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Welcome to Shinagh Dairy Farm Open Day
James O’Donovan
Chairperson of Shinagh Estates

On behalf of Shinagh Estates, I extend a sincere and warm welcome to everyone 
attending our Open Day.
Today, we celebrate 15 years of Shinagh Dairy Farm. This milestone highlights 
how far we have come through science, investment, and collaboration. This 
success is built on the strong partnership between our four local West Cork Co-
ops, Teagasc, Shinagh Estates, Farm Zero C, and Carbery.

Our Farming System

The farm manages a 250-cow herd and serves as a practical showcase for the 
region, proving what can be achieved when research meets commercial farming.

•	 Heifer Rearing: All replacement heifers are contract-reared off-site.
•	 Ballyvaddin Project: all non-replacement calves produced are high CBV and 

are finished through our joint beef program with Dawn Meats.

Innovation & Climate Action

We use this farm to trial forward-thinking solutions for the Irish dairy industry. 
During your visit, you will learn about our current sustainability projects:

•	 Methane Reduction: Feed additive trials using seaweed extract to reduce 
rumen emissions.

•	 Green Energy: Plans to add solar panels to complement our existing wind 
turbine.

Enjoy Your Day
This booklet is designed to guide you through the farm system, our recent 
developments, and the opportunities ahead for Irish agriculture.
Thank you for joining us. Please enjoy the tour, and we invite you to join us for 
refreshments at the end of the day.
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Welcome from Carbery 
Jason Hawkins
CEO, Carbery Group

On behalf of Carbery, I am very pleased to welcome you to Shinagh Farm and to 
our Open Day.
Shinagh has always been about looking ahead. Since the farm was established, it 
has given us a place to test ideas in a real, commercial farming environment and, 
importantly, to understand what works in practice for farmers.
Today is an opportunity to see some of that work first-hand. Across the farm, we 
are exploring practical approaches to areas including water quality, emissions 
reduction, biodiversity, renewable energy, grassland management and new 
technologies. The opening of our new anaerobic digestion and green biorefining 
demonstration facilities is another important step in that journey.
None of this work happens in isolation. Shinagh brings together our farmer 
shareholders, the West Cork co-ops, research partners, industry, government and 
the wider agricultural community. That collaboration is a major part of what 
makes the farm valuable.
For Carbery, the purpose is clear. We want to continue producing high-quality 
food from our grass-based farming system while supporting our farmers to meet 
the challenges and opportunities ahead. Shinagh gives us the opportunity to trial 
solutions, learn from them and, where they are successful, consider how they 
can be applied across our wider farming community.
Thank you for joining us today. I hope you enjoy the opportunity to see the work 
underway, meet the people involved and hear about where we go next.
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Welcome from Gráinne Hurley 
Teagasc Cork West Advisory Regional Manager

Teagasc is delighted to have led the dairy farm project here at Shinagh Dairy 
Farm, near Bandon in West Cork, since its conversion from a beef farm to a dairy 
farm in 2011.
Over the past 15 years, this project has demonstrated how proven scientific 
technologies and farming techniques can be used to optimise profitability 
while ensuring that dairy farming does not negatively impact the environment, 
particularly in terms of carbon emissions, water quality and biodiversity. The 
project has also demonstrated the potential for excellent labour efficiency and 
shown how dairy farming can be an attractive and rewarding career.
Agriculture, and dairy farming in particular, is incredibly important to Ireland and 
is at the heart of rural West Cork. We are therefore very proud to work alongside 
our industry partners here at Shinagh Estate Dairy Farm to demonstrate how we 
can farm more sustainably into the future.
This project is about bringing research into practice. Shinagh provides an 
opportunity to demonstrate that research on one farm can have a ripple effect 
across farms locally and nationally. Through this project, we have continued to 
build significant farmer engagement and encourage farmers to adopt practical 
measures to improve farm efficiency and improve the sustainability of their 
farms.
I would like to thank our industry partners here today, as well as my colleagues 
in Teagasc, particularly those who have worked so closely on this project: Don 
Crowley, Pádraig French, Laurence Shalloo and retired colleague John McNamara. 
I would also like to thank all of the Teagasc staff who are helping out here today.
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15 Years of Progress and a 5-Year Vision for 
Shinagh Dairy Farm
Kevin Ahern
Shinagh dairy farm manager

Having been part of this project since its inception, reflecting on the past 15 years 
brings me immense pride. It has been a challenging, exciting, and educational 
journey. Together, we have successfully navigated multiple milestones: 
launching the operation, achieving financial viability, advancing environmental 
sustainability, upgrading our facilities, and now, making dairy farming an 
attractive career for the next generation. A key highlight has been our team; 
we have welcomed students and staff from both agricultural and non-farming 
backgrounds, and I look forward to continuing this mentorship.
To support our people, we have consistently invested in labour-saving technologies. 
Moving forward, we will maintain an open mind toward any innovation that 
improves our daily operations.
Farming naturally brings volatility—whether through shifting weather patterns, 
fluctuating product prices, or livestock and herd performance challenges. 
However, we have consistently overcome these hurdles and emerged stronger. 
Looking ahead, my hope is for Shinagh Dairy Farm to continue leading by example 
and demonstrating industry best practices. 
Climate change will undoubtedly test the resilience of our agricultural systems, 
requiring us to adapt. Yet, the core drivers of our success will remain unchanged 
over the next five years: a grass-fed system, a high-EBI and fertile herd, and a 
commitment to working alongside nature.
We are fortunate to be backed by exceptional support from our Co-op, Teagasc, the 
Farm Zero C team, and the visionary board of Shinagh Estates. By collaborating 
with these partners, we will continue to adopt the best strategies to ensure the 
farm thrives well into the future.
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The History of Shinagh Dairy Farm
John McNamara 

Background 

The EU Cap reform in 2008 signalled the removal of milk quotas from 2015 on. 
To prepare for this Ireland was allocated an extra 1 percent a year from 2009 to 
2014 along with an ease of the butterfat quota. The Department of Agriculture 
allocated some of this national quota to Teagasc for them to setup new dairy 
operations to show how this could be done post quota and highlight the lessons 
to be learned in a start-up dairy operation.
Teagasc, in the person of Padraig French approached Shinagh Estates who owned 
a farm in Bandon, to see would they be interested in converting the farm to 
dairy.  This had previously been an AI station where the progeny of AI bulls were 
fattened. Subsequent to that the farm was rented out to local farmers for silage 
and grazing. There was calf and beef housing on the farm.
Carbery were partners with Teagasc since 1998 in a Joint Farm Development 
programme in West Cork. This involved promoting best practise to improve farm 
profitability by focusing on improving the money, breeding, calving and grass 
management on farms. There was a network of monitor farmers in the Carbery 
area who demonstrated these key profit drivers by having public events on 
their farms. John Mc Namara, Teagasc was the Co-ordinator of this programme. 
Carbery released John to become the farm advisor to the startup dairy farm in 
Shinagh. Kevin Ahern was recruited to the position of Farm manager. 

Farm Conversion

The conversion of the beef farm to a dairy farm began in 2010. There was a new 
milking parlour build in the centre of the farm. The logic behind this was to 
minimise the amount of walking the cows would have to do during the grazing 
season. This location created many discussions in later years as it was 300 meters 
away from the cow housing. The beef slatted house was converted into a cubicle 
house for 180 cows. There were sufficient silage pits, calf housing, and calving 
boxes on the farm. A paddock system, farm roadways and water system had to 
be installed and 50% of the farm reseeded.
The first stock were bought as bulling heifers in 2010 and ran with an Angus stock 
bull on the farm. James O’Loughlin, Teagasc Moorepark sourced all the initial 
stock. The objective was to source them from as few farms as possible and strict 
disease protocols were adhered to. The main criteria for purchasing was high 
EBI animals with an equal weighting for production and fertility. The initial 200 
heifers that calved down in 2011 consisted of 50% Holstein or Friesian, 25% Jersey 
cross Holstein/Friesian, 25% Norwegian red cross Holstein/Friesian.
200 heifers calved down in the spring of 2011, with 57% calving in the first 6 
weeks. Kevin Ahern was asked many times over the years of the difficulty of 
milking a herd of all heifers and in his usual style made light of the work involved 
in doing so. He improved this initial 6-week calving pattern to a consistent 85% 
over the following years.
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Farm Finance

All this farm redevelopment and stock purchase cost money! A separate 
company “Shinagh Dairy Farm” was set up, which leased the land (78 ha) and 
buildings from the farm owners, Shinagh Estates on a 15-year lease at €450 per 
hectare excluding single farm payment. The new company then had to source 
finance for the conversion of the leased farm to dairy and for the purchase of 
stock. All the financial institutions were approached regarding financing this 
start up dairy operation. Eventually Ulster Bank were chosen as the main lender 
and loaned €560,000 of a total capital budget of €820,000. The Co-op owners of 
Shinagh Estates: Bandon, Barryroe, Drinagh and Lisavaird put €260,000 of their 
own money in as equity. The objective of the farm was to make a return on all the 
factors employed; land, labour and capital. Shinagh Dairy Farm rented the land 
and buildings from Shinagh estates at an arm’s length annual rent of €35,000. 
All the labour was employed. There were substantial annual repayments on the 
loan. These amounted to a high level of fixed costs that had to be paid each year.
The farm had low milk production in its initial years but the herd had high 
fertility from the start. This helped to keep the costs down. The emphasis was 
on growing a lot of grass and getting the herd to eat as much of this as possible 
without any mechanical interference. There was little to no pasture topping done 
as graze outs of paddocks was excellent. If a paddock went strong it was taken 
as surplus bales. The calving pattern improved each year and cows went to grass 
soon after calving. Cows went off meal when there was sufficient grass available 
in early summer. Magnesium for grass tetany was applied in the water.  Annual 
meal consumption per cow averaged 500kg.
The soil fertility of the farm was improved by making good use of slurry recycled 
onto the silage and low index paddocks and additional purchased P and K 
fertiliser. Lime was applied according to regular soil tests.  10% of the farm was 
reseeded annually. Artificial nitrogen was applied to the maximum allowed under 
the then regulations. All these enabled high yields of up to 15 tonnes of grass dry 
matter per hectare per annum to be achieved. This allowed a high stocking rate of 
2.9 cows per hectare with 500kg of ration and 200kg of silage dry matter bought 
in fed per cow per year.
At the start the farm reared its own replacement heifers. Next Shinagh Estates 
took over contract rearing the heifers on the Gurteen farm. When the Gurteen 
farm was itself converted into a dairy farm the heifers were contract reared in 
Fermoy. They are still contract reared, now in Ballinspittle and leave the farm at 
3 weeks of age and return for housing in their second winter. 
The labour on the farm is provided by two full time people: the farm manager 
(Kevin Ahern) and a second in command person (currently, Chloe McCarthy), 
along with part time labour in spring and for relief throughout the year with total 
labour costs of approximately €95k/year. Contractors are used for all silage, big 
bales, slurry, and fertiliser spreading. They are also used for silage feeding when 
animals are housed. This has helped with labour and kept the investment in 
machinery low. Kevin Ahern the farm manager always keeps a keen eye on farm 
costs. The profit has varied over the years due to weather, input and milk prices. 
The farm has achieved the objectives set out for it first day and lived up to its 
mission statement of being a “Profitable Science Based Farm”.
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Farm performance 

Over the first twelve years the focus of the farm has been to maximise grass 
production and utilisation and to breed a high EBI crossbred herd that could 
calve compactly at the start of the grass growing season and efficiently convert 
grass into milk solids (Table 1). The farm has successfully exceeded all of the 
performance targets that were established at the outset of the project and this 
has led to very significant cash surpluses and accumulated profits. While there 
has been inter-year variation in cash surpluses and profit due primarily to milk 
price volatility the farm is now very resilient. The bank loan was paid off ahead 
of time. The equity the west cork co-ops put in to get the farm set up day one has 
been paid back. Shinagh Estates has been paid rent for the land each year and all 
profits made by the farm has been returned to them each year and is reflected 
in their accounts. The farm has made a cumulative profit of €1,107,247 since it 
started in 2011 up to the end of 2025. It has also paid the land owners €532,500 in 
land rent in the 15 years of the lease.

Table 1. Physical performance of Shinagh dairy farm from 2011 to 2025

2011 to 2025 average
Cows Milked 229
Stocking Rate (LU/ha) 2.82
Grass Grown (t DM/Ha) 13.26
Grass utilised (t DM/Ha) 11.00
6-week calving rate (%) 85
Empty Rate (%) 8.3
Mean calving Date 20-Feb
Kg MS/Ha 1110

Summary

•	 Shinagh dairy farm began milk production in 2011 and has demonstrated 
that a well-managed grass based dairy farm can adequately remunerate all 
of the resources employed including land, labour and capital

•	 While the farm has focused in the past on managing the economic risks and 
challenges associated with dairy farm conversion, start-up, expansion and 
volatility, the farm in the future will also focus on the challenges that the 
industry faces on environmental and social sustainability

The technical focuses of Shinagh dairy farm have been to maximise the amount 
of grass grown and utilised per hectare and to optimise the proportion of the 
cows’ diet coming from grazed grass, the future technical focuses will include 
reducing carbon, nitrogen and ammonia losses from the farm and improving 
labour efficiency while optimising animal welfare.
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Shinagh Dairy Farm: People, Pasture, Purpose 
— 15 Years Forging a Sustainable Future
Padraig French
Head of Livestock systems, Teagasc Moorepark 

Since conversion from a beef farm 15 years ago, Shinagh has moved through 
three distinct eras:

•	 Phase 1: Economic Viability & Resilience. After conversion our priority was 
to build a highly profitable, resilient, grass-based system on leased land. 
Shinagh dairy farm proved that s grass-based system could withstand market 
and weather volatility while delivering consistent strong returns on capital.

•	 Phase 2: Environmental Sustainability, Carbon & Water Quality. With the 
economics bedded-in, the focus changed to reducing environmental impact. 
The Farm Zero C project reduced our carbon footprint, integrated clover into 
our ryegrass swards to cut chemical nitrogen use, and deployed numerous 
technologies to reduce our climate & water quality impact.

•	 Phase 3: Attracting the next generation. Building on economic and 
environmental gains, the next phase centres on making dairy farming a 
sustainable, attractive career. To do this we will integrate labour-saving 
infrastructure, labour efficient calf rearing systems, professional rosters and 
single-operator farmyard designs — because without people the rest doesn’t 
matter.

Over the next 15 years we are aiming to demonstrate dairy farming as an attractive 
career option for the next generation. That requires redesigning how we work: 
eliminating the spring drudgery and burnout through changing work practices, 
outsourcing farm machinery operation, and designing single-operator farm yards 
and streamlined routines. We are using Gurteen farm to show how sharefarming 
and staged equity models can help talented young managers progress from paid 
roles into herd ownership over five to ten years. Professional rosters, scheduled 
weekends off and farm facilities that recognise staff as professionals will become 
the norm — because better workplace culture lowers turnover and improves 
profitability.
Climate and water targets also demand clear action. Ireland has ambitious 
national targets for GHG reductions and must address methane, ammonia, 
nutrient losses and biodiversity. We are derisking the pathway to netzero for 
farmers — testing methane reducing feed additives, breeding higher EBI cows 
which have proven lower emission intensity, and demonstrating low emission 
slurry spreading, protected urea and grass clover  swards. We will help farms 
meet ammonia ceilings and water quality obligations while retaining the pasture 
based advantages that keep Irish milk among the world’s lowest intensity systems.
Finally, the dairybeef integration is central to our social licence. Shinagh through  
Tipperary beef farm will continue to demonstrate the value of high CBV sires and 
integrated dairy-beef systems 
We’re not waiting for policy to decide our future — we’re demonstrating  the 
models that will keep Irish dairying competitive, sustainable and an attractive 
career for the next generation.
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The Next Five Years at Shinagh
Jason Hawkins
CEO, Carbery Group

Over the past number of years, Shinagh Farm has become an important testing 
ground for the future of dairy farming in West Cork. For Carbery, the next five 
years will be about building on that foundation and increasing the impact of 
what we learn here.
Our ambition is for Shinagh to continue to operate first and foremost as a 
commercial dairy farm, while providing a practical environment where new 
technologies, farming practices and research can be tested under real farm 
conditions.
Climate action, water quality, biodiversity, nutrient management and the need 
to maintain a productive and economically sustainable farming model are all 
closely connected. At Shinagh, we are leading the way in developing solutions 
that address them as one integrated system.
The next phase will see continued work to reduce the farm’s environmental 
footprint while maintaining productivity and supporting the strengths of 
our grass-based dairy system. The new anaerobic digestion and biorefining 
demonstration facilities are part of this approach, exploring how resources 
already available on farms, including grass and agricultural by-products, could 
create renewable energy, alternative feed and protein sources, and other valuable 
products.
Water quality will also remain a significant focus. As a working derogation farm, 
Shinagh provides an important opportunity to demonstrate how productive 
grass-based dairy farming and strong environmental performance can work 
alongside one another. The farm can help us test interventions, measure their 
impact and build evidence around practices that can support improved water 
quality.
But the value of Shinagh is not simply what happens within the farm gate.
For Carbery, the real measure of success will be our ability to take the knowledge 
generated here and make it useful to our farmer shareholders. Through initiatives 
such as Farm Zero C and our wider sustainability programmes, Shinagh can act 
as a bridge between research and the practical decisions being made on farms 
across West Cork.
Over the next five years, we also want to deepen collaboration with our co-ops, 
farmers, research institutions, government and industry partners. No single 
organisation has all of the answers, and Shinagh provides a place where different 
expertise can come together around a working farm.
There will inevitably be technologies and approaches that work, others that need 
to be adapted, and some that may not prove practical at farm level. That is part 
of the purpose of a demonstration farm. It gives us the space to test, measure and 
learn before looking at wider application.
Our aim for Shinagh is therefore not to present one model for the future of 
dairy farming. It is to continue building the evidence, knowledge and practical 
solutions that will help Carbery farmers navigate that future while protecting 
the long-term sustainability and competitiveness of dairy farming in our region.
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Shinagh Introduction Board
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System Performance
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Breeding the Profitable Cow of the Future and 
Maximising Beef Output from the Dairy Herd
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Grassland Production and Water Quality at 
Shinagh
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