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Programme Objective
-		 To	build	on	the	efficiency	and	financial	gains	which	programme		 	
	 participants	have	made	in	recent	years.
-		 To	position	Kerry	suppliers	to	profitably	take	advantage	of	growth
	 opportunities	that	will	arise	following	the	abolition	of	the	EU	Milk		 	
	 Quota	system.
-	 To	encourage	best	practice	in	all	aspects	of	sustainable	dairy	farming		 	
	 with	an	emphasis	on	continuous	improvement.
-		 To	ensure	Kerry	suppliers	have	access	to	leading	research	and	evaluate		 	
	 its	local	relevance.

The key elements of the programme are:
•	 A	monitor	farm	programme	comprising	14	monitor	farms.
•	 A	discussion	group	programme	with	1000	participants.
•	 A	Heavy	soils	programme	in	conjunction	with	Teagasc	Research.
•	 Ongoing	focus	on	Milk	Quality	improvements	in	conjunction	with	the		 	
	 AHI	CellCheck	initiative

All	milk	suppliers	are	invited	to	participate	in	a	range	of	meetings/farm	walks	
throughout	 the	 year.	 The	physical,	 breeding	 and	financial	 data	 provides	 a	
baseline	from	which	progress	can	be	measured	over	time.	A	key	component	
of	 any	business	 is	financial	 sustainability.	The	annual	dairy	profit	monitor	
provides	key	management	information	on	which	decisions	relating	to	farm	
profitability	can	be	made.	The	profit	monitor	results	for	the	14	Monitor	farms	
are	shown	in	Table	1	with	a	2011	comparison

Table 1- Financial Outcome      2012 c/litre          2011 c/litre

Gross	Output 35.18 35.92
Total	variable	costs 14.25 10.73
Total	fixed	costs 9.26 8.51
Total	costs 23.51 19.24

*Dairy	Income 11.67 16.68
**Dairy Income excludes cost of own labour and direct payments

Dairy income per milking block Hectare	–This	is	calculated	as	follows	(4903	
litres/cow	X	2.45	cows/ha	X	11.67	c/l	=	e1402/ha)		

The	Key	performance	indicators	(KPI)	for	a	number	of	physical	measures	of	
dairy	enterprise	performance	on	monitor	dairy	farms	in	2012	are	shown	in	
Table	2.



Table 2 - Monitor Farm Profile (N=14)          2012          2011

Cow	Numbers 98 95
Milking	Block	(Ha) 43.42 44.5
Stocking	Rate	(Cows/Ha) 2.45 2.38
Milk	yield	(lit/cow) 4903 5119
Protein	% 3.41 3.44
Butterfat	% 3.99 3.9
Milk	solids/cow	(Kgs) 374 388
Milk	solids/ha(Kgs) 922 921
Herd	EBI	(e) 114 91
6	week	calving	rate	(%) 72 68

Comment:
The	2012	 season	 started	with	 an	 improved	 calving	pattern	 compared	 to	2011	
with	72%	of	cows	on	monitor	farm	herds	calved	in	6	weeks.	The		March/April	
period	allowed	good	utilisation	of		winter	grass	growth.	However,	a	slow	grass	
growing	 spring	 followed	by	exceptionally	poor	 summer	weather	and	 saturated	
soils	set	the	trend	for	the	most	difficult	grazing	/silage	making	season	of	recent	
years.	Poor	grass	growth	and	utilisation	meant	increased	use	of	both	purchased	
supplementary	feed	and	silage	for	feeding	to	milking	cows.	Cows	were	housed	for	
exceptionally	long	periods	during	the	grazing	season.	On	the	monitor	farms	milk	
production	per	cow	fell	by	216	litres/cow	with	a	lower	protein	content.	Overall	
milk	solids	produced	per	hectare	were	similar	to	2011	due	to	a	slightly	higher	
stocking	rate	with	expensive	supplementary	feed	maintaining	milk	production	in	

the	absence	of	grazed	grass	in	the	cows	diet

Supplementary Feeding 2012
On	average	1.6	tonnes	of	silage	were	fed	per	cow	to	milking	cows	during	the	
May	to	late	October	period.	On	the	heavy	soil	farms	up	to	3.5	tonnes	silage	
were	fed	per	cow. (See Table 3).	Many	farms	had	a	reasonable	reserve	of	silage	
because	 of	 the	 good	 grazing	 conditions	 in	 the	 March/April	 period.	 A	 key	
lesson	learned	was	the	necessity	of	planning	to	have	a	reserve	of	fodder	for	
feeding	to	milking	cows	in	periods	of	poor	weather/grass	utilisation.

Table 3 - Supplementary feeding on Monitor Farms 2012        
                  Average													Range

Concentrate	fed/cow	Kgs 1060 792-1796

Silage	reserve	May	1	(Ton/cow) 2 0-8.86

Silage	fed	May-Oct	(Ton/cow) 1.6 0-3.5

May	1	-	Oct	31	Cows	in	by	night	(No.	nights) 27 0-70

May	1	-	Oct	31	Cows	in	Fulltime	(No.	days) 12 0-34



Monitor Farm Herd Calving pattern
The	 improvement	 in	 the	 six	 week	 calving	 rate	 to	 72%	 is	 helped	 by	 an	

increasing	number	of	replacement	heifers	calving	down	on	dairy	farms	at	the	

start	of	the	calving	season.	The	impact	of	a	higher	breeding	fertility	sub-index	

is	also	impacting	on	fertility	performance.

The	target	is	to	calve	80%+	of	all	cows	in	the	herd	in	the	first	six	weeks	•	

of	 the	calving	season.	Start	date	of	calving	should	be	delayed	(start	of	

breeding	after	May	1st)		on	farms	with	heavier	soil	type	or	high	milking	

block	stocking	rate	so	that			the	indoor	feeding	period,	on	a	silage	based	

diet,	is	minimised		for	cows	after	calving.

The	calving	performance	as	measured	by	the	number	of	days	to	calve	half	the	

herd	(median	calving	date)	on	monitor	farms	was	27	days	from	start	date	of	

calving.	(see Table 4)

Table 4 - Calving Report 2012   Average            Range

Start	date	calving 01-Feb 22-Jan 10-Feb

Finish	date	calving 07-May 11-Apr 31-May

Median	calving	date 27-Feb 20-Feb 06-Mar

6	week	calving	rate	% 72% 86% 65%

Breeding Programme on Monitor Farms
The	Monitor	farm	Breeding	policy	in	2012	revolved	around	selecting	High	
EBI	sires	with	average	EBI	over	€200	and	a	fertility	sub-index	of	€119.	 (See 
Table 5)

Table 5 - Breeding policy 

  Breeding 2012                 Average    Range     

Herd	EBI	e 114 133 81

Fertility	sub-index	e 72 91 47

Repl	0-1	EBI	e 146 166 116

Repl	1-2	EBI	e 138 158 112

EB1	of	Sires	used	2012	e 209 224 188

Fertility	S.I.	of	EBI		sires	used	in	2012	e 119 139 85

No	Dairy	Straws	used/Cow	in	herd 1.5 2.9 1

Repl	0-1	as	%	of	herd 35% 49% 19%

Repl	1-2	as	%	of	herd 30% 40% 15%

Yearly	EBI	gain	-2012	e 5.6 10.45 2.4



•	 Having	adequate	replacement	heifer	numbers	remains	critical	as	it	
	 provides	options	for	expansion,	herd	improvement	or	sale	of	valuable		 	
	 surplus	dairy	stock.
•	 Sale	of	surplus	stock,	with	good	market	prices,	had	a	major	positive	
	 impact	on	cash	flow	in	some	herds	in	2012.
•	 Many	farms	do	not	have	enough	AI	bred	replacements	coming	into	
	 their	herds	and	are	not	taking	advantage	of	the	new	genetics	available		 	
	 that	will	improve	milk	solids	production	and	herd	fertility.
•	 A	Target	of	100 AI dairy straws used in a 60 cow herd	will,	on	average,		
	 provide	adequate	high	quality	replacements.	Breeding	maiden	heifers	to		
	 AI	will	greatly	help	in	achieving	the	target	AI	usage.

Grass Growth - 2012
Data	collected	from	a	range	of	dairy	farms	indicates	the	fluctuations	in	grass	
growth	 in	 2012 (see Fig.1).	 Compared	 to	 the	 previous	 four	 years	 average	
grass	growth	was	reduced	by	20%	or	over	2	tonnes	dry	matter	per	hectare.	
Delayed	cutting	of	first	cut	silage	 into	 late	July/August/September	resulted	
in	 the	 poorest	 silage	 conserved	 in	 many	 years	 with	 DMD	 averaging	 62%	
and	crude	protein	of	9%.	This	was	also	reflected	in	the	lower	silage	stocks	
conserved	and	the	virtually	non	existent	second	cuts	conserved.
This	had	a	 serious	knock	on	effect	on	 the	 requirement	 for	 supplementary	
feed	over	winter	with	many	herds	feeding	an	additional	200kgs	concentrate	
per	cow	during	the	dry	cow	period.		2012	had	below	average	growth	rates	
and	 poorer	 grass	 utilisation	 due	 to	 high	 rainfall	 from	 June	 onwards.	 At	 a	
rainfall	 recording	 site	 near	 Castleisland,	 Co.	 Kerry.	 The	 summer	 rainfall	
between	May	1	and	August	31	was	recorded	at	500mm	with	only	7	rain	free	
days	recorded.	The	Autumn	was	characterised	by	below	average	growth	rates	
and	high	rainfall	which	affected	grazing	conditions	and	led	to	early	housing	
on	many	of	the	farms	with	heavier	soil	types.
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Grass Production and Utilisation
A	key	part	 of	 a	 profitable	 dairy	 system	 revolves	 around	 the	 level	 of	 grass	
utilised	 in	 the	milking	block	area.	Research	 is	clearly	showing	an	 increase	
in	 profitability	 of	 €160/ha	 for	 each	 additional	 tonne	 of	 grass	 dry	 matter	
utilised.
This	is	affected	by	a	range	of	factors	including	stocking	rate,	concentrate	and	
other	purchased	feed,	calving	pattern	and	farm	infrastructure.

Monitor farms utilised 7.1 tonnes of grass DM/Ha  (milking block area) 
compared to 9 tonnes/ha in 2011 (see Table 6).	Individual	farms	with	high	
levels	of	reseeding	and	good	soil	fertility	utilised	over	9	tonnes	DM/ha	with	

a	target	of	improving	this	by	10%	in	the	next	two	years.

Table 6 - Grass Grown  Utilised on monitor farms. 2012   
	 	 	 	 	 					2012          Range

Tonnes	grass	DM/Ha	grown 9.5 12.5 5.9
Tonnes	grass	DM/Ha	utilised 7.1 9.4 4.13

Number	grass	measurements/year 33 45 5

Weekly	grass	measurement	and	prompt	decision	making	remains	a	vital	•	
tool	to	achieve	improved	grass	utilisation.
Improve	the	grass	grown	on	farms	by	a	planned	reseeding	programme	of	•	
at	least	10%	per	annum.
Improving	soil	fertility	will	allow	over	20%	more	grass	to	be	grown	when	•	
Lime,	Phosphorus	and	Potassium	deficiencies	are	corrected.
Farm	 infrastructure,	 particularly	 roadways	&	cow	paths	with	multiple	•	

access	points	to	paddocks	greatly	help	in	difficult	weather	conditions.	

Summary
The	Kerry	Agribusiness	/	Teagasc	joint	programme	seeks	to	promote	improvement	
in	 dairy	 farm	 income	 and	 sustainable	 development	 of	 the	 farm	 business	 by	
encouraging	 the	 adoption	 of	 proven	 farm	 practices	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 breeding,	
grassland	and	financial	management.	2012	proved	to	be	an	exceptionally	difficult	
and	costly	year	with	a	carryover	cost	well	into	2013.
The	physical	and	financial	data	provided	by	monitor	farmers	and	other	suppliers	
allows	each	individual	farm	business	to	compare	their	own	performance	to	others	
of	similar	size	and	with	similar	climate	and	soil	type.
Both	 Kerry	 Agribusiness	 and	 Teagasc	 are	 thankful	 for	 the	 continuing	 support	
offered	by	monitor	and	other	farmers	in	allowing	their	farms	and	farm	data	to	be	
used	in	the	ongoing	joint	programme	throughout	the	year.

Mura gcuirfidh tú san earrach ní bhainfidh tú san fhómhar.




