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Top Tips 

 
Colostrum 

 
1. Ensuring calves get enough colostrum within 6 hours improves calf health 

and vigour in early life 

2. To maximise calf immunity to disease ensure calves start suckling by 2 
hours old so they can take enough colostrum on board by 6 hours. The 

younger you do this the easier it is and less time it takes 
3. Feeding protein to cows for 4 weeks before calving increases colostrum 

quality and quantity, calf birth-weight is not affected, however cow/calf 

vigour is improved 
4. Pay special attention to heifers calves to check they get enough colostrum 

in good time 
5. If using powdered colostrum ensure it is high quality and contains high 

levels of immunoglobulins, which provide the immunity calves need for 

their first 4 weeks 
 

Paddock Grazing 
 
6. Paddock grazing is a whole new way of thinking for livestock nutrition at 

grass 
7. Always ensure that the pH, Phosphate and Potassium levels are on target. 

8. Use established swards for paddock grazing – young pasture may not 
have the root development needed to withstand grazing pressure in wet 
conditions 

9. Squarer paddocks usually work better than long narrow paddocks – which 
can turn into race track if cattle start tramping the length of the paddock 

10. Paddock grazing can increase sward utilisation to 70-80% (compared 
to ~50% for set stocking) 

11. Be mindful of water trough positioning 
 
 

 

Hartbush Update 
 
John Paterson began by welcoming over 60 to Hartbush on a dry day after a time of 

frustratingly mixed weather.  He gave an update on what has been happening at 
Hartbush since the February meeting, “What a difference a year makes, lambing and 

calving have gone very well, having good grass from a much earlier date has made all 
the difference.   
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The cows calved down well with 85% calving in the first 6 weeks, which I am told is 

pretty good (see graph below).  We fed 1kg/hd/day dark grains for the last 4 weeks of 
pregnancy. I’m glad to say it didn’t seem to cause any difficulties with big calves.  To 

start with I wasn’t sure that this had made much of a difference but the blood tests 
soon showed that the calves were getting much better levels of immunoglobulins, so 

immunity was a marked improvement on last year. This showed up as a considerable 
reduction in scours. We continued to give all the calves halocure for seven days and 
had no cases of cryptosporydia whatsoever, which is a first at Hartbush for a number 

of years.  Colin and I were making sure all calves had begun to suckle by 2 hours old. 
You would have thought that this would be a lot of work, but actually it was easier 

doing it then and letting the calf get on on its own than leaving it til 6 or 8 hours when 
both cow and calf are more fractious and awkward to work with.  We have continued 
the colostrum project and we’ll get an update from Sarah today. 

 

 
 
“The lambs are doing particularly well this year.  We were tempted to go in and draw 
a few out this week but have opted to wait til next week. We are doing some Faecal 

Egg Count work with the vets, which you will hear about later. I think this will be 
another worthwhile project. 

 
“The first young bulls went away prime last week and they have killed out at ~ 30kg 

more than the first batch last year.  The new diet has been cheaper for them too. So I 
am hoping that the combination of cheaper diet and better daily liveweight gains will 
win through, although the particularly poor price/kg certainly won’t help things at all. 

 
“We have put in less barley this year. This is really on the back of the exercise we did 

with the community group last winter when we costed grass and barley enterprises for 
the farm. We also realized that the barley we were growing wasn’t as good quality as 
the purchased barley. When we worked out the price benefits it led us to the decision 

to reduce barley in favour of more grass. For the meantime I think we’ll stick with 
some barley as it is a very helpful way of breaking the grass leys before reseeding. 

 
The big change this year is our decision to trial paddock grazing. It has been quite a 
challenge, not least with the recent wet weather, and we certainly haven’t got it right 

from the start.  You can hear about it with Rhidian later and let me know exactly what 
you think when we go out to the field. 
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Colostrum Update 
 

Sarah Matthews, from Nithsdale Vets, gave an update on the colostrum project, a 
study looking into colostrum intake by calves at Hartbush, which began in 2013 - see 

the report for the 4th meeting which took place on 16th May 2013. 
 
This year John altered the pregnant cows’ diet to include 1kg/hd/day of dark grains 4 

weeks before calving.  Dark grains were suggested by Matt Palmer, Harbro 
nutritionist, because of their high content of non rumen degradeable protein, meaning 

that the protein passes through the rumen and is absorbed by the cow’s intestines. 
Calves were checked and encouraged to suckle within 2 hours of birth.  If artificial 
colostrum was required there were 3 different products used, and the time (hours 

after birth) and product used for each calf was recorded.  Over the course of 7 weeks, 
Sarah blood sampled a total of 145 calves, 81% of the calves born this spring.  Sarah 

then checked the blood samples for total protein, which gives a good indication of the 
antibodies the calf has obtained from its mother’s colostrum.  These antibodies form 
the basis of the calf’s immune system until it begins to develop its own immunity (by 

12 weeks of age). 
 

The calves were deemed to have suckled adequate colostrum when blood results were 
at a level of 5.0 or above.   The results detailed in the table below show an increase in 
average levels of immunity from 4.8 in 2013 to 4.9 in 2014, which is in fact a 

significant improvement in immunity levels.  The most concerning detail however was 
the low level of immunity gained by heifers’ calves. Only 5 of the 18 calves had 

immunity levels of 5.0 and with the average at 4.5 these calves are significantly more 
vulnerable to disease.  Please see Sarah’s Colostrum Update PowerPoint handout for 
all of her results. 

 
Table showing the blood test results indication immunity gained from colostrum by 

young calves at Hartbush in 2013 and 2014 
 

Calving Year 2013 2014 

No cow’s calves tested  127 

No heifer’s calves tested  18 

Total tested 140 145 

Cows’ calves’ results 49%>/=5.0  Av = 4.8 54%>/=5.0  Av = 4.9 

Heifers’ calves’ results  22%>/=5.0 Av = 4.5 

 
 

 

       
                      Taking a blood sample from a calf                            Colostrum tests – medium, good  & poor quality  

samples 
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Sarah also demonstrated the use of a colostrometer to show the variation in the 

quality of 3 colostrum samples obtained from dairy cows.  The test works by placing 
the colostrum in a tall tube and placing a float in the milk. The float is marked red, 

orange and green at the top, middle and bottom of the float, indicating poor, medium 
and good quality of the colostrum sample.  The float sinks in poor quality colostrum 

and floats at a higher level in good quality colostrum.  The three samples (shown in 
the photograph) indicated that there was one good, on medium and one poor quality 
sample. These colostrometers are routinely used in dairy farms to prevent calves 

being fed poor quality colostrum. The few colostrum samples which were obtained 
from the suckler cows at Hartbush were all of adequate quality. 

 
There followed an interesting discussion amongst the community group where the 
main conclusions were:- 

 
1. Feeding cows a good protein in the last few weeks of pregnancy does not 

appear to influence the size of calves. 
2. Calves need to get 2 litres of good quality colostrum within 6 hours of birth to 

be able to absorb enough immunoglobulin.  It takes 20 minutes of continuous 

suckling for a calf to take on 2 litres of colostrum. The sooner the colostrum 
gets into the calf, the better the absorption of the immunoglobulins will be.   

3. John found it easier to get calves to suckle within the first 2 hours of life. The 
longer the calf was left without suckling, the poorer it’s instinct to suckle 
became. 

4. Following the changes made this year, John noted a distinct improvement in 
calf health.  Feeding the cows in the last month of pregnancy resulted in calves 

with improved vigour, which helped to ensure early consumption of adequate 
colostrum by the calves (confirmed by better blood results this year when the 
calves were tested). The resultant increase in immunity in the calves lead to 

less infectious diseases, most notably a reduction in scour. 
5. It is well worth while paying special attention to heifers as their calves often 

don’t get enough colostrum in time. 
6. The trial highlighted a surprising difference in the quality of the artificial 

colostrums used. The results obtained showed that these products ranged from 

being ‘effective’ to being ‘of little use’ when providing the calf with immunity.   
7. The vets are particularly emphatic that if a calf has not received the necessary 

colostrum quickly enough they won’t have adequate immunity to avoid 
infectious diseases in their early life. If such a calf has to be treated for scour or 

another infectious disease, the outcome is likely to be disappointing regardless 
of all efforts made to save it.   

 

 
Local vet student, Fiona Prentice, was involved in this study for her final year project 

at university. We will make her final paper available in due course. 
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Barony Project update 
 

The Barony Project is following the finishing enterprise performance at Hartbush for 
the three years (slaughtered/sold in 2013/14/15). For this year’s spring born calves 

they will also compare the EBVs of their sires looking for a correlation between the 
EBVs and the performance of their offspring. 
 

Comparing his gross margins with published data John realized that his feed costs 
were on the high side so had challenged Matt Palmer, nutritionist at Harbro, to 

suggest a diet that was 10% cheaper without losing cattle performance.  As a result 
the 2013/14 winter diets for the finishing bulls were altered to contain Maxammon 
treated barley, which is cheaper than purchased concentrates, has a good protein 

content and is alkaline promoting improved rumen activity and better feed conversion 
ratios – please see report from meeting 6 on October 10th 2013 

 
The students gave an update on their findings and discussed the results with the 
community group. The data reported and some relevant comments are given below:- 

 
 

Young Bulls data to date:- 
 

Year of Birth 2012 2013 Comments 

200 day weight – weaning                    

(kg) 

270 295 25 kg heavier after better grazing season 

400 day weight                                    

(kg) 

559 589 34 kg heavier due to higher weaning 
weights and better gains in second half of 
winter 

DLG 0 – 200 days                          

(kg/day) 

1.13 1.25  

DLG 200 – 400 days                      

(kg/day) 

1.45 1.47  

DLG 0 – 400 days                          

(kg/day) 

1.29 1.36  

DLG 1st month post weaning        

(kg/day) 

1.05 1.25 Less immediate weaning check this winter 

DLG 2nd month post weaning        

(kg/day) 

1.88 0.97 Once settled the previous year showed 
signs of compensatory gain, not apparent 
this winter 

DLG 3rd month post calving          
(kg/day) 

1.62 1.60  

Average slaughter weight    
(kg Dead-weight) 

360 1st batch sold were +29 kg heavier than 1st batch last 
year at same date 

Average Age at Slaughter             
(months) 

13.8   

Av lifetime Daily Carcase Gain      

(kg/day) 

0.86 10% above QBox average of 7387 young bulls 

Conformation Grades     

E ; U ; R (%) 

3 ; 63 ; 34 Good shapes for the market 

Fatclass Grades      

1 ; 2 ; 3 ; 4L  (%) 

4 ; 43 ; 50 ; 3 None too fat for the market but 47% too 
lean for the market 

DLG = daily live-weight gain 
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2013 Born Bulls 200 day weight 400 day weight 

LimX                         (kg) 278 551 

CHX                          (kg) 310 609 

SimX                         (kg) 302 609 

 
 

The new winter ration is performing very well with the remaining young bulls in the 
bottom slatted shed eating about 9.35kg of dry matter per head per day and gaining 

1.33kg/hd/day, giving a feed conversion ratio (FCR) of 7:1. At current prices the feed 
cost is £1.45/kg LWG (live weight gain) for a kg of live weight gain worth around 
£1.90 leaving a Margin Over Feed of 60p/head/day. So at current prices it is worth 

continuing to feed these cattle until they are costing more to feed than they are 
putting on in value terms. 

 
Last year’s store steers 
 

Last year’s store steers, which were the later 2012 born male calves averaged 
0.65kg/day DLG at grass (on set stocking) and gained an average 1.28kg/day over 

the winter before being sold store in January. 
   
Heifers’ data to date:- 

 

Year of Birth 2012 2013 Comment 

Yearling weight – turn out (ave 
358 days) 

399 366 Deliberate, in an attempt to 
make use of compensatory 
gain at grass 

DLG 0 –358 days (kg/day) 0.89 0.8  

Average DLG at grass (kg/day) 0.65 0.92 (to date) Evidence of compensatory 
gain at grass (paddock 
grazing) 

Average DLG during finishing 
(kg/day) 

1.21   
 

Average slaughter weight (kg) 341   

Average Age at Slaughter 
(months) 

19.4   

Average Daily Carcase Gain 
(kg/day) 

0.58   

Conformation Grades E ; U ; R 
(%) 

0 ; 31 ; 69  Good shapes for market 

Fatclass Grades 1 ; 2 ; 3 ; 4L ; 
4H (%) 

0 ; 0 ; 13 ; 
50 ; 37 

 37% too fat for market 

 

Cows Calving to 1st Service 
 

Fertility in the cows continues to improve with a higher proportion calving to 1st 
service this spring. 

 

Calving Year % Calving to 
1st Service 

% Calving to 
2nd Service 

% Calving to 
3rd Service 

% Calving to 
4th Service 

Top 25%  of SAC 
Survey 2005 

71 21 6 2 

Hartbush 2013 44 41 4 11 

Hartbush 2014 51 35 10 4 
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Paddock Grazing Trial 
 

The community group walked out to the field where John has his 2013 born store 
heifers.  John explained that as part of the drive to improve grassland utilization, feed 

conversion and overall feed costs he had decided to trial paddock grazing for his store 
heifers.  This has been a steep learning curve for all involved and many thanks go to 
Rhidian Jones of SAC Consulting who has been an invaluable fund of knowledge and 

experience and great support in establishing a whole new way of thinking and 
operating this spring.  There have been a few ups and many challenges with this and 

they have wondered if they were doing the right thing on occasions. 
 
Rhidian explained that the whole ethos behind paddock grazing is to provide high 

quality grass nutrition that meets the animals’ nutritional requirements on an ongoing 
basis right through the grazing season.  The system budgets what the animals require 

on a daily basis, measures the amount of forage present on the paddocks and 
matches the two together giving roughly 3 days food in each paddock.  In traditional 
set stocking about 50 or 60% of grass growth is utilized by the livestock, in paddock 

grazing this can be increased to 70 or 80%.   
 

This is a very different but flexible way of grazing animals where  
1. The best results from paddock grazing will always be gained from pasture 

where the pH, Phosphate and Potash levels in the soil are absolutely on target 

(see reports for the 4th & 6th meetings at Hartbush). At these levels the grass 
growing season will be longer and more grass will be produced/ha 

2. Grass utilization can be increased to 70 or 80% where paddock grazing is 
practiced (from ~ 50% to 60% in a set stocking system). 

3. Grass is a bit like a solar panel.  At the 21 day stage grass has reached peak 

quality/quantity balance, where there are 3 good leaves and the grass plant is 
just ready to start to produce a 4th  leaf (when the 1st leaf begins to die off) and 

begin to prepare to head (resulting in poorer quality stemmy plant material). 
Maximum utilization of the grass growth is therefore possible when grazing 
occurs as near to the 21 day stage as possible (during May & June) 

4. It is essential to “Walk the Wedge” which means walking around all paddocks 
on a weekly basis, measuring (using any of the measuring systems available) 

and recording the amount of grass in each paddock every week. You then need 
to asses the amount of grass that you have going forward to predict and plan 
how best to use the paddocks over the next 2 to 3 weeks, taking into account 

the daily Dry Matter demand from the group of stock (growing cattle eat about 
2.5% of liveweight of Dry Matter each day) 

5. In early spring and from mid summer when temperatures, soil conditions and 
day length are not so good the grass growth rate will be slower so it will take 

more than 21 days for the grass to reach this optimum quality/quantity.  It is 
vital that the grass is given sufficient recovery time so more land needs to be 
brought in (eg silage aftermaths) and the rotation will be longer- perhaps up to 

35 days. 
6. Silage must be cut at a time to manage the reintroduction of the paddock to 

the rotation when it is going to be needed. So the silage is usually cut at an 
earlier stage than would be the case normally, which will also give faster 
regrowth. 

7. Target stocking rate for cattle would be ~2.5t/Ha on a paddock grazing system 
in early season but this will reduce as stock get bigger and grass growth slows 

down. Perhaps a better measure is the kg of liveweight gained per hectare. A 
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reasonable target would be 750kg of liveweight gain/ha but in New Zealand 

they are targeting 1tonne/ha. 
8. To calculate the cattle’s nutritional Dry Matter (DM) requirements use 2.5% of 

Live-weight as the amount of DM required per day  
9. Aim to move cattle onto a new paddock when there is ~2,500kgDM/ha. This is 

the optimum quality/quantity balance point. This has been challenging this year 
as grass growth in May has been exceptional. 

10.It is important to ensure that the paddock is grazed down to 1500KgDM/ha 

before the livestock is removed to ensure grass quality going forward.  
11.You will never get it right all of the time, but don’t worry. Getting most of 

paddock grazing right most of the time will still always give you much better 
daily live-weight gains than set stocking. 

 

 
Paddock grazing at Hartbush:- John has 55 store heifers which averaged 360kg at 

turnout (on 1st May) on the Braeface field, which is 8.41ha (20.78 acres). So the 
starting stocking density was just under a ton to the acre (just under 2.5t/ha).  To 
start with they created 7 long narrow paddocks up and down the length of the 

Braeface field (see Diagram 1 below).  In the particularly wet conditions experienced 
in late April and early May the cattle tramped up and down the length of the paddock 

wanting to get from their existing paddock where the grass was now all muddy and 
inedible to the clean grass over the electric fence, resulting in a strip of poached grass 
the length of this seeds field, which was only established last summer.  

 
 
Diagram 1:- In the initial paddock layout for Braeface  
the cattle treated the paddocks like a race track. 

       
Diagram 2:- In the recently changed paddock layout 

 above the cattle appear more contented. 

 
“On the worst wet Sunday we just let the cattle through onto the rest of the field 

which was not subdivided at all at that stage. In all honesty we had a bit of a family 
debate at that point and very nearly gave in” explained John. “It was really 

disheartening to see my nice field of good young grass with a trashed strip right up 
the middle of it!  But on further discussions with Rhidian and others, who have done 
this for a few years we were persuaded that there were some changes we could make 

and to have another go.  So we changed the set up to 8 squarer shaped paddocks 
(see Diagram 2 above) and put the cattle back on. And I am surprised and pleased to 

say that they are a lot more contented now than they were previously. Even after this 
week’s rain they haven’t tramped about the way they did last time.  When weighed 

the other day they had gained an average of 0.92kg/head/day” 
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There followed a lengthy and detailed discussion on many different aspects of paddock 
grazing ably supported by Rhidian and by Michael Kyle, a local dairy farmer, who has 

over 20 years of experience of paddock grazing both here and in Ireland.    
 

Many of the community group were dismayed at the condition of the paddock that the 
cattle were in on the day of the meeting and thought that it was badly poached, 
needed rolled and not at all satisfactory.  Michael Kyle on the other hand was not at 

all worried. The surface of the field was in his opinion a bit cut up, but that just 
provided more surface area to grow more grass. “You could roll it if you want, and 

even mow it (not topping) to tidy it up. But in all honesty I would think that a waste 
of both time and energy. This paddock will recover perfectly well over the next 3 
weeks or so. You will be surprised at how good it is when the cattle are due to return 

here to graze again” 
 

There followed an in depth discussion of the challenges and benefits of paddock 
grazing and important management targets to get right.  The main conclusions of the 
discussions included:- 

 
1. Ensure the pH, P & K levels are all correct – test regularly (every 4 or 5 years) 

2. Squarer paddocks work better than long narrow paddocks as cattle sometimes 
tramp up and down the length of long narrow strips causing poaching. 

3. It is advisable to use established pasture (over 1 year old) as young pasture 

may not have a strong enough root system to withstand poaching in wet 
conditions 

4. Make sure the paddock the stock are leaving is properly grazed down before 
they are moved (particularly early in the season) – this prevents heading and 
poor quality later on. 

5. Remember that if the cattle are growing at a kilo per head per day that their 
nutritional requirements will also be increasing on a daily basis. 

6. Done well the quality of grazing late on into September remains much higher in 
paddock grazing systems than in set stock systems. 

7. Water troughs are essential in every paddock, but these can be provided 

cheaply and easily with one trough servicing 2, 3 or 4 paddocks if they are well 
positioned and can be moved a few metres in all directions. 

8. Paddock grazing encourages good productive varieties of grass and results in 
improved soil structure and grass sward 

9. The need to reseed is reduced in situations where paddock grazing is practiced 
from every 5/6/7 years to 10+years – or in some cases almost never! 

10.Don’t get too hung about getting it 100% right all the time, because you won’t.   

11.Every season is different and you will get something wrong each year. So long 
as you get most of it right most of the time you will still get much better results 

from paddock grazing than form set stocking. 
12.If grass has been allowed to get too long before stock is introduced it is also 

possible to cut the grass and wilt it before the stock go in. This will provide very 

high quality dry grass, which the animals will eat up quickly giving a boost in 
intake and therefore growth. 

13.If you are going to take a paddock out of the rotation during peak grass growth 
then it is essential that it is a paddock that is suitable for cutting (not too steep, 
rough and easily accessible for machinery) 

14.It is also essential that a paddock being cut for silage is cut at the right time 
relative to bringing it back into the grazing rotation and NOT relative to the 

length of grass being cut for round baling. This grass will often require to be cut 
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at a shorter length than would be the case when cutting a normal field for 

silage. 
15.It is important not to have paddocks so big that the stock take more than 3 

days to graze it down as by 3 days the grass grazed on day 1 is starting to 
send up new young shoots to regrow and if these young shoots are grazed off 

again then the grass will be effectively have to regenerate new growth from its 
root reserves twice and recovery and regrowth will be affected quite 
considerably. 

 
Since the 2nd of June John has been moving the cattle on a daily basis onto 1/3 of a 

hectare at a time. This was because there was 4-5 days grazing in each paddock but 
after 2-3 days the stock were getting restless and the grass was getting trampled and 
dirty. Daily moves requires more fencing and water provision but will give much 

better utilization and less waste. When moved daily cattle will spend 3-4 hours 
grazing hard when up to 90% of their daily Dry Matter Intake will be consumed. They 

are then happy enough to wait for a shift the next day. Where there is more grass in a 
particular paddock John has been leaving them in for perhaps a day and a half to 
ensure the desired residual is achieved. Paddocks 1 and 8 (see map above) have now 

been cut and round baled, so will be ready for grazing in 3 weeks’ time. In the 
meantime each 1 ha paddock will be mowed after grazing in the current rotation to 

tidy up the sward and ensure high quality grass from now on. So far there have been 
many challenges but stock performance has been good as there has been lots of high 
quality grass. The real benefit of rotational grazing is that by maintaining high grass 

quality for the rest of the season high stock performance should continue right 
through until September and October.  

 
 
 

Further information on paddock grazing can be found at:- 
 

EBLEX - http://www.eblex.org.uk/wp/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/Manual-8-
Planning-grazing_strategies_200313.pdf 
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Useful Contacts 
 

John Paterson (Hartbush) – M - 07810 514 621; E – paterson.hartbush@yahoo.co.uk 
Robin Spence (Chair of the Management Committee)  -  M - 07831 336 539 
Johnny Mackey (QMS) – T - 0131 472 4117 

George Brown (Highland Meats) – M – 07971 147 775 
Jim Ford (A K Stoddarts) – M – 07774 283 382  

Matthew Currie (Smiths Gore) - T - 01387 263 066; E  - matthew.currie@smithsgore.co.uk 

James Worthington (S G) - T - 01387 263 066; E – james.worthington@smithsgore.co.uk 

Judith Hutchison (S G) – T - 01387 263 066; E – judith.hutchison@smithsgore.co.uk 

Rhidian Jones (SAC) – M – 07919 691 841; E – rhidian.jones@sac.co.uk 
 
 

 

Useful Websites 
 
QMS  –  www.qmscotland.co.uk   

 
Scottish Government Skills Development Scheme –  

 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/Skills  
 
A K Stoddart  -  www.akstoddart.co.uk  

 
Highland Meats  -  www.dawnmeats.com  

 
Barony Campus –  http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120392/barony_campus_dumfries   
 

Smiths Gore  -  www.smithsgore.co.uk   
 

 
 THE NEXT HARTBUSH MONITOR FARM MEETING:-   
 

Will be the annual open event in late July/early August   


