
The concept of out-wintering
dairy heifers is gaining
momentum in the UK and
farmers like Paul Dean,
farming at 900ft in the Peak
District National Park near
Congleton in Cheshire, are
showing how the system can
work well.

B ased at Midgley Farm,
Wincle, Paul is moving
towards an entirely

spring grazing herd, with 160
crossbred cows managed on
an extended grazing system.

34 spring-born heifer
calves have been out-
wintered this year on 6.5
acres of the hybrid brassica
Swift. The crop was direct
drilled into an old sward and
has received around 100
kgN/ha of fertiliser in two

applications. The crop is
estimated to have yielded
about 10 tonnes DM/ha with
the cost including spray,
drilling and fertiliser working
out at £41/tonne.

Heifers are supplemented
with round bale hay when
strip grazed on the Swift, with
the total cost per head per
day being just 34p. However,

the system is not just about
low cost, as Paul believes the
cattle put on the required
frame far better on the high
protein Swift, whereas the
alternative of grass and
concentrates can lead to
them becoming over fat. The
crop is also a better grazing
option in the snow, as grass
tends to lie flat and rot, and it
also has the potential to fit
well into the farm’s pasture
renewal programme.
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NEWS AND PRACTICAL VIEWS
ABOUT GRASS, CLOVER,

FORAGE MAIZE & FODDER CROPS

S o said SAC sheep

specialist Dr John Vipond

during his recent presentation

of the Royal Agricultural

College Sheep Fellowship

Report to the RAC 100 Club.

Innovation in forage use was

just one of a series of points

put across by Dr Vipond in his

keynote address, and – as work

at the SAC and more widely

across the UK is demonstrating

– is an area where great

progress is being made.

“High resource costs will

increasingly focus farmers’

minds on their systems of

production,” he said.

“Alternatives to concentrate

feeding need to be found, as

cereals will increasingly be

prioritised for human foods or

for species where the returns

in terms of kilos of meat, eggs

or milk are higher than for

lamb.

“Promising systems based

on sheep kept outside in

winter on forage brassicas are

being developed, and novel

forages for lamb finishing

based on improved varieties

of chicory and plantain are

also receiving wider attention.

“These new forage

combinations including

perennial chicory and plantain

have the capability to correct

trace mineral deficiencies, for

example, and can offer a

natural anthelmintic effect.

Liveweight gains in lambs of

100-300g/day are achievable

from these swards without

concentrate inputs.”

Despite an array of

challenges as outlined in the

table, Dr Vipond was

optimistic about the future.

“The business environment

is one of a growing world

population and increased

demand for meat,” he said.“It is

estimated that demand for

meat production will increase

by 80% by 2030. At the same

time we have to adapt to

globalwarming and less

predictable climate whilst

cutting the 18% contribution

that agriculture contributes to

greenhouse gas emissions in

the UK. It won’t be easy and

the sheep industry will have to

use all of the tools at its

disposal to meet the

challenges, but the more

resourceful farmers are already

showing us the way.”

The 2008 Royal Agricultural

College Sheep Fellowship

Report presented by Dr John

Vipond was sponsored by

Rumenco.

FORAGE INNOVATION
KEY TO SHEEP
SECTOR PROSPERITY
Greater use of home grown forages, including brassicas and

new varieties of herbs such as perennial chicory and plantain,

will be one of a number of key developments that should see

the UK sheep sector evolve into a more sustainable and

profitable industry.

SAC SHEEP SPECIALIST DR JOHN VIPOND (RIGHT)
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FIND OUT
MORE...
A selection of technical guides
and Farm Bulletins is available
free on request from British
Seed Houses.

Please
contact
either the
Lincoln or
Bristol
offices for
your free
copy.

Clover Management Guide: Best
practice guide for red and white
clover.

Forage Brassicas:
Year round cost savings and
feeding solutions.

Farm Bulletin: Using the BSH
Sward Stick (available with free
Sward Stick, pictured left).

Seed Mark 2009: Top quality
grazing and silage mixtures,
including AberHSG and other IGER-
bred varieties.

Farm Bulletin: Increasing Grazing
Options with Puna II Chicory.

Farm Bulletin: Successful Out-
wintering on Maris Kestrel Kale.

The Forager is published as an
information service for livestock
farmers by Germinal Holdings’

Companies, British Seed Houses and
Germinal Ireland.

Germinal Holdings does not accept any
responsibility for the views or opinions

of independent contributors.

Forage for fattening lambs

THIS ISSUE:
Investing in milk from grass

Healthy low carbon sucklers Winter keep for dairy heifers

OUT-WINTERING TIPS:

• Put bales out whilst
conditions are dry

• Graze down hill if possible

• Allow run back area where
stock can shelter

• Ensure stock have access
to water

Six steps to sheep sector prosperity

� Focus on meat production as opposed to meat + wool
� Breed low maintenance sheep
� Make better use of non-arable land whilst maintaining

landscape and environment
� Maximise forage utilisation
� Improve supply chain communication
� Greater use of genetic technologies

Heifers at home on
Hybrid Brassicas

PAUL DEAN

DAIRY HEIFERS HAVE DONE WELL OUT-WINTERING ON SWIFT, AND THE CROP HAS BEEN A BETTER
OPTION THAN DEFERRED GRASS GRAZING, PARTICULARLY IN THE SNOW

OUT-WINTERING
DEMONSTRATION PROGRAMME

Following the success of the demonstration programme in
2007-08, British Seed Houses has again collaborated with
EBLEX to stage a series of out-wintering demonstrations as
part of the on-going Better Returns Programme.

Fact sheets are freely available on all the events past and in
the future, either as downloads from
www.bshagriculture.com or by contacting British Seed
Houses on 01522 868714. Details of up and coming events
are also available from British Seed Houses or from the Better
Returns Programme events office on 0870 609 1840.

A preview of one of the up and coming events can be found
on page five of this Forager.

For the past three years, out-
wintering on crops including
forage rye, stubble turnips,
kale and the hybrid brassica
Swift has delivered a number
of benefits for Ian Spinks and
his 80-cow spring calving beef
suckler herd.

T he advantages have
included a solution to
unproductive (CSS-

protected) spring and autumn
permanent pasture, a break for
cereals, reduced pressure on
cattle housing and healthier
(and more contented) stock.

The crops are also relatively
economic to grow, and certainly
add up from both financial and
environmental perspectives
when the reduction in fuel and
labour for straw carting,
bedding, feed-out and muck
management are taken into
account.

“Cost per livestock unit
grazing day works out at 44p for
the stubble turnips and 53p for
the hybrid brassica,” reports Ian,
“and we are also reducing our
carbon footprint and improving
soil nutrient retention.

“Labour and machinery for

establishment are the biggest
costs, but these are offset by



Taking on an additional 750
acres on a Farm Business
Tenancy has enabled John
and Bernadette Archer, with
their son Richard, to establish
a second dairy herd to run
alongside their established
unit on the Bolesworth Estate
near Broxton in Cheshire.

T he new herd comprises
500 spring calving cows,
mainly crossbred with a

strong New Zealand Friesian
influence, ideally suited to a
grass-based system built firmly
on the principles of extended
grazing.

The scope of the initial
investment is a clear indication
of the Archers’ commitment to
their chosen system, with an
impressive infrastructure of
tracks, water troughs and GPS-
mapped paddocks newly
established and 300 acres
already reseeded with top

quality high sugar grazing leys.
There’s also a new 50-point

rotary parlour and purpose-
built collecting yard, handling
pens and cubicle sheds, but -
as John Archer explains – it is
successful exploitation of
grazed grass that will ultimately
determine the success of the
enterprise.

“We’ve moved away from all
year round calving to a tight
spring calving system with the
simple aim of exploiting the
natural grass growth curve to
maximum effect,” he says.“To
this end we are breeding cows
best suited to grazing and
growing specialist grazing leys

across the entire farm. We are
aiming to graze from February
to the end of November,
keeping cows out by day at the
shoulders of the season for as
long as we can.

“Of course silage quality is
important, as we rely on it
during the winter months and
to supplement grass if ever
needed, but the priority is
quality grazing, and it is also
important to have leys that will
tolerate a certain amount of
wear and tear.”

The chosen grazing mixture
is Aber HSG 3, a blend of the
best available IGER-bred high
sugar perennial ryegrasses, plus
white clover. The mixture
combines the intermediate

diploids AberStar and AberDart
and the late diploids AberAvon
and AberZest, all high yielding
varieties that feature strongly in
the Recommended Lists and
have high grazing D-values and
exceptional water soluble
carbohydrate content.

The rotational grazing
system operated on the farm is
geared to making the most of
the available grass, leaving
nothing to chance.

“In the past we’ve measured

paddock size with a calibrated
wheel, but we’ve used GPS
technology on the new farm
for greater accuracy,” explains
John.“We use a platemeter on
a weekly basis to monitor grass
growth and aim to go in to
paddocks at 2,800 – 3,000
kgDM/ha and leave a residual
of 1,500 – 1,700 kgDM/ha. A full
rotation will take as little as 18
days or as long as 60 days,
depending on grass growth
and the time of year, and we
top dress with nitrogen behind
the cows to keep production
levels up.”

Cows are supplemented in the
parlour with between 2 and
4kg/cow/day of a 14% protein
concentrate. Crucially, this is not
a substitute for grass, but a
buffer for when weather might
affect grazing quality and/or
intakes, and as a means of
supplementing magnesium, for
example.

Overall, the cows are
averaging 6,400 litres/year, with
good constituents of 4.3%
butterfat and 3.5% protein –
ideal for the cheese contract
with Joseph Heler. The cows
are also healthier, and fertility is
certainly not something that
worries John Archer.

“This system is all about
getting the basics right, so we
pay attention to cow condition
before drying off, we work hard
at our disease management
and heat detection, and we
make sure we have the
nutrition right around service,”
he concludes.

“This is not an extensive
system – we are grazing intens-
ively and the management has
to be right – but we are
happier and the cows are
healthier, and ultimately that’s a
sustainable operation with as
good a chance as any of
making a profit.”

Precision approach
to extended grazing

THE TYPE OF COW IS CRITICAL TO THE SUCCESS OF THE EXTENDED GRAZING SYSTEM SAYS
RICHARD ARCHER, WHO HAS NOTED THE INCREASED GRAZING CAPABILITY OF THE NEW
ZEALAND FRIESIAN COWS IN THE HERD

NEW WATER TROUGHS HAVE BEEN
INSTALLED IN ALL THE PADDOCKS, AND
RESEEDING WITH THE ABER HSG 3
GRAZING LEY CONTINUES

Cornish sheep farmer David
Turner has made some small
changes to his cropping and
grazing regime that have
significantly reduced the
time, effort and cost involved
in finishing his lambs.

F urther benefits have
been seen in his
livestock’s general

health and vigour, with the
net result that he is gradually
changing his whole system of
farming to an easy-
management approach with
far greater reliance on home-
grown forage.

David has recently comp-
leted organic conversion and
all lambs from three flocks
totalling 2,500 ewes are sold to
Waitrose. Farming on light soil
in one of the driest corners of
Cornwall near Torpoint on the
Rame Peninsula, he is
constantly dogged by summer
droughts. Having tried various
cropping and management
solutions with limited success,
this year he opted to grow a
mixture containing Puna II
perennial chicory, Aber Ruby

red clover and AberPasture
white clover blend.

Having drilled three fields
totalling 27 acres on 14 May
at a total seed rate of
6kg/acre, he first noticed the
speed of establishment and
early growth.

“We had applied farmyard
manure before ploughing and
cultivation, and the crop was
rolled after drilling,” says David.
“Then, away it went. Over a
weekend it would grow as

grass would grow in a week.”
Within less than two

months he was stocking the
field with lambs, bringing on a
large group in order to keep
the crop in check.

“This whole group was on
for around two weeks simply
to keep the crop under
control because it was
growing that much,” he said.
“To be honest, the crop was
ready before the lambs were
weaned, so next year I will put
some ewes on it or some
lambs from an earlier flock.”

David runs 500 Poll Dorsets,
which lamb indoors in
November and December to
produce early lamb for the
Waitrose Dorset Lamb
Scheme, as well as 1,200 Mule
x Dorsets that lamb in
January and February and –
like the pure Dorset – are
largely finished on
concentrates. He also has 800
Lleyns, which lamb in March
and April, and it was the
lambs from this group that
have benefitted most from
the chicory-rich sward this
year.

Having wormed the lambs
before they went on to the
chicory, David found that

within three weeks they began
to be ready for slaughter.

“We found we did not need
to worm so often on the
chicory,” remarks David.“I would
certainly say that the lambs
looked and grew exceptionally
well – lambs that were 15 or 16
weeks old would play as young
lambs do.”

Perennial chicory’s
anthelmintic properties are
believed to be associated
with relatively high levels of
condensed tannins in the
plant, but may also be a
function of better overall
health status in the lambs.

Speed and ease of finishing
(to 18-19kg carcase weight)
without recourse to
concentrates – and around
two fewer doses of wormer
than usual – were the crop’s
most significant benefits. In
addition, the relatively low
requirement for fertiliser was
a further bonus on this
organic system, with a light
application of FYM each
spring expected to suffice
through the three to four year
life expected from the sward.
With lambs from the later
lambing flock still grazing the
crop in late November and
expected to finish for the
Christmas market, David is
already adapting his farming
methods in response.

“Although I will keep the
early lambing Dorsets, I want
more of the rest of the flock
to move towards outdoor
spring lambing and finishing
off grass and chicory,” he says.
“The crop is exactly what I’d
been looking for to finish
spring lambs in a dry area.”

Forage innovation
provides boost for

lamb finishing

DAVID TURNER

PURPOSE-BUILT CONCRETE
SLEEPER TRACKS PROVIDE

EXCELLENT ACCESS TO PADDOCKS LATER BORN LAMBS GRAZED THE PERENNIAL CHICORY SWARD THROUGH TO THE END OF NOVEMBER

As reported in the British Seed
Houses’ Maize Monitor column
in the Farmers Guardian, a very
difficult maize season in 2008
produced some disappointing
results, but ultimately the
majority harvested better
crops than would have been
feared during August and early
September.

G round conditions were
certainly challenging
throughout the harvest

period, and this increases the
importance of activity over the
winter to rectify the rutting and
compaction problems that will
have been created in many cases.
It’s also important to address soil
fertility and any weed problems
in a timely fashion.

Soil structure
According to Helen Mathieu of
British Seed Houses, potential
soil problems will be both on
the surface and deeper down,
and the most appropriate
action will depend on soil type.

“It’s important to avoid run-
off if at all possible,” she urges.
“On lighter soils there is
nothing better than a chisel
plough to open up the surface
to allow water to permeate
into the soil. On heavier soils
the ideal solution is to plough,
but if conditions are too wet to
plough the whole field you
should at least plough the

bottom headland to stop the
soil being washed off the field.”

The key point with rectifying
deeper compaction problems
is to take action at the right
time.

“Dig a hole or use a
compaction meter to establish
at what depth you have a
problem, and then go at the
right time and the right depth,”
says Helen Mathieu.“Sub-soil
when the soil is dry enough to
‘crack and heave’. If you go
when the soil is too wet it is
simply a waste of time and
diesel and could potentially
cause irreparable damage.

“If you are on heavier land, I
would always recommend
winter ploughing, and don’t
plough too deep. Plough deep
enough to bury the trash, and
then sort out the sub-soil after
you’ve ploughed – this will be
more fuel efficient and sort out
any problems that may be
created by ploughing.”

Soil fertility
Even if conditions don’t allow
cultivations to take place, there’s
no excuse for not doing a soil
test to check pH and soil
nutrient levels. Also, if you are
planning to plough up an old
pasture to grow maize, it’s still
important to do a soil test in
good time.

Maize really needs a pH of no
less that 6, so make plans to

apply lime if necessary, ideally
after the plough.

P and K indices 2 are ideal,
and use as much livestock
manure (preferably analysed for
P and K) as possible but be
aware of the new NVZ
requirement not to exceed
your N-Max limit. In the case of
forage maize, this means that
nitrogen from applications of
manufactured fertiliser or crop
available nitrogen from
applications of livestock
manure should not exceed 150

kgN/ha on average across your
farm.

Weed control
As soon as temperatures warm
up sufficiently in the spring, any
grass weeds that have
established and are growing
should ideally be sprayed off
with glyphosate. Such timely
action will help overcome
problems in an establishing
crop, when control is more
difficult and more costly.

Prepare early for maize

ULTRA EARLIES REDUCE RISKS
The 2008 season was another difficult year when forage
maize crops have needed more time to accumulate the
required heat units.

This pushes the optimum maturity date into the autumn when
day length shortens and ground conditions worsen, so Ultra Early
varieties (maturity class 10 and 11) with their ability to reach
maturity in a shorter season do offer a significant advantage.

The performance of Revolver in 2008 proves this point, and
it again tops the Recommended Lists for 2009 – offering
extreme earliness without any significant loss of yield.

Why opt for Ultra Early forage maize:

� To reduce risks in a difficult season

� To accommodate late drilling (e.g. after first
cut silage)

� To avoid late autumn harvesting problems

� To have feed available earlier

MILK FROM GRASS:

• AberHSG 3 leys

• GPS-sized paddocks

• Weekly platemeter records

• Good access

• Cows suited to grazing

Lambs on
the Puna II

sward required
less frequent

worming

RUTS AND COMPACTION WILL NEED SORTING OUT IN GOOD TIME AFTER A DIFFICULT HARVEST

HEAVY LAND WILL BENEFIT MOST FROM PLOUGHING, BUT DON’T PLOUGH IF
THE SOIL IS TOO WET AS THIS CAN DO MORE HARM THAT GOOD (SEE INSET
IMAGE)


