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Comment

The magic of 
multi-species 
swards

Over coming weeks about 1,300 
farmers will enjoy a small 
financial harvest from joining 

the DAFM multi-species scheme last 
year. The 300€/ha, which will cover 
roughly one third of  the cost, encour-
ages uptake of  a technology which 
seems almost too good to be true, but 
isn’t!  

“Pastures with a diversity of  species 
including legumes such as white and 
red clover, and herbs such as chicory 
and plantain have been shown to result 
in higher animal performance over per-
ennial ryegrass,” says Teagasc Enter-
prise advisor Tom Coll. 

In this edition, Tom outlines the 
benefits for finishing lambs but multi-
species is also relevant for beef  or dairy 
producers. So why not plan to establish 
your own multi-species sward in May 
2026. You can apply to join the Scheme 
when you make your BISS application 
early next year.

Draíocht na 
mbáinseach- 
ilspeiceas

As seo go ceann roinnt seachtainí 
beidh thart ar 1,300 feirmeoir 
ag baint fómhar beag airgeadais 

as páirt a ghlacadh anuraidh i Scéim 
Ilspeiceas RTBM. Íoctar €300 sa heicteár, 
méid a chlúdaíonn thart ar aon trian 
den chostas, agus spreagtar glacadh 
cineáil teicneolaíochta a bhfuil cuma 
áibhéalach air, ach is fíor é!
“Na báinseacha ina bhfuil ilchineálacht 
speiceas lena n-áirítear léagúim amhail 
an tseamair bhán agus an tseamair 
dhearg, agus luibheanna amhail an 
siocaire agus an slánlus; tá sé léirithe 
go dtagann feidhmíocht ainmhithe níos 
airde dá mbarr seachas báinseacha 
seagalaí buaine/seamra”, a deir an 
comhairleoir fiontair Teagasc Tom Coll. 
“Bealach maith é chun síolta a athchur 
i mbáinseach. Gheobhaidh tú borradh 
táirgthe go ceann cúpla bliain, agus 
tagann an tseagalach agus an tseamair 
chun tosaigh ina ndiaidh sin.”

Mark Moore 
Editor, 
Today’s Farm
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Business Strategy Course
In collaboration with the UCD Michael Smurfit Business School 
Teagasc has been offering this accredited course once a year 
since 2014. Subject matter includes: 
• 	Managing yourself and others 
• 	Strategic financial management for farming 
• 	Understanding leadership 
• 	Negotiation Skills 
• 	Creating the right strategy for your farm 
• 	Corporate Governance and Board/Director Effectiveness 
The course will be delivered at the Horse and Jockey Hotel on 
October 14, 15, 16 and also December 2 and 3 January 21. 

In addition, participants will complete their own strategy 
document. This is a challenging but highly rewarding course. 
There are no academic requirements providing you have been 
running a farm business for at least five years. 

It’s worth noting that Teagasc and MacraSkillnet are working 
together to access support for the course which makes it 
exceptionally good value for money for participants.

For more details on cost etc please contact:
Mark.moore@teagasc.ie or 087 4179131

At the 10-year anniversary celebration of the Business 
Strategy Course, Waterford dairy farmer Jamie Costin 
summed up what he got from the course: “There were lots 
of beneficial aspects to the course. My takeaway was to be 
very clear about what your focus is on and then use what 
you have learned during the course to just go and do it.”

UPCOMING EVENTS

A round-up of events around 
the country taking place this 
September to October 

MONDAY 8 TO FRIDAY 12 SEPTEMBER

Generational Renewal Week.
Teagasc will host a programme of hybrid events including 
three webinars and two farm walks held across the country. 
Whether you are just starting to consider succession plan-
ning or are ready to take the next step, generational renewal 
week has something for you.

TUESDAY 9 SEPTEMBER

Cattle Handling Facilities - On-Farm Demo
Venue: Farm of John Flynn, Curraghduff, Newbridge, Bal-
linasloe, Co. Galway. H53 YR67
Event time: 6.30pm

TUESDAY 9 SEPTEMBER 

Sustainable Grassland Farmer of the Year  
Farm Walk – Overall Winner
Venue: Farm of Michael Ahern, Shean Beg, Ballyduff,  
Co. Waterford. Eircode P51 EY28
Event time: 11.00

WEDNESDAY 10 SEPTEMBER 

Crops Forum
Venue: Kilashee hotel, Naas Co. Kildare.
Event time: 1.50

THURSDAY 11 SEPTEMBER

BETTER Hill Sheep Farm Walk 
Venue: Farm of  Martin Joe and Martin Kerrigan, Glentrague, 
Clonbur, Co. Galway Eircode F12 VH72
Event time: 6.30pm 

THURSDAY 11 SEPTEMBER

Farm Design Event – Rosscarbery, Co, Cork.
Venue: Farm of Patrick A McCarthy, Sarue, Reenascreena, 
Rosscarbery, Co. Cork P85 KN22
Event time: 11:00 am

TUESDAY 23 SEPTEMBER

Growing Organics Farm Walk – Suckler to Stores
Venue: Farm of John O’Hanlon, Tipper, Ballymahon,  
Co. Longford. Eircode N39 KOY8
Event time: 2.00pm 
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30 SEPTEMBER - 9 OCTOBER .

Transferring the Family Farm Clinics

•	 Galway: 30 September  
Venue: Lady Gregory Hotel, Ennis Road, Gort,  
Co. Galway. Eircode H91 KN2N   
Event time: 10:00 am.

•	 Roscommon: Wednesday, 1 October 
Venue: Abbey Hotel, Galway Road, Roscommon,  
Co. Roscommon. Eircode: F42 F992  
Event time:10:00 am

•	 Monaghan: Tuesday, 14 October 
Venue: Hillgrove Hotel, Old Armagh Rd, Latlorcan,  
Co. Monaghan 
Event time: 10:00 am

•	 Tipperary: Tuesday 7 October 
Venue: Cahir House Hotel, The Square, Townparks, Cahir, 
Co. Tipperary.  
Event time:10:00 am

•	 Waterford: Wednesday 8 October 
Venue: SETU Arena, SETU West Campus, Woodstown,  
Carriganore, Co. Waterford. Eircode X91 XD96 
Event time 10:00 am

•	 West Cork: Thursday, 9 October 
Venue: The Parkway Hotel, Park Road,  
Dunmanway, Co. Cork 
Event time:10:00 am

OCTOBER 21

Broiler Conference – Monaghan
Venue: Hillgrove Hotel, Old Armagh road,  
Monaghan H18 RK15

23 OCTOBER

Broiler Conference – Limerick
Venue: Longcourt House Hotel, Newcastle West,  
Co. Limerick

3 - 30 OCTOBER -

College Open Days 

•	 Teagasc Kildalton College: 3 October 
Teagasc Kildalton College, Piltown,  
Co. Kilkenny. Eircode E32 YW08  
Event time: 10:00 am

•	 Teagasc Clonakilty Agricultural College: 3 October 
Teagasc Clonakilty Agricultural College, Clonakilty,  
Co. Cork. Eircode: P85 AX 52 
Event time: 11.00 am 

•	 Teagasc Ballyhaise Agricultural College: 3 October 
Venue: Teagasc Ballyhaise Agricultural College,  
Ballyhaise, Co. Cavan. Eircode H12 E392 
Event time: 9.30 am

•	 Mountbellew Agricultural College: 8 October 
Mountbellew Agricultural College, Mountbellew,  
Co. Galway. Eircode: H53 WE00 
Event time: 10:00 am

•	 Gurteen College Friday: 10 October 
Venue: Gurteen College, Ballingarry, Roscrea,  
Co. Tipperary. Eircode: E53 TP93 
Event time: 10:30 am

•	 Salesian Agricultural College: 30 October  
Salesian Agricultural College, Pallaskenry,  
Co. Limerick. Eircode V94 V8N3 
Event time: 10:00 am 
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Ploughing Championships
We’re bigger than ever this year – meet the experts!

T he Teagasc presence at the 
Ploughing Championships will 
be bigger than ever this year. 

In our marquee visitors will be able 
to meet Teagasc experts in Education, 
Farm Management/Succession, Farm 
Health and Safety, and receive Advice 
on all aspects of  practical farming. 
Our Prepared Consumer Foods Cen-
tre will be represented and will offer 
food tastings. 

In our extended outdoor exhibit 
area you can learn about organic 
farming, forestry, and maximising the 

effectiveness of  grass/clover swards. 
We will also demonstrate how Tea-
gasc researchers are working to help 
farmers for example by using technol-
ogy which employs infra red beams 
to measure ammonia loss from soils 
and slurry. Visitors will learn how to 
measure the health of  a field’s soil 
by burying a cotton vest for several 
weeks! Also how to prevent soil being 
eroded into nearby streams. 

We will have a dedicated area for 
live cattle and sheep with tips on 
how to optimise your returns. Our 

tillage area will demonstrate how 
Irish crops are being used to generate 
low-carbon-footprint rations. Organic 
farming, optimising biodiversity and, 
of  course, dairying will also feature. 

We want visitors to have fun and 
there will be lots of  ways to engage 
with Teagasc staff  and a competition 
where visitors can win interesting 
prizes. Whatever aspect of  farming 
you wish to discuss there will a rel-
evant person to talk to. See you there!

Our stand  
number is

 block 4 row 13  
stand 267
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Teagasc researchers 
are exploring how 
diet, genetics and 
daylight interact in 
this complex annual 
rhythm

Valuable for butter, cheese  
and cream, the fat content of  
milk is also key to a farm’s 

bottom line. Yet each spring and sum-
mer, Irish milk fat levels consistently 
decline. What’s driving this  
seasonal dip? 

Milk fat contributes substantially to 
the economic value of  milk, because it 
can be processed into a variety of  food 
ingredients, such as butter, cheese, 
cream and whole milk powder. It’s also 
considered the most variable compo-
nent of  milk, with many nutritional 
and non-nutritional factors thought 
to influence its production. In Ire-
land, there is a consistent reduction 
in milk fat percentage from spring 
(i.e. February/March) to summer (i.e. 
May/ June), with a reduction of  0.44% 
observed nationally during 2023 (CSO, 
2024; Figure 1). In such spring-calving 
pasture-based production systems, 
the herd’s stage of  lactation and the 
occurrence of  peak milk yield are be-
lieved to contribute to this reduction. 
However, previous research has shown 
that the greatest reduction in milk fat 
percentage typically occurs in May for 
both spring- and autumn-calving dairy 
cows, suggesting that the time of  year 
may have a greater influence on milk 
fat than the stage of  lactation. There-
fore, this seasonal decline in milk fat 
percentage may be associated with 
dietary factors – for example, pasture 
fibre concentration – or environmental 
influences, such as day length, during 
this high-risk period.

Dietary factors Low fibre and high 
fatty acids in pasture during the high-
risk period have been suggested as 
factors contributing to reduced milk 
fat. Senior Research Officer Michael 
Dineen explains: “Fibre digestion 
provides a key source of  acetate and 
butyrate for milk fat synthesis, with 
fibre also stimulating rumen buffer-
ing through saliva production. High 
unsaturated fatty acids, such as C18:2 
and C18:3, are biohydrogenated within 
the rumen and, if  rumen conditions 
are  unfavorable, milk fat-inhibiting 

bioactive isomers can be produced.” 
Two recent observational experi-
ments conducted on commercial Irish 
dairy farms did not find evidence 
linking these factors to reduced milk 
fat percentage. In both experiments, 
pasture fibre and fat were maintained 
at satisfactory concentrations across 
the high-risk period. 

It’s possible that milk fat percentage 
is reduced when this pasture nutritive 
value interacts with concentrate sup-
plementation. However, the impact of  
concentrate supplementation on milk 
fat in pasture-based systems remains 
inconsistent, with substantial effects 
likely requiring high levels of  concen-
trate supplementation – more than five 
kilogrammes per day – or significant 
changes in concentrate formulation, 
such as high starch content.

Environmental factors 
Researchers from Penn State Univer-
sity have proposed that the variability 

in milk fat percentage across the year 
might be related to changes in photo-
period length and natural endogenous 
circannual rhythms – in other words, 
the cow’s yearly internal biological 
cycles or processes. 
These rhythms seem to operate inde-
pendently of  environmental factors, 
such as heat stress, or variations in 
forage quality. It’s estimated that these 
annual rhythms could account for 0.15 
to 0.30% of  the fluctuation in milk fat 
percentage, with the magnitude of  the 
effect possibly varying by latitude and 
hence change in photoperiod length. 
“Interestingly,” says Michael, “in dairy-
producing countries in the southern 
hemisphere, a reciprocal circannual 
rhythm appears to occur. The exact 
mechanisms are unclear, but it’s impor-
tant that dairy farmers, nutritionists 
and researchers consider these annual 
rhythms when making management 
decisions.” 
/TResearch
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Investing for success
Cavan farmer David  
Williamson’s story  
highlights the importance 
of ambition, clear goals, a 
sound business structure 
and investing in the right 
areas at the right time 

James Dunne, 
Teagasc dairy 
specialist

Starting with 34 hectares in 1989, 
David Williamson has stead-
ily grown his enterprise into 

a modern 113-hectare unit where he 
now milks 200 cows alongside his 
sons Ian, Alan and Glen. 

Between 1989 and 1992, David added 
12 hectares to his holding, gradu-
ally increasing the farm’s capacity. 

It wasn’t until 2009 that he really 
began to accelerate his investments, 
purchasing land in multiple stages 
and leasing additional ground before 
ultimately securing ownership.

David acknowledges that expanding 
any farm takes effort and persistence: 
“I had to push myself  on to get here. 
Nobody will do it for you. Being in 
a position to take the opportunities 

when they arise shouldn’t be underes-
timated.” 

Doing the basics well 
Over the years, the Williamson farm-
ing model has been simple. “It’s about 
good-quality cows in a tight spring-
calving block, while getting as much 
grazed grass into them as possible,” 
says David. 

David Williamson
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David Williamson’s farm exemplifies what can be 
achieved through clear vision, smart investment, and 
careful management. His story reminds us that farm-

ing success comes from more than just working hard

10 | Today’s Farm | September-October 2025

The herd is fully black and white and 
the EBI is currently €245. Calving 
starts in early February, with the 
last of  the cows calved by late April 
across a 12-week period. The 2025 six-
week calving percentage was 83%. 

“We always bred for fertility 
through the use of  EBI,” says David. 
“Over the last number of  years our 
focus has been on improving solids 
alongside that.”

In 2024 the herd delivered 480kg MS 
per cow on a tonne of  concentrate. 
Herd performance is well up this year, 
with the better weather conditions 
and is on target to deliver over 500kg 
MS on less concentrate fed. 

Although the farm’s soil types are 
generally heavy there is a strong 
emphasis on growing and utilising 
high levels of  grass. The farm consist-
ently grows approximately 12t DM/
ha (11-13t DM/ha) depending on the 
year. Over the years there has been 
significant investment in soil fertil-
ity, grazing infrastructure, drainage 
works and reseeding. 

“We have always tried to ensure that 
money was spent on the areas where 
we would get the greatest return,” 
says David. “The grass and the ability 
to graze it had to come before any ad-
ditional cows or buildings.” 

The entire farm has been reseeded 
in the last 10 years, with the target 
now to reseed 10% annually to con-
tinue that cycle. The internal road 
network ensures that there is multi-
ple access points into each paddock 
and that the back of  each paddock is 
no more than 100m from a roadway. 

Significant investment has been 
made on gravel mole drainage works 
over the years in order to ensure ac-
cessibility in times of  poor weather.  
“It’s a big outlay but it pays for itself  
in the fact we can get more grass into 
cows over a longer period. That re-
duces our overall costs,” says David. 

Business structure matters
For many farmers, the temptation 
to enter partnerships or limited 
companies is driven by grants or im-
mediate financial incentives. Without 
proper planning, these choices can 
lead to unforeseen complications, 
especially around tax and succession. 
It’s critical to carefully weigh up 
which structure fits your long-term 
goals, your family situation, and your 
growth plans.  

David made the decision to incorpo-
rate the business in order to ensure 
farm profits retained within the busi-
ness were maximised. This increased 
the percentage of  capital available 
for reinvestment and boosted repay-
ment capacity. Taking time to review 
the business model ensures you can 
access funding, protect your income, 
and manage cashflow effectively. 

Making informed decisions on this 
front can safeguard the farm’s future 
and reduce financial stress during the 
expansion phases.

New farmyard infrastructure
As the herd grew over the years 
infrastructure was added to the exist-
ing farmyard, which had 105 cubicles 
and a 12-unit herringbone parlour. 
Following the purchase of  28 hectares 
of  milking platform lands in 2019, ad-
ditional facilities were required to ac-
commodate the increase in herd size. 

“We looked at expanding the exist-
ing yard, but given the nature of  the 
drumlin lands in Cavan/Monaghan we 
were surrounded by significant drops 
or hills so there was no real suitable 
site for cubicle housing and a new 
parlour. We decided to build the new 
facility in the middle of  a block on the 
new lands where there was a small 
farmyard already.” 

In 2020, David invested in a new 
200-cow capacity cubicle house. This 

stands out due to its forward-thinking 
design. 

Unlike traditional sheds common in 
the region, the cubicle house features 
open sides. A distinctive feature is the 
absence of  a central feeding passage. 
Silage is fed along the two long exter-
nal sides, enabling the shed to have 
three double rows of  cubicles. 

This layout maximises space and 
improves cow comfort as animals can 
easily access feed without crowding 
or competition. The shed is designed 
with expansion in mind. Any bay 
added would create an extra 24 cubi-
cle spaces. 

Recognising the importance of  milk-
ing efficiency to farm labour inputs, 
David knew investment was required 
in an improved milking facility. 

“The existing parlour couldn’t be 
expanded beyond 12 units; the collect-
ing yard was too small and there were 
no drafting facilities, so my intention 
was always to move over to the new 
site with a new parlour,” he says. 
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Adam, Ian, David, 
James O’Donoghue 
and Glen Williamson

“This was part of  the long-term vi-
sion when we were developing the 
new yard.” 

David recently installed a 40-unit 
rotary milking parlour, collecting 
yard and drafting system.

 “Some would say the herd size 
was on the smaller side for a rotary 
parlour but it was my intention to 
build a facility that would be effi-
cient at the current herd size but also 
allow for any future increase in cow 
numbers.” 

The rotary allows the 200 cows to 
be milked easily and comfortably in 
under an hour. 

A vital part of  the parlour’s success 
is the careful design to ensure good 
cow flow. David created a spacious 
collecting yard that can accommo-
date the entire herd. 

The inclusion of  a backing gate 
helps manage the movement smooth-
ly, and a drafting gate on the exit 
race allows for easy sorting without 
interrupting milking.

There was a significant amount 
of  planning and consultation with 
David’s Teagasc advisor, James 
O’Donoghue, regarding both the 
business appraisal for such an in-
vestment and also the new farmyard 
design. 

“We are delighted how the new 
facilities have worked out, there is  

significant planning required to 
ensure it’s the correct business 
decision, that you maximise grant 
aid and, most importantly, that the 
design is correct,” says David. 

The original yard is now used for 
youngstock, calving and rearing 
calves and is only 300 metres to the 
new facilities.  

Farming success comes from more 
than hard work
“David Williamson’s farm exempli-
fies what can be achieved through 
clear vision, smart investment, and 
careful management,” says James 
O’Donoghue. 
“His story reminds us that farming 
success comes from more than just 
working hard – it requires thinking 
strategically about business structure, 
infrastructure, and animal perfor-
mance.” 

By steadily expanding his land base 
while delivering the fundamentals of  
profitable dairy farming, 

David Williamson has positioned his 
farm well for continued success in the 
future. 

Ultimately, his experience underlines 
a simple but powerful truth in farming 
and in life. David says: “Nobody will 
do it for you.” Success demands com-
mitment, thoughtful planning, and the 
courage to invest in the right areas.
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Following several challenging 
years, 2025 is projected to be an 
excellent year for farm prof-

its on most dairy farms. With milk 
prices having remained relatively 
strong, an increase in the value of  
stock sales and production costs 
stabilising, many farmers are seeing 
improved cashflow. This surplus pre-
sents a valuable opportunity to invest 
strategically, building resilience and 
efficiency for the future.

Making considered choices on how 
to spend surplus funds can help 
secure long-term profitability and 
sustainability. The goal is to ensure 
the farm business is well-positioned 
to withstand market fluctuations and 
changing conditions.

Here are some key areas where sur-
plus cashflow can be wisely invested 
on dairy farms.

1 Soil fertility: delivering 
strong returns: Investment in 
soil fertility remains one of  the 

best uses of  surplus cash on a dairy 
farm. Research shows that every euro 
spent on maintaining soil fertility 
delivers a return of  between 4:1 and 
7:1 through improved grass growth 
and higher forage quality. 

Prioritising soil pH correction with 
lime and applying appropriate rates 
of  chemical potassium (K) to replace 
offtakes and build soil indexes should 
be a priority this autumn. 

2 Soil fertility: delivering 
strong returns: Well-designed 
grazing infrastructure is essen-

tial to maximise grass utilisation and 
animal performance. This includes 
investing in new and improved farm 
roadways and suitable farm water 
systems. Excellent grazing infrastruc-
ture is directly related to increased 
levels of  grass utilised and subse-
quently higher animal performance. 

3 Clearing merchant and short-
term debt: Before committing 
to new investments, farm-

ers should consider clearing any 
outstanding merchant or current 
short-term debts. Paying down short-
term liabilities improves the farm’s 
financial position, reduces interest 
charges, and provides greater flexibil-
ity in managing cashflow.

4 Establishing a rainy-day fund: 
Building a financial buffer is 
essential for managing chal-

lenges such as adverse weather, 
market volatility, health issues etc. 
A recommended guideline is to set 
aside approximately €1,000 per cow in 

a rainy-day fund – divided into €500 to 
support spring cashflow and a further 
€500 as a contingency buffer. 

Farmers should be mindful of  their 
likely tax liabilities as they plan for-
ward for next year. Having this fund 
in place helps farmers avoid costly 
emergency borrowing and provides 
peace of  mind, especially during 
periods of  uncertainty.

5 Paying down bank debt:
Reducing bank debt over and 
above the existing scheduled 

repayments is often a key priority 
for many dairy farmers with surplus 
cash, but should only be considered 
where sufficient cash reserves are in 
place to withstand any future cash-
flow pressures. 

Lowering principal loan amounts 
decreases interest costs and strength-
ens the farm’s balance sheet. A 
stronger equity position improves 
borrowing capacity when future 
investments or expansion opportuni-
ties arise. 

6 Investing in labour-saving and 
efficiency-enhancing technolo-
gy: Labour efficiency is increas-

ingly important on modern dairy 
farms. Investing in equipment that re-
duces workload can have a significant 
impact on the labour demands during 
high workload periods (calving and 
breeding), farmer wellbeing and farm 
profitability.

Examples include:
• 	 Automatic calf  feeders: These 

feeders can reduce the time spent 
on calf  rearing by around 22%. 
They provide consistent feeding re-
gimes that support calf  health and 
growth, while freeing up valuable 

time for other tasks.
• 	 Cubicle cleaning systems: Auto-

mating cubicle cleaning saves time 
and improves hygiene standards. 
Cleaner cubicles reduce the risk of  
mastitis, improving cow health and 
milk quality. Additionally, reducing 
the physical drudgery of  cubicle 
cleaning improves labour satisfac-
tion.

• 	 Cow heat and health monitoring 
systems and automatic draft-
ing: These technologies enhance 
both reproductive performance and 
overall herd health. Continuous 
monitoring allows for early detec-
tion of  heats and any animal health 
issues supporting timely breeding 
decisions and prompt health treat-
ment where needed. Automatic 
drafting systems streamline the 
handling of  cows for AI, veterinary 
checks, and health interventions, 
reducing labour input and stress on 
both animals and operators.

7 Farmyard infrastructure: 
planning for long-term 
investment:Larger infrastruc-

ture projects – such as additional 
slurry storage, expanded cubicle 
housing, or upgraded milking facili-
ties – are essential for long-term farm 
development. However, these are 
substantial investments that require 
careful planning and typically cannot 
be implemented spontaneously.

Farms already preparing for such 
projects in 2025 will be well placed to 
proceed, while others should use this 
time to develop robust plans. Invest-
ing in durable, high-quality infra-
structure safeguards animal welfare, 
improves environmental compliance, 
and supports increased production 
capacity.

James O’Donoghue 
and David Williamson 
examine the new 
holding yard
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Tom Coll and 
Sligo farmer 
Philip Higgins

Multispecies 
BENEFITS
Multispecies
BENEFITS

These Co Sligo growers are converting research findings into better lamb finishing

Tom Coll 
Teagasc enterprise 
advisor 

Sarah 
Woodmartin 
Teagasc Athenry

Having completed a PhD on 
multispecies sward in UCD 
Lyons Estate, Jonathan Hig-

gins moved home to the family farm 
in Skreen, Co Sligo, where he formed 
a registered farm partnership with 
his father Philip. 

Philip and Jonathan run a mixed 
enterprise comprising 250 lowland 
mid-season lambing ewe flock and 
300 contract-reared Jersey heifers. 
Reducing the concentrate input to fin-

ishing lambs without affecting lamb 
performance has always been one of  
their goals. 

Jonathan began applying the learn-
ings from his research work on the 
farm.

In July 2022, Jonathan reseeded 
three hectares with a multispecies 
sward mix, as specified by the Depart 
ment of  Agriculture for the multispe-
cies sward measure, and availed of  
the €300/ha payment.

Today’s Farm | September-October 2025 | 13  
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“This sward was available for graz-

ing in early September and was used 
to finish off  the remaining lambs on 
the farm that year,” says Jonathan. 
He reseeded a similar area with the 
multispecies sward mix each year 
since, with a slight increase to 3.5 ha 
reseeded this year.

“This year’s reseeding took place 
in late May, with the seed sown by 
means of  a one-pass system using 
an Earth Agriseeder direct drill,” 
adds Jonathan. “The field had been 
sprayed with Roundup two weeks 
earlier and grazed bare by the heifers 
prior to sowing.” 

The min till method of  sowing helps 
with weed control according to Jona-
than. However, he advises against 
reseeding fields where docks or 
thistles are a problem. “They should 
be sprayed and controlled in the year 
prior to sowing.” 

This year’s reseed was available for 
grazing in mid-July – seven weeks 
after reseeding.

 Jonathan is of  the opinion that it is 
a crop that you have to adapt to your 
own individual farm. 

He has changed a few management 
practises to suit his own land type 
and climate, which are somewhat dif-
ferent to what he would have done in 
Lyons Estate. 

The Higgins now grow the crop to 
have it available for lambs at wean-
ing. It essentially becomes a finishing 
block for lambs in the first year after 
reseeding. The block is divided into 
four main sections using sheep wire 
and Clipex posts, which can then be 
further subdivided if  necessary. 

The block is currently stocked at 50 
lambs per ha for the first rotation and 
this will reduce for subsequent graz-
ing as lambs are drafted for slaughter. 

The first grazing takes place when 
the chicory is at the seven-leaf  stage 
and is grazed down to 5cm. 

“Initially, the lambs graze the 
ryegrass when first introduced to a 
multispecies sward,” says Philip. 

“As they become more familiar 
with the sward type, they graze the 
herbs and clover first and then the 
ryegrass.” A consequence of  this 
is that the ryegrasses can become 
stemmy by the time the lambs graze 
them. 

Jonathan says he has no issue with 
topping at this stage as all the herbs 
are grazed and only the stemmy 
ryegrass is being topped, allowing 
for better-quality grass in the next 
rotation. 

Grazing management is a balanc-
ing act according to Jonathan, “You 
want to maximise the longevity and 
production from the herbs, but you 
also want to maintain the grasses and 
clover for future years.”

The lambs remain on the multispe-

cies until they are finished, with the 
majority not receiving concentrate 
supplementation over their lifetime. 
“The savings are considerable,” says 
Philip.

The Higgins’ plan to continue 
the practice of  reseeding 3-4 ha of  
multispecies each year to be used as a 
finishing block for lambs. 

“In year two, the herb density 
decreases – but, depending on the 
time of  year, we still have herbs and 
clover in the sward and usually graze 
the ewe lambs rearing twins and ewes 

rearing triplets on these swards,” 
adds Jonathan. 

“In year three the herbs tend to be 
grazed out and you are left with a 
clover ryegrass sward with occasion-
al herbs” according to Philip. This 
year’s lambs were 35kg on average at 
weaning, which facilitates a relative 
short-finishing period on the multi-
species swards and all lambs drafted 
for slaughter by mid-November. 

This allows the block to be closed 
over the winter period for grazing 
with ewes nect spring.
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DIVERSE SWARDS
Increasing lamb growth rates 
directly from pasture and 
reducing enteric methane 
emission 

This is an important strategy to improve pro-
duction efficiency and promote more sustain-
able lamb finishing systems. 

In Ireland, pasture-based production systems 
are mainly based on perennial ryegrass, a high-
yielding and nutritious grass species. Although 
perennial ryegrass can maintain productivity 
year-round, its nutritional quality, digestibility, 
and growth vary seasonally. 

During summer and autumn, this decline in 
quality can limit lamb intake and hinder growth 
rates. Pastures with a greater diversity of plants 
– including legumes like white and red clover, 
and herbs such as chicory and plantain – have 
shown strong potential to improve pasture qual-
ity post-weaning, supporting superior intakes, 
leading to better performance. 

Furthermore, biological nitrogen fixation by 
legumes can support increased sward produc-
tion from a reduced rate of artificial fertiliser.

Reducing emissions
There is constant pressure, nationally and in-
ternationally to reduce methane emissions and 
the environmental impact of ruminant livestock. 
Methane reduction strategies relying on daily 
supplementation of the forage diet are not cur-
rently feasible in most pasture-based systems. 

However, implementing strategies to increase 
the daily live-weight gain of growing animals at 
pasture such as improved grassland manage-
ment and sward diversification can reduce age 
at slaughter, thereby decreasing the animal’s 
lifetime emissions. 

More diverse pastures can offer a viable 
strategy to reduce methane and total farm gate 
emissions, while improving lamb growth rates 
and overall production efficiency in pasture-
based sheep production systems.

Research conducted at Teagasc Athenry 
across five production years evaluated the 
inclusion of companion forages to the sward 
alongside perennial ryegrass. The sward 
types investigated were: perennial ryegrass 
(PRG), perennial ryegrass and white clover 
(PRG+WC), perennial ryegrass and red clover 
(PRG+RC), perennial ryegrass and chicory 
(PRG+Chic) and perennial ryegrass and plan-
tain (PRG+Plan). 

Sward and animal performance, as well as 
the environmental impact of companion forage 
inclusion, were assessed within an intensive 
sheep production system. The swards were 
stocked at 11.5 ewes/ha, managed in a rota-
tional grazing system and received 120 kg N/
ha/yr.

Enhanced sward quality
All swards produced similar annual herbage 

yields of 10.5-11.5 t DM/ha. Sward quality was 
enhanced in the post-weaning period with com-
panion forage inclusion. The inclusion of any 
companion forage reduced sward fibre content. 
Sward digestibility and crude protein content 
were increased with white or red clover inclu-
sion, while the addition of chicory and plantain 
resulted in an increased ash proportion, signify-
ing a higher sward mineral content. 

Lamb performance was positively influenced 
by the addition of any companion forage, pri-
marily post-weaning. Post-weaning lamb aver-
age daily gain was increased by 33, 41, 40 and 
25g/day for lambs grazing PRG+WC, PRG+RC, 
PRG+Chic and PRG+Plan, respectively.  Driven 
by the increased performance post-weaning, 
overall lifetime lamb performance was signifi-
cantly improved, resulting in lambs reaching 
the target slaughter weight 14-32 days earlier 
when grazing a more diverse sward compared 
to the PRG sward. 

Reducing age at slaughter decreased the 
need for anthelminthic treatments in lambs 
grazing diverse swards compared to those 
grazing PRG only. Improved performance on 
diverse swards also reduced the requirement 
for concentrate feeding to finish lambs, thereby 
maximising the contribution of forage in their 
diet. 

Concentrate use was reduced by 5-10 kg/
head for lambs grazing diverse swards rela-
tive to the PRG sward. Top performing lambs 
were those grazing the PRG+WC, PRG+RC 
and PRG+Chic, followed by those grazing 
PRG+Plan, which all outperformed lambs graz-
ing PRG only. 

Methane output from lambs was recorded 
throughout the post-weaning period using Port-
able Accumulation Chambers. Methane pro-
duction was reduced by 5, 8 and 13% in lambs 
grazing PRG+WC, PRG+Plan and PRG+RC, 
respectively. 

The inclusion of any companion forage 
lowered total farm gate emissions, whether 
expressed per kilogram of carcass weight or 
per hectare. These reductions in total farm gate 
emissions were primarily driven by the reduced 
age at slaughter and the decreased reliance on 
concentrate feed in more diverse swards.

Increasing the botanical diversity of the 
grazed sward is a promising strategy to 
enhance the sustainability of pasture-based 
sheep production systems, supporting in-
creased sward quality and enhanced lamb 
performance from pasture, while also lowering 
total farm gate emissions. 

However, altered grazing and sward manage-
ment are required to attain the benefits of their 
inclusion in the system.

The Higgins 
now grow 
the crop to 
have it 
available 
for lambs at 
weaning.

Reseed
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Mary Hynes
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Farming roots and 
future paths: a legacy 
of women in agriculture
The intertwined stories 
that reflect tradition and  
transformation in  
Co Roscommon

Aisling Molloy, 
Teagasc Future 
Beef Programme

October 15th marks the Inter-
national Day of  Rural Women 
and in the rolling countryside 

of  Roscommon, farming is more than 
a livelihood — it’s a legacy. 

Few families embody that spirit 
more than Future Beef  farmer 
Olivia Hynes, her mother Mary, and 
her niece Ellen, whose intertwined 
stories reflect both the tradition and 
transformation of  Irish agriculture.

Mary, now 81, has spent her life im-
mersed in farming and in family. The 
eldest of  three sisters, she inherited 
the farm from her parents in the late 
1960s. 

“I had the interest from a young 
age,” she says. “I never had any ambi-
tion to do anything else. I grew up 
with it. My father loved sheep – that’s 
mostly what we had – and in the very 
early days, we had a small dairy herd 
too. It was all hand-milking, very 
labour intensive.”

Mary was just 24 when the farm 
was passed to her from her dad, who 
had previously inherited it from his 
mother. 

“I got married in 1968 and moved to 
Jamestown where my husband had a 
farm too – so we were juggling both. 
We started farming together in 1970. 
I suppose I was lucky – there was no 
pressure to do something else. Farm-
ing was just the life I knew.”

Back then, farming life was tough 
but community-driven. 

“Everything was with horses, not a 
tractor in sight. Neighbours helped 
each other with hay and sheep. Sheep 
were sold at certain times of  year in 
local fairs and wool prices were good. 

There was no silage, just hay. It was 
hard going but not pressurised like 
now.”

She attended Home Economics 
school in Moate in the 1950s – but she 
says she would’ve loved the opportu-
nities young people have today. 

“The courses, the options – they’re 
miles ahead of  our time. Education is 
key. I tell all the grandchildren that.”

A farm passed with purpose
Olivia took over the family farm from 
her mother at just 23 years of  age. “It 
was always going to be me,” Olivia 
recalls. “We talked about it as a fam-
ily. There was no surprise in it.” Mary 
agrees. “Olivia was always the one 
outside, always helping. She’s like 
myself  in that way.”

Mary says early retirement schemes 
helped make the decision easier. “We 
talked about leasing and then just 
said – why not hand it on now? Olivia 

was young, full of  energy. There was 
no big issue – talking to the solicitor 
and accountant, with some paper-
work, and that was it. No hassle.”

Taking control and making changes
Olivia stepped into the role with both 
reverence and resolve. After complet-
ing her Green Cert with Teagasc in 
1998, she started shaping the farm 
into her own. At the time, it ran 450 
ewes, suckler cows, and finished 
Angus heifers.

“When I got financial control, I 
started to make changes,” she says. 
“Angus cattle just weren’t making 
money for us. We moved to continen-
tal breeds, sold the weanlings, and 
didn’t keep them over winter. There 
just wasn’t enough shed space.” 

That issue sparked investment – 
new sheds were built, including a hay 
shed and slatted unit, and changes 
were made to the sheep facilities. 

Olivia Hynes with 
her Teagasc advisor 
Brian Daly
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Ellen, John, Jack, 
Mary and Olivia Hynes

Olivia also shifted breeding strate-
gies, began using AI, and took on 
more efficient management practices.

Mary, watching from the sidelines, 
never questioned her daughter’s ap-
proach. 

“I let her get on with it. You hope for 
the best and support them.” Family 
support has always been part of  the 
story. Siblings chip in during busy 
weeks – one brother handles AI, while 
others take turns at weekends during 
the lambing season.

Farming as a woman wasn’t some-
thing Mary thought much about in 
her early years. “It was just what we 
did,” she says. 

Olivia, too, is pragmatic. “The only 
disadvantage? Everyone knows your 
name. People at the mart would ask, 
‘Is the boss coming?’ and then realise 
it was me. But I’ve never let it hold 
me back. If  you want to farm, farm. 
It doesn’t matter if  you’re male or 
female.”

Looking to the future
Olivia has her eyes set on future-
proofing the farm: “You make it as 
viable as you can and hope someone 
comes behind you. There’s no point 

leaving a place and not making it 
financially solid.”

She plans to add another shed to 
the out farm in Kilcash and will 
continue to improve the herd and 
sheep systems. AI has proven a great 
fit, producing high-quality weanlings 
and giving more flexibility with time 
and genetics.

A new generation learns the ropes
Though Ellen didn’t grow up on the 
farm itself, she lived just five min-
utes away and was always drawn to 
it. “I was in and out helping, but it 
was around Transition Year when it 
clicked,” she says. 

“We were doing Agricultural Sci-
ence in Roscommon Community Col-
lege, and that subject really pushed 
me, with encouragement from my 
teacher. 

It opened up the whole agricultural 
side and got me thinking – this is 
something I’d like to do.”

She’s now studying Animal and 
Crop Production at UCD. 

“It’s such a broad degree. You can 
focus on animals, crops, environment 
– it’s great. I’ve had work placements 
on farms around the country and 

bring ideas home – from shed design 
to nutrition.” In fact, she’s already 
contributed to the design of  a live-
stock shed in Kilcash. “I’ve always 
liked buildings and layout, even if  it’s 
just putting up a wall or a handling 
unit. It’s practical stuff, but it mat-
ters.”

In the yard and beyond
When home from college, Ellen 
always makes time for farm life – par-
ticularly during lambing. “I usually 
do the night shift – penning, feeding 
pets, checking the machine.”

She credits Olivia and Mary as 
her farming mentors. “Most of  my 
friends had fathers or uncles showing 
them how to farm. But for me, it was 
Olivia and Granny. They showed me 
how to tube a lamb, how to handle 
animals, how to observe. That stayed 
with me.”

She’s also a member of  South Ro-
scommon Macra, though college and 
work commitments limit how often 
she attends. 

“There’s definitely more support 
for young people in agriculture now 
– grants, training, and incentives, 
especially for women.”

18 | Today’s Farm | September-October 2025



Today’s Farm | September-October 2025 | 19  

To
d

a
y’s

farm

Looking forward
As for the future, Ellen’s not locking 
herself  into one route just yet. “Origi-
nally, I thought I’d do four years, then 
two years PME to go into teaching. 
That’s still a possibility – a teacher 
helped me, and I’d love to do the same 
for someone else. But I’m also think-
ing about research – maybe a Master’s 
or PhD, maybe in the area of  animal 
reproduction.”

One thing is certain – she’ll always be 
involved in the family farm. 

“I love working with stock. It’s frus-
trating when things go wrong, but I 
wouldn’t be doing it if  I didn’t love it.”

Mary shares the sentiment. “I’d 
love to see the farm continue, keep 
progressing. The paperwork is tough 
now – all CAP and cross compliance. 
But that’s farming today. You have to 
let the next generation at it. Let them 
make mistakes, learn. Olivia’s doing a 
great job, and Ellen will find her path 
too.”

She also comments on the value 
of  transferring the farm to the next 
generation. “It’s a shame to see young 
people ready to take on farming, but 
the older generation won’t let go. You 
have to hand it on, let them at it – even 
if  they make mistakes. That’s how 
they learn and improve it for the next 
generation.”

70ha of grassland and AI breeding

Olivia farms 70ha of grassland in 
two main blocks near Four Roads 
in Co. Roscommon. She operates 
a 45 suckler cow spring-calving 
herd where the progeny are sold 
as weanlings, in conjunction with a 
240 early- to mid-season ewe flock. 
She changed to 100% AI breeding 
in 2024, having moved away from 
using a bull after fertility issues. She 
uses a combination of Belgian Blue, 
Charolais, Limousin and Simmental 
sires, and uses two vasectomised 
bulls to help her with heat detection.  

Replacements
Her aim is to breed her own replace-
ments from within the herd, so as to 
reduce the disease risk and costs 
associated with buying in breeding 
stock. She is stocked at 1.78 LU/ha 
and has a carbon footprint of 12.13 
kg CO2e per kg beef LWG.

Olivia’s breeding KPIs are excel-
lent:

•  Calving interval: 376 days
• 	Mortality at 28 days: 4.3%
• 	Calves per cow per year: 0.93
• 	Home bred heifers calved 22-26 

months of age: 100%
• 	Spring six-week calving rate: 52%
• 	Eurostar index: €109

Last year she made a net profit of 
€507/ha from the beef enterprise, 
excluding any direct payments. She 
has excellent control of her variable 
costs and the contractor and fertiliser 
are her two biggest expenses. 

Going forward Olivia plans to focus 
on reducing labour on the farm and 
will invest in a new slatted shed on 
the outfarm. 

She is continually working to 
improve her soil fertility and improve 
her grass quality by use of paddocks 
and grass measuring, as cheap 
weight gain from grass is central to 
her system. 

Using protected urea and spread-
ing slurry by LESS are two key 
changes she has made to reduce 
her emissions. Biodiversity is also a 
key focus on the farm through the 
ACRES scheme and she has planted 
an ammonia capture area beside the 
yard, along with new hedges which 
will also provide shelter and shade 
to stock.
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Aidan Maguire, his 
Teagasc advisor Aine 
Gaffney and Fergal 
Maguire

Getting cattle over the line
After a good grazing season, how will you finish your cattle?

Fergal J. Maguire, 
Teagasc Beef 500 
Programme

So far, 2025 will go down as one of  
the best grass years we’ve had 
in a long time. Grass growth 

has been excellent across most of  the 
country, and cattle have done fairly 
well on the back of  it. 

At this point in the year, a lot of  
dairy bred cattle, especially the early-
maturing types, are nearly ready to 
be fed for finishing.

The question farmers face is: “Can I 
finish these cattle at grass, or would I 
be better off  housing them and finish-
ing inside on silage and meal?” It’s 
a decision that depends on a few key 
things, and the right answer will be 
different for every farm.

There are a few main factors to 
consider:

1. The type of  cattle. 
2. Grass supply. 
3. Ground conditions. 
4. Safety when feeding meal outside.
5. Housing availability.
6. Labour.
Early-maturing heifers (like Angus 

or Hereford crosses) should be looked 
at now to judge how close they are 
to finishing. A lot of  these will come 
fit off  grass alone if  they’ve had a 
good summer. But there will always 
be a few that are a bit behind. For 
those, feeding around 3 kg of  meal 
per day for 6–8 weeks either at grass 
or indoors can be enough to get them 
over the line.

Many of  the early-maturing steers 
will be around 19–20 months old now. 
If  your plan is to finish them before 
housing, you’ll likely need to feed 

around 180 kg of  ration in total or 3 
kg of  concentrates and good quality 
grass for 60 days. 

If  you started feeding them in late 
August, and the ground is still hold-
ing up, there’s a good chance you 
could finish them off  grass in the 
next few weeks.

If  your cattle are lighter than these 
targets at the start of  September, 
they’ll probably need to go indoors 
for finishing. That’s especially true 
for Holstein-Friesians or continentals 
and lighter early-maturing steers.

Feeding meal outdoors can work 
well, but you have to do it safely. Big 
groups of  cattle (20+) can get excited 
at feeding time and accidents can 
happen.

To reduce risk
• 	 If  moving cattle daily, feed meal 

before changing wire.
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• 	 Use a meal auger bucket on the 
front loader if  available.

• 	 Have a second person with you if  
the other options aren’t available. If  
none of  that’s possible and it feels 
unsafe, just house them. There is no 
sense getting hurt. 

As the back end moves on, grass 
growth will start to slow and utilisa-
tion can get tricky. If  the ground starts 
cutting up, or if  cattle aren’t doing 
well at grass anymore, then it might 
be time to house and finish. 

Remember calves or weanlings will 
benefit more from the good grass at 
this time of  year than the finishing cat-
tle. They’re lighter on the land and will 
keep thriving with a small bit of  meal.

If  ground conditions are still good 
and you’ve plenty of  grass, it usually 
makes sense to feed concentrates at 
grass rather than to feed silage and 
meal indoors. Once damage starts due 
to significant poaching, standing wa-
ter in paddocks, etc. — you’re better 
off  pulling cattle into the shed.

One of  the biggest headaches on 
calf-to-beef  farms is not enough shed 
space. Getting as many cattle fin-
ished before the second winter takes 
the pressure off. It frees up pens for 
lighter stores and weanlings, and it 
helps avoid crowding and underper-
formance during the main winter 
period.

For part-time or older farmers, 
housing finishing cattle earlier can 
make life easier. There’s less time 
spent checking and feeding cattle in 
dark evenings and mornings. Au-
tumn grass remains a lower cost feed 
compared to silage or concentrate, so 
continuing to finish cattle at pasture 
is generally more economical than 
housing. Cattle respond positively 
to concentrate supplementation at 
pasture in autumn:
• 	 With good grass: Feed 0.5 kg meal 

per 100 kg liveweight (e.g., 3.0 kg/
day for a 600 kg steer).

• 	 Where grass is limited or of  moder-
ate quality: Feed up to 1.0 kg meal 
per 100 kg liveweight.

Even if  finishing cannot be com-
pleted at pasture, short-term supple-
mentation is often beneficial. It will 
reduce silage requirements later and 
allows the transition (‘build-up’) to an 
indoor finishing diet to begin

Autumn grass remains a 
lower cost feed compared 
to silage or concentrate, so 
continuing to finish cattle at 
pasture is generally more 
economical than housing

FARMING PROFILE: Aidan & Luke Maguire
Farming near Navan, Co Meath, Aidan 
Maguire and his son Luke operate a 
thriving dairy calf-to-beef enterprise 
alongside their agricultural contract-
ing business. The farm extends to 70 
hectares, with 54 hectares in grass and 
the remainder under forestry.

“Each year, we buy around 170 
calves, split approximately 30% 
autumn-born and 70% spring-born, all 
sourced from four trusted local dairy 
farms,” says Aidan. The main breeds 
reared are Aberdeen Angus, Hereford, 
Belgian Blue, and Friesian.

The Maguire’s system is to finish 
heifers at 18–19 months and bullocks 
under 24 months. The goal is to bring 
heifers to over 550 kg liveweight and 
bullocks to 600 kg, aiming for minimum 
carcass weights of 270 kg and 300 kg, 
respectively.

Beef-bred steers and continental heif-
ers are typically housed for finishing 
once they’re thriving and have passed 
the 480kg mark. 

Friesian bullocks usually need to 
be heavier, over 500kg before being 
brought in, though Aidan notes, “Some 
of the plainer Friesians need a bit more 

weight before they’re ready for the 
shed.” While Aidan previously finished 
some cattle at grass with meal, he 
now prefers to finish all these cattle 
indoors. 

“It’s safer, more labour-efficient, 
and frees up grass for lighter stock 
to graze longer into the calf-to-beef 
enterprise,” says Aidan. The best of 
the spring-born cattle on this farm are 
usually ready for a finishing diet from 
early August.

On average, Friesian steers and 
continentals take 100 days to finish, 
while early-maturing bullocks and 
continental heifers are ready after 60 
to 70 days. 

The typical finishing diet includes 
5kg of ration per head per day, along 
with high-quality silage. Some of the 
more forward early-maturing heifers 
will finish off grass and 3kg of meal for 
four to six weeks. “They’re easy fed,” 
says Aidan, “but if grass quality slips, 
they’re better off inside. 

Each situation is different but any 
heifers that are not fit by October are 
housed, as they tend to make a mess 
around troughs if left out too long.”

Continuing to finish cattle at 
pasture is generally more 
economical than housing

Table 1: Target Weights for Finishing Early-Maturing Cattle at Grass

Early-Maturing Steer Early-Maturing Heifer

Start Weight (1 Sept) 480 kg 450 kg

Slaughter Weight 550 kg (Nov 1) 500 kg (Oct 15)

Carcass Weight 280 kg 250 kg
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Preparing for winter
Now is the time to take 
stock and think about 
what we can do to help 
protect our farms against 
future storms

Francis Bligh  
Teagasc farm  
safety specialist

Shorter days, lower temperatures 
and managing animals indoors 
are some of  the many extra 

challenges on farms in late autumn 
and winter. 

Efforts made now will make for an 
easier, safer, winter. 

Storm preparation
While we hope we will not see a storm 
like Éowyn for many years it is im-

portant to take stock and think about 
what we can do now to help protect 
our farm and property against future 
storms. 

Securing sheeting, timbers or 
removing dangerous trees can really 
help to reduce potential damage. This 
was routine on farms in times gone 
that we must put back onto our to-do 
lists. 

Even modern buildings will need 
repair, and it is important to do this 
work in a calm relaxed environment 
far in advance of  any impending 
storm. Always consider your own 
ability, time, competence and the 
availability of  appropriate equipment 
to do this work safely. If  in doubt hire 
competent, experienced people with 
appropriate equipment and insur-
ance. 

Weather
When winter weather sets in it is 
important to try to have safe, clear 
routes around farm buildings. A fall 
can have devastating consequences. 

Keep and use a stock of  gritting mate-
rial and salt to prevent slipping. Be 
sure to divert water away from routes 
that are used regularly to keep them 
dry and clean. 

Tractors and machinery 
Take time to carry out a thorough me-
chanical check of  vehicles especially 
handbrakes. If  issues are identified 
put a plan in place to have them fixed. 

To claim a TAMS grant, it is 
mandatory that all applicants 
have completed, prior to the 
submission of their claim for 
payment, the half-day farm 
safety code of practice or the 
FETAC Level (Green Cert)
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Keep windows clean to improve 
visibility and reduce glare. It is also 
important to check and use lights and 
beacons. 

Livestock 
There may be some repairs needed 
to farm lighting, floors, barriers and 
gates in and around farm buildings. 
Employ a registered electrician to 
check and repair electrical circuits. If  
you need an extra calving pen, now is 
a good time to make a plan to get that 
work done. 

Fire safety 
Have modern fire extinguishers 
where potentially needed. Fit battery 
isolator switches on farm vehicles 
and keep sheds with flammable 
materials, livestock and farm vehi-
cles separate. Get electrical wiring 
checked regularly. 

Targeted Agricultural Modernisation 
Scheme
There is a wide range of  farm safety 
equipment, facilities and farm build-
ings that are grant aided under the 
Department of  Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine (DAFM) Targeted Agricul-
tural Modernisation scheme (TAMS). 
Talk to your advisor about any ideas 
or plans that you might have as there 
may be grant aid available. 

To claim a TAMS grant, it is manda-
tory that all applicants have complet-
ed, prior to the submission of  their 
claim for payment, the half-day farm 
safety code of  practice or the FETAC 
Level (Green Cert). 

Your claim for payment will not be 
processed until evidence of  comple-
tion of  the course is provided. Tea-
gasc is currently taking bookings for 
half-day farm safety courses. Contact 
your local Teagasc office for details. 

For more information on the Irish 
Government’s ‘Be Winter-Ready’ 
Information Campaign talk to your 
advisor or check out the Be Winter-
Ready website http://winterready.ie

Be aware of increased risk where 
children are present
A recent study of  Irish farmers, 
conducted by Teagasc, indicates that 
presence of  children/youth (1-24 
years old) in the farm household and 
5-15 year-olds, in particular, is associ-
ated with an increased farm work-
place injury risk. The study was con-
ducted as part of  the National Farm 
Survey (NFS) operated by Teagasc.

Children/youth in family farm house-
holds 
The study found almost 40% (39.6%) 
of  family farms indicated having chil-
dren/youth (aged 1-24) in their family 
households. 

However, considerable variation 
existed in the level of  children/youth 
in farm households with dairy farms 
having a much higher proportion hav-
ing children/youth compared to other 
enterprises.

Why might children increase risk on 
farms?

The possible reasons why this risk 
may happen on farms with children/
youth are: 

• Presence of  younger parents who 
are involved in farm development and 
farming that is more intensive or off-
farm employment. Thus, the risk may 
be based on the parental stage in life 
and farm development activities and/
or workload. 
•  Childcare, particularly in the 
5-15-age category, may require time, 
which accordingly causes increased 
work time demands on adult family 
members.  

•An enterprise associated with high 
workload, long working hours and 
associated stressors and having 
children could cause higher non-task 
based work hours spent by parents, 
which thus increases the risk of  
injury occurrence.

Strategies to counter the increased 
risk of injury  
• Time for family: 

Time for family must be prioritised. 
Farm work routines must provide suf-
ficient free time for the demands of  
family life. 

• Childcare: 
Decisions on childcare are very im-

portant. The time demands of  a busy 
farm may not allow for adding the de-
mands of  childcare responsibilities. 
Families must be honest about what 
is possible and make arrangements 
that prioritise safety. 

• Contractors:
Contractors have the ability to 

carry out many farm tasks quickly 
and efficiently. While there will be an 
associated cost, they can help to free 
up time. Tasks like fertiliser spread-
ing, topping and slurry can be very 
time consuming. Consider getting the 
work done by a contractor.

• Use of  labour: 
Hiring labour may be necessary 

depending on the time demands of  
the farm and on the need to make 
time available for family.  Good work 
routines and practices and fair remu-
neration will help attract and retain 
good staff.

 
• Efficient facilities and work prac-

tices: 
Working with advisors, attending 

training and linking with other farm-
ers will help with the development of  
efficient facilities and work practices. 

Don’t forget the PTO cover
The National Farm Safety Measure requirements of the European 
2025 was introduced by the Depart- Standards EN 12965:2019 
ment of Agriculture Food and the and the CE mark must be 
Marine to incentivise the purchase clearly visible on the PTO 
and use of PTO shaft covers, which shaft cover.
protect farmers and machinery Participants must submit 
operators from serious and fatal an Expression of Interest 
injuries. to the Department before 

The measure provides a financial purchasing the PTO shaft 
contribution to participating farmers cover.
for a maximum of four PTO shaft The Measure will be open 
covers. for Expressions of Interest until 

The grant aid is at a rate of 60% Friday 7th November 2025.
subject to a maximum eligible Claims for payment must be 
cost of €100 per PTO shaft cover. submitted by Friday 7 November 
PTO shaft covers must meet the 2025.
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Peter Lynch and his 
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Why is rye 
on the rise?
If you want wheat revenue but barley 
costs, then rye is your answer

Shay Phelan  
Teagasc tillage  
specialist  
 
 
Martin McCullough  
Tillage advisor  
Donegal

Winter rye is emerging as 
a promising cereal crop 
option for Irish tillage farm-

ers. With relatively poor margins and 
disease issues in other crops, rye is 
a combinable crop option for some 
growers who want to diversify. Rye 
has a favourable amino acid pro-
file which makes it suitable for pig 
rations. This has led to rye becom-
ing one of  the main cereal crops in 
Denmark. 

1Rising interest and  
higher yields
Rye remains a relatively minor 

crop here. However its cultivation 
area has grown steadily, particularly 
in the south of  the country, where it 
has a relatively strong following. 
Of  the 3,700 ha grown nationally in 
2025, over 800 ha are in the premier 
county.
This is up from a total of  less than 

500 ha in 2020, of  which approximately 
100 ha were grown in Tipp. 

One of  the key reasons why rye has 
become more popular in recent years 
is the consistency of  yields with most 
growers achieving wheat-like yields 
with winter barley type costs. The 
result is pretty good crop margins for 
growers.

2 Agronomic strengths
Rye’s sowing window extends 
from the middle of  September 

right through to the middle of  No-
vember, but ideally planting should 
be finished by mid October. 
This flexibility spreads the workload 
in autumn and offers more opportu-
nities to work around the weather. 
However, slugs can be a problem so 
earlier sowing means rolling the 
seedbed after drilling is advisable.

In 2024, with the good weather in late 
September many growers, scarred by 
the consequences of  late establish-
ment in autumn 2023, were keen to 
start drilling. Rye, more suited to 
early drilling than other crops, was an 
option.

This allowed growers, especially 
those with bigger farms, to get an 
area of  crop drilled without the risk 
of  agronomic issues such as BYDV or 
lodging associated with early estab-
lishment of  barley. They then began 
drilling wheat, barley and oats as we 
moved into the autumn. 
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Rye can be grow on approximately 
160Kg/ha of  nitrogen, i.e. 15 – 20% 
lower than wheat. P & K require-
ment will depend on recent soil 
analysis.

The new hybrid rye varieties are 
considered to be free from ergot, a 
fungal disease that can be toxic to ani-
mals, due to the pollination pattern 
of  these varieties. Ergot occupies 
unfertilised grain sites, but these new 
rye varieties produce excess amounts 
of  pollen which ensures that there 
are no unfertilised grain sites in the 
ear. So ergot cannot easily develop.

Rye can get brown rust, rynchos-
porium and mildew but these are 
controlable with currently available 
fungicides.

3  Economic and  
rotation advantage
Winter rye fits into a second ce-

real slot in rotations following break 
crops, as it doesn’t suffer from take-
all. However it is not a take-all break 
and ideally should be followed by a 
break crop so that any volunteers 
can be controlled by a graminicide.
In the Teagasc Crop Costs and Re-

turns report for 2025, production costs 
(See table 1) for rye are comparable to 
barley, but rye typically gives higher 
grain and straw yields and so can de-
liver similar margins to winter wheat. 

The lower input costs are due 
mainly to the lower requirement for 
nitrogen fertiliser than wheat and 
a lower spend on disease control. 
A robust plant growth regulator is 
generally used, even though the crop 
is relatively resistant to lodging.

Rye’s high straw yield adds ex-
tra revenue to the crop’s return. 
Typically, growers are seeing 10-20% 
higher straw yield than winter barley 
although this extra volume does slow 
down harvesting somewhat.

Trials comparing wheat and rye 
have been carried out at Teagasc Oak 
Park. “From the agronomic point of  
view rye is certainly a viable option,” 
says Richie Hackett. “As with all mi-
nor crops, however, it’s important to 
investigate in advance where you will 
ultimately sell the crop.”

4  Markets
Normally grains grown in Ire-
land are sold to the local mer-

chant who then sells the grain on to 
feed compounders or grain traders. 
For the most part it is a similar with 
rye. 

Table 1: 2025 crop costs and returns
Crop Winter Wheat Winter Barley Winter 
Oats Winter
Rye
Variable costs €/ha 1,731 1,648 1,378 1,653
Growing Cost /t  
@ 10t/ha

173 164 138 165

Teagasc researcher 
Richie Hackett 
inspects a crop of 
rye with wheat to 
his left

Given that 
a large 
proportion of 
the carbon 
footprint 
in cereal 
production is 
attributed to 
the 
production 
of chemical 
nitrogen, 
winter rye 
has a lower 
carbon 
footprint than 
winter wheat
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Enda McDermott 
and his son Paul.

However, more and more we are see-
ing co-operation between the grower 
and the end user. A growing trend 
at the moment involves deals where 
grain is being sold off  the tillage farm 
to a pig or livestock farm and slurry 
or organic manure returned.

From pig feed trials at Teagasc 
Moorepark in 2020, rye has proved 
safe and effective in finisher diets 
with growth rates only slightly lower 
than wheat. Rye can be considered 
a safe ingredient for use in finisher 
pig diets and is valued at about 94% 
of  the value of  wheat. Rye can also 
be used in sheep and cattle rations, 
while there are also market niches for 
rye beer and breads.

5  Sustainability
Due to its low input costs and it’s 
relatively high potential yields. 

Winter rye requires less nitrogen per 
tonne of  yield than wheat. 

Given that a large proportion of  the 
carbon footprint in cereal produc-
tion is attributed to the production 
of  chemical nitrogen, winter rye has 

a lower carbon footprint than winter 
wheat. Where organic manures are 
used in growing the crop, the carbon 
footprint can be reduced even further.

As mentioned earlier rye has grown 
in popularity in certain areas of  the 
country. One area where the acreage 
has grown rapidly is Donegal where 
the area has increased eight-fold 
since 2020. This is possibly driven by 
the lower input costs but possibly also 
because of  the extra straw yield. 

Two relatively new growers of  rye 
in the county are Enda and Paul 
McDermott, who farm near Lifford, 
and Peter Lynch who farms near 
Newtowncunningham.

For Enda and Paul McDermott, 2025 
is the second year for them to grow 
winter rye on the farm alongside win-
ter wheat, spring barley, oilseed rape, 
potatoes, spring oats.

“In 2024 we grew variety KWS 
Tayo,” says Paul. “We were happy 
with the yield of  4.0 t/acre and the 
bushel weight of  72. The crop yielded 
11 8x3x3 bales of  straw per acre which 
added significantly to the profitability 

of  the crop.” 
However, Paul believes that rye 

doesn’t like wet conditions, so field 
choice is critical, but it was very 
clean of  disease. 

“Last year’s crop received 200 kg/ha 
of  N,” says Paul. “We felt that was a 
bit high so this year’s the crop, KWS 
Tayo again, only received 175 kg/ha 
N.”

Peter Lynch is a farmer and contrac-
tor and is currently involved in trials 
with UCD looking at winter rye. The 
field where the trials are in 2025 has 
both winter wheat and rye side by side, 
neither crop suffered too much over the 
winter months, even in the wet climate 
often experienced in Donegal. 

“In the spring there was a distinct 
height difference between the two 
crops,” says Peter. 

“I reckon that considering the 
vigour of  the crop through the winter 
and spring and the volume of  straw 
compared to wheat the crop grows and 
its suitability for Anaerobic Diges-
tion plants, it has serious potential in 
Donegal.”
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Organic opportunities 
in the West 
These two farms are very different, illustrating the range of possibilities within or-
ganic farming

John Noonan 
Teagasc Organic Farming Advisor

Enda and Noreen Monaghan 
Beaghbeg, Caherlistrane, Galway 

Organic sheep farmers, farming 
a lowland mid-season flock of  
140 ewes. “We joined the Or-

ganic Farming Scheme back in 2003 
as part of  our REPS plan, with a flock 
of  140 mid-season lambing lowland 
ewes,” says Enda. 

The closed flock comprises mainly 
Suffolk x Texel ewes plus Belclare 
ewes and Leicester Cross rams. They 
have been bred back to Suffolk and 
Milford cross rams in recent years to 
improve the maternal traits and avail 
of  hybrid vigour. Ewes are mated in 
October and are managed outdoors 
and housed for a few weeks pre-
lambing.  

“After lambing, all male lambs are 
castrated, and ewes and lambs are 
moved to sheltered paddocks that are 
saved over winter to provide spring 

grass,” says Enda. “I sell some ewe 
lambs for breeding when I have my 
own picked out. They are fed round 
bale silage and hay, with organic oats 
and some concentrates introduced six 
weeks pre-lambing.” 

The land in the area is excellent 
quality, which helps reduce the 
pressure on feed both in winter and 
summer. 

There is no fertiliser applied, apart 
from some farmyard manure that has 
built up under the ewes during hous-
ing. The fields are grazed mostly by 
the flock and there is adequate recy-
cling of  nutrients occurring through 
the sheep’s dung and urine. 

“All health treatments are part of  
a health plan in the organic system,” 
says Enda. Lambs are dosed based on 
faecal egg counts, and Vitamin B12 is 
given whenever lambs or ewes are in 
the penning area.

 Flystrike is controlled with Click 
while ewes and lambs are foot bathed 
with zinc sulphate when lameness is 
an issue.  

Lambs are weaned in late July, 
with the best 20-30 lambs sent to the 

organic market if  weighing 42 kg and 
with the necessary fat cover. Enda 
and Noreen manage the remaining 
lambs by keeping them growing and 
generally targeting the January to 
march organic market, when lambs 
are scarcer and the price is stronger.  

“In recent years we have finished 
lambs on red clover swards and have 
found that they thrive much better 
than feeding organic concentrates,” 
adds Enda. “If  any late lambs are left 
, they finish quickly on some spring 
grass in April and May.” 

Enda has strong views on market-
ing organic lamb and thinks that 
supports should be put in place for 
local butchers to sell organic lamb in 
their shops around the country. “This 
would be a new outlet for farmers and 
help give Irish consumers more ac-
cess to organic lamb,” he says. 

The Monaghans also grow eight 
hectares of  organic oats annually that 
is contracted to be sold to Flavahans. 
The market for organic oats is very 
strong. With many new organic sheep 
farmers keen to buy them, organic 
oats can make €500/tonne. 

Noreen and Enda 
Monaghan
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hectares of  red clover and four 
hectares of  multi-species sward after 
harvest in late July. That will pro-
vide excellent crops for growing and 
finishing lambs along with provid-
ing good quality winter feed high in 
energy and protein. 

“We purchased a new sheep han-
dling unit in the spring under the 
TAMS” says Enda. “That will help 
reduce the workload, get jobs done 
more efficiently and reduce the risk 
of  injury.” It will tie in nicely with 
a system that reduces the stress of  
farming while at the same time im-
proving farm income and the sustain-
ability of  the farm. 

Joe Kelly Kiltimagh Co Mayo 
Joe Kelly or “Joe leaves” as he is 
locally known, is an organic horticul-
tural and suckler farmer near Kiltim-
agh. He is also a walking encyclopae-
dia of  horticultural knowledge about 
dozens of  edible plant species. 
He frequently takes calls from chefs 
who want to know what plants are 
reaching their peak of  taste and qual-
ity.  Joe grew up on the farm working 
closely with his father, who also was a 
tillage and vegetable grower, the town 
land was well known as having a 
tradition in growing raspberries and 
other berries. 

This gave Joe his introduction to 
horticulture. He became a lightening 
fast picker of  raspberries.  

“My father paid me by the weight 
picked,” says Joe. This entrepreneur-
ial experience seems to have sparked 
an enthusiasm to delight his custom-
ers with ultra-high quality produce. 

“Chefs and customers are always 
looking for some new whether it’s 
taste or colour. 

Everything needs to be perfectly 
fresh and at it’s best when it reaches 
the table.” 

Joe has a number of  greenhouses 
where he grows a huge array of  
fruit and vegetables from tomatoes, 
cucumbers, runner beans and basil of  
various varieties. The garden carries 
an equally huge array of  salad leaves 
of  rocket, mustards and different 
varieties of  lettuces. 

According to Joe: “I’m paid on 
weight of  leaves, the shape, colour, 
texture and taste are all factors that 
local chefs are demanding constantly, 
to reduce preparation time and give 
discerning consumers quality or-
ganic produce that tastes great. 

Organic tomatoes, both vine and 
bush types, are grown and the taste 
is vastly different from convention-
ally grown tomatoes. They receive no 
chemical sprays or artificial fertilis-
ers and getting all their nutrients 
from composted farmyard manure 
from Joe’s cattle. 

Joe Kelly, Elaine Leavy 
and John Noonan
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Joe Kelly with Teagasc 
Organic Specialist 
Elaine Leavy

The farm is extremely busy in sum-
mer as crops of  leaves and other 
seasonal produce  are picked , pack-
aged and dispatched to restaurants 
and hotels in the nearby towns of  
Kiltimagh, Castlebar and Westport. 
The work is constant with watering, 
resowing, and ground prepared for 
the next round of  crops. 

Careful attention is given to rota-
tions with families of  crops such as 
celeriac, spinach chard, cabbage and 
leeks followed by potatoes and then 
carrots. 

Joe is not just a grower but also an 
enthusiast for edible crops: “Leeks 
are amazing plants, sow them now, 
they will be harvested next spring. 
Onions are equally great, they grow 
madly until June 21st and then they 
begin to put all their energy in devel-
oping a root, it’s as if  they know the 
days are getting short.” 

The organic suckler enterprise com-
plements the horticultural side of  the 
business. A stabiliser bull is crossed 
on the cows to get easy calving fast 
growing saleable weanlings that are 
sold to organic finishing farms in the 
region. Farmyard manure produced 
by the angus cross sucklers is allowed 
to compost and is then added to the 
soil to provide nutrients for the grow-
ing edible crops.  

Although the horticultural enter-
prise is very labour and management 
intensive, Joe is producing excellent 
quality food that is in high demand 
locally, proving huge health and nu-
tritional benefits to consumers.  

“I think that the growing of  veg-
etables and leaves should be part of  
the school curriculum,” says Joe. “It 
would give young people a life-skill 
that has the potential to feed a fam-
ily and show how important healthy 
food  i for our mental and physical 
well- being.” 

Grow local, buy local
The range and quality of Joe’s pro-
duction shows that it’s not neces-
sary to import a huge quantity of 
food, organic or conventional,  from 
abroad with attendant air-miles, 
carbon footprint etc.  
Joe produces vegetables and ed-
ible leaves both outdoors and in 
poly-tunnels. He is a strong advo-
cate of people buying local and 
producing their own vegetables. 
“People can start with simple crops 
such as lettuce or onions,” says 
Joe. “They’ll soon notice the differ-
ence in flavour.  
And of course organic produc-
tion means no chemicals and no 
artificial fertilisers which delivers 
benefits in terms of biodiversity and 
water quality.”
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SUCCESSION: 
you can’t avoid it

Succession is inevitable, so starting the process  
early, communicating well, and taking good advice  

will help ensure the best outcome for all.

James McDonnell 
Teagasc rural economy 
development programme

Over many years, I have spoken 
to thousands of  farmers on the 
subject of  farm succession and 

some themes come up time and time 
again. So, please don’t think that your 
situation is unique or unprecedented. 
The main thing is to get started on 
the challenges. Your local advisor 
should be your first point of  call. 

Retirement date
“Retiring was the best thing I ever 
did,” a farmer said to me recently. He 
explained that he can still do some 
farming, but without the worry. He 
does some work for his son, who took 
over the farm, but doesn’t need to 
worry about regulations, paperwork, 
Fair Deal, or paying back farm devel-
opment loans. 

When I started working for Teagasc 

I was told was that I must retire at 
65. That seemed a long way off  to
me at 23. Many farmers don’t have a
planned retirement date.

The average farmer is now almost 
60. Many “got into farming” after the
death of  a parent, with little thought
given to retirement years down the
line.

People are now living 10 years 
longer than they did in 1980, so if  the 
farm is to be transferred on death, 
it is gradually getting later, and the 
average age of  Irish farmers will 
continue to increase. This is caus-
ing concern at Government and EU 
level, so there are lots of  incentives to 
encourage farm transfer.

Financial security
Farmers who have paid into private 
pensions are the lucky ones. There is 
a much larger group of  farmers who 
didn’t. In most cases, the farm income 
was too low and looking after the fam-

ily was more important than invest-
ing in the distant future. 

There are options available to you 
should you wish to retire, but find the 
state pension available to you is insuf-
ficient. Contact your local Teagasc 
advisor to discuss your options. 

Farm incentives
Many incentives in Ireland are 
financially based, which means they 
are almost all aimed at the transferee 
(person receiving the farm). These 
incentives provide extra income 
through the CAP payments and 
reduced tax liabilities on receiving a 
valuable farm. 

If  you delay the transfer, you may 
miss out on some of  these incentives, 
resulting in a loss of  extra income to 
the family or a larger tax bill on the 
eventual transfer.  A young farmer is 
defined as someone under 35 years of  
age in Irish tax law. A young farmer 
is under 40 in the EU CAP. 
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This can lead to some confusion and 
there are three main taxes and a large 
number of  DAFM CAP schemes to 
consider. 

For example, there is one particular 
scheme called the Complementary 
Income Support for Young Farmers. 
For the average size farm of  about 
32ha, the benefit could amount to in 
excess of  €25,000. The tax savings 
could be a multiple of  this figure. 
So it is worth finding out what extra 
income you could be are missing out 
on actually is.

The “Fair Deal” trap
Nursing home care is very expensive 
and few families can afford it. The 
Fair Deal scheme is a way of  paying 
for care in a nursing home in that 
your estate pays for it when you pass 
on. However, if  you do not have any 
assets, then there is no estate, so the 
taxpayer funds the care. 

There is a catch: Any assets moved 
out of  your name in the five years pri-
or to entering the Fair Deal scheme are 
caught, so your successor will have to 
pay the bill. There is a cap on what you 

pay, but you must apply and qualify to 
avail of  this cap. Even with the cap in 
place, it is still expensive. The rate is 
7.5% of  the value of  your assets for up 
to three years, totalling 22.5%. This is 
a sizable slice of  a farm should it be 
required to fund care. The advice here 
is to make a plan in plenty of  time.

The Family Conversation
On average, 1.5 family members at-
tend the transferring the family farm 
events. Clearly, those who attend 
will bring information home to be 
discussed with others. 

Effective communication is the key 
ingredient to successful succession 
planning. 

It allows family members to share 
concerns, decide on options available 
and what actions to take. It allows for 
effective planning and helps prevent 
disputes, misunderstandings and un-
necessary anger. 

Typically, when it comes to discus-
sions around succession and inher-
itance, there are a lot of  unspoken 
assumptions around who is getting 
the farm and the plans for the future. 
These are not always explicitly com-
municated to the people involved. 

When communicating on succes-
sion and inheritance, it is important 
to discuss and clarify the three key 
aspects of  how family, ownership 
and management will play out, 
overlap and change over time or at 
different points in the future. Some 
families use the services of  a media-
tor to help. 

In my view, a chat with the local 
advisor is the best place to start, so 
make that call now and set up an ap-
pointment.

TEAGASC GENERATIONAL 
RENEWAL EVENTS

Teagasc generational renewal week 
is a new initiative this year. It will com-
mence on 8 September. There will 
be three online webinars (recorded 
in case you miss them) and two farm 
walks, which will include a drystock 
family partnership in Roscommon and 
a dairy farm partnership between two 
neighbours in Westmeath. Watch out 
for further details of those.

The annual series of transferring the 
family farm events will begin on Tues-
day 30 September. These meetings 
are open to all and will allow you to 
get some valuable information (free) 
from relevant professionals, including 
solicitors, accountants, mediators, 
education and advisory experts. 

To get further informa-
tion, and book into any 
of these events scan 
the QR code or find out 
more about family farm 
transfers online.

Effective communication is the key ingredient 
to successful succession planning. It allows family 
members to share concerns, decide on options 
available and what actions to take. It allows for 

effective planning and helps prevent disputes, 
misunderstandings and unnecessary anger

https://teagasc.ie/rural-economy/farm-management/succession--inheritance/

https://teagasc.ie/rural-economy/farm-management/succession--inheritance/
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What is AgNav Tillage? 
AgNav (www.agnav.ie) is a free, voluntary digital sustainability platform available to 
farmers and advisors across Ireland

George Ramsbottom  
Teagasc Signpost 
Advisory Programme

AgNav was created through a 
partnership between Teagasc, 
Bord Bia, and the Irish Cattle 

Breeding Federation, and is support-
ed by the Department of  Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine.

The recently launched AgNav Till-
age calculates the carbon footprint of  
crops using a Life Cycle Assessment 
(LCA) model specifically designed for 
Ireland. 

The model used in AgNav Tillage 
was developed for the Irish tillage 
sector by Teagasc through a collabo-
ration with Tirlán.

On AgNav Tillage, farmers input 
their data on fertiliser, organic 
manures, lime, tractor passes, crop 
yields, cultivations, soil types, cover 
cropping, and straw incorporation 
and AgNav will calculate the gross 
and net greenhouse gas emissions 
(carbon equivalent) that each crop on 
their farm is emitting per tonne of  
produce.

What will AgNav tillage do for me?
Irish tillage farmers have long suspect-
ed their products have a low carbon 
footprint, but up until now, their car-
bon footprints could only be calculated 
using international models based on 
research from other countries.

FARMER 
EXPERIENCE  
 
Tom Shortt
Tom Shortt farms approx. 460 Ha 
of tillage on a mixture of owned 
and rented land near  Newtown-
mountkennedy  in North  Wicklow. 
For 2025 harvest he grew a crop 
mix that included winter wheat, 
winter barley, OSR, spring oats, 
spring malting barley, spring feed 
barley and spring beans. 
He was especially happy with 
his yield and grain quality for his 
spring barley.  When we visited 
the farm in late August he was 
already starting to sow winter 
oilseed rape for 2026 harvest. 
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Early results from AgNav’s Ire-
land-specific tillage LCA indicate 
that Irish tillage farmers’ carbon 
footprints are lower than previously 
calculated. 

For Irish tillage farmers, proving 
the low carbon footprint of  Irish 
grain should lead to higher demand 
for Irish grain domestically by feed 
compounders, potentially resulting 
in higher future grain prices.

For other premium grain mar-
kets, sustainability bonuses can be 
achieved with the inclusion of  low 
to zero carbon emission grain in 
added-value products.

Speaking on this topic, Andy 
Doyle from Tillage Industry Ireland 
said: “Tillage Industry Ireland sees 
AgNav as having the potential to 
provide a major point of  differentia-
tion for “Irish” grains over import-
ed grains. Now it’s up to individual 
growers to assess their own num-
bers to help sell the low emissions 
benefits of  “Irish” grains in supply 
chains.”

How can I sign up and log-in? 
Tillage farmers can sign-up for 
AgNav Tillage directly on AgNav’s 
website (www.agnav.ie) by clicking 
the ‘Tillage Registration’ button. 
To register, farmers will need to 
enter their name, address, herd 
number, email address, and phone 
number. 

They will also need to select their 
recognised assurance scheme (i.e., 
IGAS) and provide and verify their 
certification number

When signing up, farmers will have 
the option of  also joining Teagasc’s 
free Signpost Advisory Programme 
to receive advisory support. 

If  farmers join the Signpost Advi-
sory Programme, the advisor can 
also help them fill out the survey and 
navigate the AgNav website.

Above: Figure illustrating the main inputs of Teagasc’s tillage Life Cycle Assessment model 
used in AgNav to calculate a tillage farm’s carbon footprint.  

What information do I need to get my crop’s carbon

•	 Crop Information:  
Crop type, season (winter/spring), 
variety (malting/milling/feed and 
seed), total crop area (Ha) seeding 
rate (kg/Ha), crop yield (t/Ha), 
measurement method, moisture 
content at harvest (%) 

•	 Straw and Cover Crops:  
Was straw incorporated at harvest 
(yes/no), was a cover crop used 
prior to the present crop (yes/no) 

•	 Soil Information:  

Soil type (light/medium/heavy), 
soil organic matter percentage 
(optional), cultivation method

•	 Fertiliser information:  
number of fertiliser application 
passes, fertiliser type(s), application 
rate(s) (kg/Ha) 

•	 Lime: Lime type, application rate/
year (tonnes/Ha)  

•	 Agri Chemicals:  
Number of spray passes 

•	 Organic manure:  

AgNav is a good news 
story for the Irish till-
age farmer, The car-
bon footprint for Irish 
grain is significantly 
lower than interna-
tional grain. AgNav 
was able to show that 
the gross footprint of 
my spring barley was 
239kg/CO2e/ tonne

https://teagasc.ie/about/farm-advisory/signpost-advisory-programme/
https://teagasc.ie/about/farm-advisory/signpost-advisory-programme/
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A whole-farm  
approach to 
hedge cutting

Think before cutting 
hedges this autumn

Dr Catherine Keena 
Teagasc countryside 
management specialist

Hedges come in all shapes and 
sizes, but for management 
they fall into two categories: 

topped hedges and treeline hedges. 
Both are valuable and complement 
each other by providing different 
habitat spaces for our native biodiver-
sity. A quest for neatness should not 
overrule ecological considerations. 

Irrespective of  whether you have 
treeline hedges or topped hedges, only 
healthy hedges, which are managed 
according to best practice, are good 
for biodiversity and capturing car-
bon. Rough cuts and shattered stems 
allow disease into trees and shrubs. 
Light, incremental, trimming results 
in dense growth and healthy hedges.

With the hedge cutting season 
opened on 1 September, farmers 
and contractors are urged to have a 
conversation before hedges are cut. 
“Contractors will do whatever they 
are requested to do,” according to 
Francis Quigley, Teagasc machinery 
specialist.

Two Key Messages 
Leave one small clump of  whitethorn 
saplings to grow up within every 
topped hedge. In a few short years it 
will provide flowers and fruit. Allow 
the body of  the hedge to grow as 
wide and tall as possible while still 
retaining a dense base suited to birds’ 
nesting.

Aim for at least half  of  the hedges 
of  a farm to remain or develop into 
treeline hedges, which flower and 
fruit freely. Never top or reduce the 
height. Treeline hedges do not need 

to be cut, but side trimming may 
be needed if  overhanging branches 
cause interference. 

Prevent scrub encroachment by 
grazing or cutting the adjoining 
grassland.

Hedges make a big contribution to 
biodiversity on farms. 

To maintain or improve their contri-
bution, it is important to understand 
that biodiversity includes all flora 
and fauna and the habitats in which 
they exist. 

When considering best practice 
management we must avoid taking a 
single-species focus, without consid-
eration the impact on all biodiversity. 

We need to maintain all our native 
species of  flora and fauna, which 
have been here for 10,000 years and 
are in tune with each other with 
regards timing of  flowering and other 
growth stages. 
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Four biodiversity hedge principles:

1 Retain existing hedges: The 
best hedge is the one already 
there which has been around for 

hundreds of  years and has accumu-
lated an array of  associated flora 
and fauna. Examples include lichen 
growing on old stems, ground flora 
beneath the hedge and soil biodiver-
sity underneath. One-quarter of  all 
organisms on the planet are found in 
soil.

2 Maintain according to best 
practice: While there are many 
hedge types in Ireland, there are 

two distinct categories from a man-
agement perspective. Treeline hedges 
should never be topped and side 
trimmed only if  overhanging branch-
es cause interference. Any concerns 
about scrub encroachment into the 
field are addressed by grazing or cut-

ting the grass alongside the hedge. 
Topped hedges require regular 

light cutting (avoiding rough cuts) 
from a wide base to a triangular 
profile to promote dense growth at 
the base. Cutting the top is essential 
to manage apical dominance and 
prevent leaders escaping.

The eventual height should be as 
high as possible – up to the maxi-
mum height which the hedge cutter 
can reach to cut. The body of  the 
topped hedge is not intended to 
provide flowers and fruit. These 
are provided by occasional clumps 
of  whitethorn allowed to grow up 
freely.

3 Enhance hedges with care and 
avoid damage: Hedge laying or 
coppicing involves cutting stems 

at ground level. Hedge laying is a 
skilled craft that must be done by hand. 

4 Create new hedges: When 
planting, the key question is - 
which hedge type do you want? 

Both treeline and topped hedges are 
good, each providing different biodi-
versity benefits. We want both. The 
target is to have 50% of  the hedges 
on every farm as treeline hedges. The 
planting guidelines for treeline and 
topped hedges are outlined in figure 
two.

A common mistake made is to top 
new treeline hedges when they reach 
1.5m. If  they have not been pruned 
incrementally to create a dense base, 
this results in stumpy “upside down 
toilet brush” hedges – an example 
can be seen in figure three. This has 
a negative impact on biodiversity 
and carbon sequestration. Topping 
hedge stumps at the same height 
exhausts the hedge plants – death by 
a thousand cuts. 

Planting a topped hedge

• Cultivate to make the job of planting 
easier.

• 	Use native Irish species – mainly 
whitethorn.

• 	Use plants of Irish provenance – 
grown from Irish seed

• 	Plant five per metre in a double stag-
gered row with 40cm between the 

plants in the row and 40cm between 
the rows.

• 	Select a whitethorn to grow into a 
flowering tree and protect with a tree 
guard

• 	Prune close to the ground immediately 
after planting to generate multiple 
shoots.

• 	Push a strip of compostable film over 
pruned stumps and  secure by press-
ing film edges into the ground.

• 	Protect from livestock by fencing at 
least 1m from the edge of the film – 
with the aim of removing the fence in 
time.

• 	 In June walk down tall vegetation 
alongside the film.

• 	Cut back leaders each year to encour-
age multiple shoots to develop layers 
of dense growth. 

Planting a treeline hedge
• 	Cultivate to make planting easier.
• 	Use native Irish species. 
• 	Use plants of Irish provenance – 

grown from Irish seed.
• 	Plant five per metre in a double stag-

gered row with 40cm between the 
plants in the row and 40cm between 
the rows.

• 	Allow all grow into trees.
• 	Protect from livestock with permanent 

fencing which will always be needed 
to for stockproofing.



forestryforestryforestry

FORESTS 
for the future
Trees are a key component in this farmer’s strategy

To
d

a
y’

sf
ar

m

Noel Kennedy 
Teagasc forestry advisor

Fergal Keaveney smiles as he ad-
mires his young trees. Behind 
him, sheep graze contentedly 

in a new agro-forestry plot. The plot 
is part of  a new 35-acre forest planted 
by Fergal on his organic farm near 
Athenry in Galway.

Forestry yields many benefits –envi-
ronmental, economic, social, practi-
cal – however, the decision to plant 
is not to be taken lightly. Where this 
involves a family farm, and the next 
generation, the process requires care-
ful planning and consideration.

This is the journey that Fergal Keav-
eney and his wife Momo embarked on 
when looking towards a more sustain-
able and diverse farming future. They 
wanted a future that could offer a 
more fulfilling and financially secure 
lifestyle for them and their two young 
children.

The vision
Farming an organic herd of  breeding 
cattle on 55 acres, Fergal was depend-

ent on off-farm work to keep the busi-
ness viable. 

“We began looking at alternative ap-
proaches to farming and lifestyle and, 
in discussion with Momo, our initial 
ideas about the potential for forestry 
began to formulate,” he says. Discus-
sions began in earnest three years 
after the birth of  their first child.

“We came to the conclusion that 
forestry could offer us a lot – a better 
work-life balance, lower input costs, 
income security, keeping the right 
work-life balance and putting our 
stamp on the farm.” 

Progressing the project
In 2023, the opening of  a new affor-
estation grant and premium scheme 
prompted Fergal and Momo to move 
ahead with their forestry project. 

They arranged for their local Tea-
gasc forestry advisor to visit them 
and outline their options under the 
scheme. They saw that the scheme 
included a number of  exciting forest 
types which they believed matched 
their vision for a multi-functional for-
est offering biodiversity, recreation, 
timber production and climate-friend-

ly opportunities within an organic 
farming environment.  

The forestry advisor suggested they 
talk to other forest owners and, on 
his recommendation, they visited the 
forest of  Ger Deegan in Mullingar – a 
previous winner of  the RDS Teagasc 
farm forestry award. They were 
inspired by Ger’s maturing forest and 
organic cattle farm and knew they 
were making the right decision.

Forest design
In accordance with the Afforestation 
Scheme, they engaged a registered 
forester to prepare their planting 
grant application. As they walked 
the farm and shared their ideas with 
their forester, John Paul Fahy, they 
were delighted to learn he shared 
their enthusiasm for an ambitious ap-
proach to forest diversity and design.

With Fergal and Momo’s vision and 
determination coupled with John 
Paul’s experience and scheme insight, 
a forest design emerged. It blends five 
forest types – a mixture of  broadleaf  
and conifer trees balancing biodiver-
sity enhancement and timber and 
agricultural production. 
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Noel Kennedy and 
Fergal Keaveney

Combined with carefully chosen open 
spaces to facilitate access and recrea-
tion. The afforestation scheme grant 
application based on this design was 
submitted in early 2024.

Planting
Planting works began under John 
Paul’s supervision in winter 2024. 
Fergal and Momo were enthusias-
tic participants, involved in many 
aspects of  the project, including 
planting trees and marking out the 
pathways that they hope will create 
an accessible and useable forest for 
the future. 

In total, 24 species of  both broadleaf  
and conifer trees were planted. In 
addition to the main species of  oak, 
cherry, birch, beech, Sitka spruce and 
European larch, other species include 
hazel, sweet chestnut, red oak, Doug-
las fir and redwood to name a few. 

The agro-forestry plot includes a 
number of  fruit and nut species too, 
including apple, pear, plum, almond 
and walnut. In time, a forest feast is 
in prospect.

The planting of  approximately 
25,000 trees and the erection of  a 

full new sheep fence was completed 
within a few weeks and submitted for 
grant payment before Christmas 2024. 
The cost of  purchasing the trees and 
all this work plus a four-year mainte-
nance contract is 100% covered by the 
afforestation grant. 

“An amazing service with no risk,” 
is how Momo describes it.

Impact on farming
Fergal has retained 20 acres of  grass-
land, which is enough to fulfil his 
love of  organic breeding stock. The 
reduction in his workload is welcome 
for a parent of  a young family. He has 
also entered into a short-term grazing 
agreement with a neighbouring or-
ganic sheep farmer to graze the new 
agro-forestry plot.

The strategic location of  the agro-
forestry plot beside the winter hous-
ing will, in time, allow the cattle to 
spend more time outdoors. The trees 
provide a dry lie and lower winter 
bedding costs. Fergal sees agro forest-
ry as: “A stepping stone for a farmer 
to start his forestry journey.”

Financial impact
Forestry and farming payments work 
well together, with Fergal retaining 
his full BISS, CRISS and eco-scheme 
payments on the forestry area. In ad-

dition, as a participant in the Organic 
Farming scheme he also keeps his 
organic payment on the agro-forestry 
plot as well as the grassland.

With an annual tax-free forestry 
income worth more than €250,000 
over the next 20 years, and decreased 
farming workload, Fergal says that 
the experience has put a spring in his 
step. All the while the forest is grow-
ing and appreciating.

The future
Fergal and Momo are excited about 
what the future holds for their forest, 
farm and family. Over the next four 
to five years, the main task will be for 
John Paul to maintain the forest and 
help the trees grow strong so that the 
couple can begin to realise their vision 
of  a living and breathing forest for all 
to enjoy.

“I am very happy with how things 
are going here and excited for what the 
future holds for me and my family and 
for other farmers who choose to plant 
some of  their land,” says Fergal.

For more information 
on opportunities and 
options to plant a new 
forest scan the QR code 
or find out more about 
crops online.

Table 1: Planting details
Forest Type Description Area planted 

(ha)
Annual premium 
€/ha*

1 Native forests 3.6 1,103
6 Oak & beech 4.47 1,037

7 Broadleaves excl. Oak & Beech 1.59 973
8 Agroforestry (trees and grass) 1.33 975
10 Continuous cover forestry 2.33 912
Total forest area 14.15 (35 acres)

* Annual premium paid to farmers for 20 years and to non-farmers for 15 years

Fergal and Momo are 
delighted with their new 

forestry plantation.

https://teagasc.ie/crops/forestry/grants/overview-of-forest-establishment-grant-rates/
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in full 
bloom
The dahlia is a favourite of 
gardeners and has been 
traditionally grown as the 
mainstay of late summer/
autumn colour

Chris Heavey,  
Lecturer at the Teagasc 
College in the National 
Botanic Gardens

Dahlias fell out of  favour for a 
few years but are now firmly 
back in fashion. They origi-

nate in South America and are the na-
tional flower of  Mexico. The plant has 
a tuberous root system and its flowers 
come in many forms. These include 
double, single, cactus, decorative and 
pompon types, to mention just a few. 

Dahlias are tender plants and are 
mainly used as herbaceous border or 
bedding fillers during the later sum-
mer and early autumn. The tuberous 
root system remains when the plant 
dies back in the winter. 

My first job in horticulture, some 40 
plus years ago, was in a garden centre 
where a plot of  mixed Dahlia was 
grown. Customers could pick their 
own, as cut flowers, paying for the 
number of  stems selected. Properly 
prepared and looked after they will 
last many days in a vase.  

The tubers are usually dug up when 
the foliage begins to die back and 
stored dry over winter in a shed. We 
used to store them covered in dry peat 
in wooden boxes.  

In the late spring they can be potted 
on and grown under protection in a 
glass house with the tuber properly 
orientated (buds up, tuber and root 
down).  

New spring shoots can be taken 
as cuttings, for propagation, and 
are very easily rooted. For cuttings, 
either use heat and force some new 
growth or wait for new shoots to 
appear. When they are 80-100mm 
long, cut them at the base and place 
them in a sandy compost, where they 
should root in a couple of  weeks.  

It is important that you place the 
cuttings and compost in a plastic 
propagator or under a sheet of  plastic 
or in a plastic bag, sealed until rooted.  

Dahlias can also be propagated by 
division of  tubers when you are lift-
ing them in the autumn. It is impor-
tant that each division has both buds 
and a tuber, or they will not be suc-
cessfully propagated. They are used 
to great effect here in the Botanic 
Gardens as fillers in the herbaceous 
border and help to carry the flower-
ing ability of  such a border into the 
later summer season. 

Dahlias like a warm aspect with 
full sun, where possible. The ground 
should be deep rich and moist but 
not wet. They are strong growers and 
would benefit from a good application 

of  well-rotted manure dug into the 
base of  the hole to be planted.  

As the plants mature, they will prob-
ably need plant supports/stakes to 
prevent them from falling over. Keep 
an eye out for aphids and be aware 
that when you are going to use them 
as cut flowers, they need a good shake 
to make sure there are no earwigs in 
between the petals before bringing 
them inside. 

You also need to make a decision to 
lift tubers of  some dahlias that are of  
sentimental value because in a very 
wet winter you might lose a few of  
them. Take a few tubers up and store 
as above, until the spring frosts have 
passed. Pot them up and grow them 
on until strong enough to plant out 
again into your summer borders. 
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