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BRASSICA CROPS
CUT FEED COSTS

Brassica fodder crops such as kale, forage rape and turnips

are back in favour with their potential for cost effectively

feeding out-wintered cattle currently being investigated and

demonstrated across Great Britain.

A two-year MDC and
industry-funded research

project is now underway at

Harper Adams University
College to monitor the
performance of dairy heifers
on a low cost out-wintering
system.

A group of in-calf heifers
out-wintered on ‘'short keep’
fodder crops, straw and
minerals is being compared
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Reduced pressure on housing; increased production per hectare;
reduced labour, machinery and fuel for silage making, winter
feeding, bedding and muck disposal; rotational benefits including
break-cropping and enhanced soil fertility; healthier stock — all
potential benefits of out-wintering

SIMON MARSH
with a housed control group
receiving ad lib grass silage
and concentrates.

According to senior lecturer
Simon Marsh, the system
certainly offers the opportunity
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to cut fixed costs and reduce
pressure on buildings space,
but key requirements
including growth rates will also
be important for most dairy
farmers.

“We are rearing replacement
heifers to calve at 600kg at 24-
30 months, so target growth
rates of 0.75 — 0.85kg/head/day
need to be achieved,” he says.
“We are also measuring intakes
and crop utilisation, and
monitoring condition score,
hoof condition and overall
cleanliness, so by the end of
this project we should have a
much clearer picture of the
system’s potential.”

A number of different
brassica crops are being
grown, including stubble
turnips, forage rape and the
fast growing rape/kale hybrid
Swift. All were drilled directly into
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The aim
is to achieve
growth rates of
0.75-0.85kg/head/day
from out-wintered
in-calf dairy
heifers

stubbles following winter wheat,
so dry matter yields are less than
could be achieved from an
earlier drilled crop of kale, for
example.

“Higher yields would demand
higher stocking rates to achieve
optimum utilisation,” explains
Simon Marsh, “and this could
potentially lead to problems of
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soil compaction and poaching.
“We feel the system works better
by growing ‘short keep’ crops
and keeping stocking rates
lower. By selecting different crop
types we aim to provide a
supply of grazed fodder for the
entire winter.”

The heifers are being grazed
on Vollenda stubble turnips,
moving onto Stego forage rape
in February. The rape/kale hybrid
Swift, with its added winter
hardiness, will be available for
the latter part of the out-
wintering period.

The grazing is managed on a
low-labour basis, with the fence
being moved every two to three
days. A 15 metre run-back area
of bare stubble on the headland
has been left in all cases.

“This system has to be
practical if it is to work on
commercial dairy farms,” adds
Simon Marsh.“We could achieve
higher crop utilisation by
moving the fence more
regularly, but we feel that
moving it 5 metres every other
day is the best compromise. Also,
if we restrict intakes by making
them clear up every leaf and
root we might not achieve the
target growth rate. The heifers
are not due to calve until July-
August so if we don't achieve
the target DLWG then we should
get some compensatory growth
on spring grass. We will monitor
the performance of the heifers in
the summer and | would expect
the housed cattle to experience
a growth check following
turnout whereas the out-
wintered heifers should continue
to grow on well. We shall learn as
we go along!”

All the crops were drilled at
6.25kg/ha (2.5kg/acre) and
received slurry (equivalent to
35kgN/ha) at establishment.
Seed was treated with Ultrastrike
to provide protection against
pests and disease in the early
weeks of establishment.

“We shall report the full cost
implications at the end of the
project, but it is likely that feed
costs will be similar but fixed
cost for the out-wintered group
will be significantly lower than
the 50-70p/head/day of the
housed cattle,” concludes Simon
Marsh.“In addition, we are
increasing herd size from 200 to

400 cows, so out-wintering offers
the prospect of expansion
without the need for additional
buildings and without the
substantial capital costs
associated with waste storage,
handling and spreading.”

Forager will follow the progress
of the Harper Adams out-
wintering study and report
results in future issues.
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The project is being funded by the MDC
and supported by British Seed Houses,
Rumenco and Rappa.

Eight beef enterprises across
the country are participating
in a series of out-wintering
demonstrations being run
jointly by British Seed
Houses, EBLEX and - in Wales
- HCC Meat Promotion Wales.

t the time of writing, three

farms had staged open days
as part of EBLEX’s Better Returns
Programme, with the remaining
five farms scheduled to host
events early in 2008 (see
timetable of events below).

Most of these farms are using
crops such as Maris Kestrel kale
and the fast-growing rape/kale
hybrid Swift to out-winter suckler
cows, usually after spring-born
calves have been weaned.The
financial benefits of out-

OUT-WINTERING SOUTH DEVON HEIFERS ON KALE HELPED ONE DEVON BEEF PRODUCER SAVE
3KG/HEAD/DAY IN CONCENTRATES LAST AUTUMN

wintering vary from farm to farm,
but most are reporting at least a

halving of feed costs, whilst total

costs could be just 20% of those

incurred when housing cattle.

“Growing costs for brassica
fodder crops typically work out
at 20-30p/head/day, so even
when you've allowed for feeding
big bale straw (or hay/silage) to
provide adequate fibre, you are
still at a fraction of the cost of a
housed ration,” says Helen
Mathieu of British Seed Houses.
“There’s also the fact that there’s
no muck to clean out and
spread, and less depreciation on
buildings and machinery to be
factored in.”

Beyond the cost saving
elements, the out-wintering
demonstration programme is
also highlighting numerous
other benefits.

“Brassica fodder crops are
great break crops and are a very
flexible addition to the farm's
rotation,”adds Helen Mathieu.
“We are seeing them sown as

early as June, perhaps following a
first cut of silage, and as late as
August or September, following
wholecrop cereals — and either
direct drilled or sown into a
conventionally cultivated
seedbed.

“Many of our growers typically
follow their over-wintered
brassica crop with a grass reseed,
or in some cases forage maize.
The fact is that you can grow and
utilise a brassica fodder crop in
part of the year,and maximise
your forage acres by either
harvesting and/or establishing
another crop in the remaining
months.

“A number of our demon-
stration farms also make the
point about healthier stock. Out-
wintering is a more natural way
to keep cattle, and there is no
turnout transition period that
can often cause problems. Those
out-wintering younger cattle
always make the point about
avoiding the pneumonia that is
so common in housed cattle.”

2007 — 2008 OUT-WINTERING DEMONSTRATIONS

FARMER LOCATION
ﬂ Ed Williams Devon
4 7% TonyWilson Durham
R~
m Brian Atkinson  Cumbria
m Adam Quinney  Worcestershire
I SimonBedell ~ Shropshire
|
Roger Derbyshire
Hodson-Walker
m Rob Saunders  Glamorgan
Hampshire

Philip Walters
"

The British Seed Houses out-wintering demonstration programme has been run as part of the
EBLEX Better Returns Programme, and with support for HCC Meat Promotion Wales (in Wales).

HIGHLIGHTS

Saving 3kg/head/day of concentrates by out-wintering

growing heifers.
Saving £4/head/week by out-wintering dry cows.

Halved the cost of keeping dry cows.

Saving £1.15/cow/day by out-wintering dry cows.

Relying less on grazing away and reduced pressure

on buildings.

Combining Maris Kestrel kale with cocksfoot grazing

run-back.

Out-wintering dry cows, store cattle and cows with calves.

Low cost system for suckler cows and store cattle.

Better Returns
Programme

EVENT DATE KEY CONTACT
Nov 07 Richard Wilkie
07713 878069
Dec 07 Helen Mathieu
(07866 456056
Dec 07 Helen Mathieu
07866 456056
14 January08  EmmaHom
07970 312230
23January 08 Hellen Tordoff
0870 609 1840
24 January 08 Hellen Tordoff
0870609 1840
13 February 08  Lynfa Davies
01970 625050
14 February 08 Hellen Tordoff
0870 609 1840
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