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Summary

e The Heavy Soils Programme was developed to act as a test bed for strategies
that could be implemented to improve the efficiency and performance of farms
dominated by poorly drained soils.

Farm output in terms of milk solids/ha has increased by 85% (850 to 1,574 kg/ha)
since the start of the programme.

Grass growth has increased steadily from 10.6 Tonnes DM/ha in 2011 to 13.2 Tonnes
DM/ha in 2022.

Introduction

The initial development of the Heavy Soils Programme was encouraged by a number of
factors, namely; a number of years of extreme summer rainfall, particularly 2009 and 2012;
an appetite for more detailed research with regard to the management of heavy soils and
land drainage and the impending removal of quota restrictions which would incentivise the
need for sustainable use of all resources, including land. Of the 3.18 million ha of managed
grassland nationally, it is estimated that 0.96 million ha (30%) are imperfectly or poorly
drained. Farms on such soils are subject to shorter grazing seasons, due to a need to limit
damage to soils/swards, and lower productivity, profitability and resource efficiency than
those on free draining soils. The level of volatility associated with such soils will depend
on the proportion of such soils on a given farm and weather in a given year. Generally
profitability on such soils is closely related to weather and as such can be extremely volatile.
It was decided in 2011 to establish the Heavy Soils Programme to develop a network of
farms on poorly drained soils to act as a test bed for strategies and management practices
that could be implemented to improve the efficiency and performance of farms dominated
by such soils. The objective of the Heavy Soils Programme is to demonstrate methods to
sustainably improve grassland productivity and utilization, decrease volatility in these
parameters and sustain viable farm enterprises on poorly-drained soils. Initially the major
focus areas were land drainage design and implementation and grassland management.
Overtime this has evolved with soil fertility, fodder reserves, and farmyard & grazing
infrastructure requiring greater consideration as the project developed.

Farm performance and development

Since the beginning of the programme, herd size has increased by approximately 52%
from the 2011 level, with a corresponding increase in milking platform stocking rate from
2.12-3.03 cows/ha. Output in terms of milk solids/ha has increased by 85% (850-1,574 kg/a)
(Table 1).

Annual grass production has shown a steady increase over the period of the programme.
An on-going review of poorly performing paddocks allows for investment to be planned
with regards to improvements. HSP productivity and financial performance has been built
on investment in land drainage, soil fertility, farm infrastructure and reseeding. These
strategies developed through on-farm research have facilitated increases in efficiency and
scale. These gains have shown that management strategies can be applied which overcome

Page 300



limitations associated with challenging soils. All heavy soils programme information,
regular programme updates and links to other resources is available from the dedicated
website www.teagasc.ie/heavysoils.

Table 1. Average farm output and financial performance

Ml.lk Total cost Net margin
solids

Gross output

2011 850 3,236 35.6 1,838 20.3 1,398 15.3
2012 869 3,092 35.4 2,143 24.7 948 10.7
2013 940 3,689 40.0 2,332 25.4 1,357 14.6
2014 935 3,725 39.3 2,134 22.4 1,591 16.9
2015 1,091 3,245 32.0 2,145 21.2 1,100 10.8
2016 1,068 2,865 28.3 1,911 19.7 954 8.6
2017 1,289 4,508 38.4 2,355 20.1 2,153 184
2018 1,404 4,530 35.9 2,961 23.3 1,571 12.6
2019 1,338 4,250 35.7 2,676 22.4 1,574 13.3
2020 1,405 4,406 36.2 2,591 21.1 1,815 15.0
2021 1,565 4,761 44.6 2,754 25.8 2,007 18.8
2022 1,574 6,907 65.3 3,440 32.2 3,479 33.1

Figure 1. Example soil profiles in heavy soils programme farms in Stradone and Kishkeam
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