability to milk.” Good production from grass is achieved by
a 21 day grazing rotation, using 24 hour paddocks to save labour and ensuring cows graze down tight.



Maurice Hurst (left) and delegates (right)

David Brown, Florencecourt, Co Fermanagh

David Brown runs a 60 cow suckler herd with
additional stores bought in. In 2007 a new slatted
slurry store was built with a shed over it and a
new silage store at a total cost of £90,000. A
Farm Nutrient Management Scheme grant of
£25,000 helped with these costs. Now David can
make maximum use of the slurry nutrients, ap-
plying it mainly from mid-Feb to the end of
March. Fertiliser use has reduced from 179kg/ha
of N in 2004 to 90kg/ha of N in 2008, he says.

Using high quality grazing and managing it well
are important to keep costs low. Suckler cows
receive no concentrate in a typical year. Bullocks
and heifers receive 1kg ahead from mid-Oct to
late Feb and during the finishing period — making
just 360kg in total from birth until slaughter at 20
months old. Achieving this also means making
high quality 70 D-value silage for growing stock.
Some bull beef is also finished at 15 months old.

Lisgoole Abbey Farm, Co Ferman-
agh

Farm manager Denzil Johnston has an
ongoing battle to keep grassland on
heavy impervious clay subsoil with
shallow topsoil in condition that allows
grazing by beef cattle. In the 1980s,
80ha (200 acres) of grassland was
drained, but keeping it well drained is
an ongoing process. “We try to do a bit
a year,” says Denzil. “It costs about
£1000/acre, using 6in and 2in pipes
which are 7-8yds apart and backfilling
using crushed, local stone right up to
the top.”

The management of the beef herd has
changed recently from 200 Continental
suckler cows to a more extensive sys-
tem with fewer cows and purchased
stock for finishing or sale as replace-

ments, reducing the labour required. The wet farm means the grazing season is short, from May to September, to
avoid poaching. But while they are out there is a three-week rotational grazing system.



lan and Pamela Buchanan, Dungiven,
Co Londonderry

The farm run by the Buchanan’s includes
uplands and heather moorland in an Area
of Outstanding Natural Beauty on which

they graze 300 of their 850 sheep for eight

months a year. “We need sheep that can
look after themselves,” says lan. “We aim

for 4 lambs for every 3 ewes.” This has led

them to use a Highlander ram on some
ewes and these are put to a Primera ram

for a Marks and Spencer premium scheme.

The couple and one part-time employee

also manage 95 dairy cows on the farm. In
winter sheep are housed on slats in groups

and individual lambing pens also on slats.
The dirty water from the dairy unit is run
under these buildings to keep the sheep
manure moving.

To meet NVZ rules, £69,500 has been invested in a slurry store and buildings, with a Farm Nutrient Management
Scheme grant reducing the Buchanan'’s investment to £27,400. Slurry is injected to ensure optimum use. “I think
this opens up the ground as well as putting slurry where it should be and we can put on the maximum application

without any going on the grass,” he adds.

Tom and Robert Craig, Carse Hall, Co
Londonderry

The Craig’s dairy unit was built on
Greenfield site in 1994 on coastal land
that is just above and just below sea
level. Water is drained into a pond and
pumped into the sea. If this failed the
farmhouse would be 2ft under water,
says Tom.

The soil is light and sandy or silty, only
30cm (12in) deep and prone to compac-
tion and many of the clay drains at 25cm
(10in) deep have been damaged, says
Robert. “But 12in down is a layer of sea-
shells and if we can get water to that
there is good natural drainage. We
bought a shakerator and moved the back
bar back, so it lifts soil to 10in deep to



allow drainage.”

The best time to use this is in au-
tumn, he adds. Its benefitted lu-
cerne and clover has increased sig-
nificantly in grass since he started
using it. “The benefit of lifting the
sward and clover is 2t of grass/acre
so its saving £30/acre in feed, al-
though it would cost £17/acre for a
contractor to do.”

They are keen to grow as much
feed as possible and have been
growing lucerne for 6-7 years, with
8ha (20 acres) grown for the past
four years. “When we feed it we get
an increase in butterfat,” says Tom.
But it does need additive and if the
weather turns after its cut its best to
feed it straight away, he advises.

They also grow barley for crimping for
the 175 cows averaging 9200 litres, with almost 3800 litres from forage.

Recently they have invested in slurry storage, including a slurry tank and undercover manure store. They re-
ceived a £40,000 grant towards the cost of £90,000. The cubicle shed has also been extended at a cost of
£50,000.



