TIME FOR SOME
Pre calving tips
As we look ahead again to the calving season, it
is essential to understand and as far as possible
control the factors that impact on the health and
performance of the cow. Nutrition, health and good
management are clearly understood as the
key elements driving fertility, with feeding also
contributing significantly to calving ease and
calf performance.
As a result of the wet weather this summer, NADIS issued a liver
fluke warning, so it is important to be aware of animals below
condition and discuss any concerns or issues with your animal
health adviser.
The poor weather conditions during this harvest have also increased
the risk of a high load of mycotoxins in the bedding/feeding. Some
mycotoxins may impair immunity and fertility, as well as contributing
to other health issues including digestive and metabolic disorders.
Harbro’s Mycosorb A+, a next generation binder can manage the
impact of and control mycotoxins.
On the management side, separating heifers, lean cows and second
calving cows from the main herd is a strategy that must be
applied, particularly if the main herd ration is set for maintenance.
Heifers need some special attention due to a 20% lower intake
yet higher energy and protein requirements. Second calving and
lean cows can then be grouped with the heifers to ensure they will
receive the appropriate amount and quality of nutrients necessary
for calf growth and body condition management.
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foetal brain development whilst selenium and iodine are key to
triggering the initial energy metabolism of the new-born calf. The
combination helps to get the calf up and suckling quicker and
taking in the best quality colostrum. Omega 3, iodine and selenium
also have a positive effect on fertility, alongside vitamin E, zinc
and copper. A word of caution on iodine - an excess can seriously
compromise the absorption of immunoglobulins from colostrum,
leading to a weaker immune response in the calf, therefore it is
always advisable to check your current iodine status.
Harbro’s Super Suckler range has been formulated using all of these
ingredients and is recommended at 130g/head/day to 150g/head/
day rate before calving and over the bulling period.
Post-calving, the focus turns again to fertility. A good protein source
is important to ensure adequate quantity and quality of colostrum
from the suckler cows. The diet needs to remain well balanced at
this time, as allowing too much condition to come off the heifers
and cows at calving can seriously impinge on calving ease, quality
and quantity of colostrum and subsequent fertility:

Body condition score- a key management tool:

Influence of Body Condition at Calving on Pregnancy Rates

The spring calving cows should be in a BCS of 2.5 at calving.
To achieve this, the cows must be evaluated and scored at weaning.

Body Condition
at Calving

Cows at BCS 2.5 can’t afford to lose condition, so a diet of 7kg 8kg dry matter of silage (typically 25kg fresh) and 2kg to 3kg dry
matter of straw (or 3.5kg fresh) should be enough, assuming that
silage is average in energy and protein.

Lean

BCS below 2.5 will need a boost in the diet to gain some weight
for calving, which can be a challenge as this year’s silage is low in
energy and protein. In these particular cases, barley can be added
to the diet.
Farmers should aim to achieve an optimum BCS and calving
weight 50 days before calving. Any diet changes 30 days prior
to calving will affect the calf more than the cow. If there is
too much energy and protein in the diet there can be a risk of
calving difficulties due to big calves, so it is important to get
the ration right.
Within the last month of pregnancy, the focus should be on calf
vitality and calving ease. A difficult calving is more likely to produce
a lethargic calf, as well as a cow slow to come onto milk and,
subsequently difficult to get into calf again. Providing fish oils,
vitamin E, Sel-Plex and iodine in the last month before calving has
proven to give significant benefits in getting calves up and going
just after birth. Fish oils provide omega 3 fats, known to boost
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% pregnant after breeding for:
20 days

60 days

4

24

Moderate

27

61

Good

65

87

On a final note, and in planning for the next service, it is crucial to
make sure the bulls are ready to work. Check that their feet are in
good condition and that they are dosed according to the advised
animal health plan. Fertility testing is important to check semen
quality whilst feed and bedding should also be closely monitored
to ensure they are free of mould as certain mycotoxins can
damage the semen in otherwise fertile bulls. Harbro’s Bull Fertility
fed at 500g/head/day will ensure stock bulls are ready for the
breeding season ahead.
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Improving conception
rates with
Super Suckler
The Smith family run
Towiemore farm in Keith.
The business is managed by brothers
Colin and Graham, along with Graham’s
two sons Ryan and Lewis, both of whom
have studied at SRUC. Colin and Graham
are second generation farmers and since
taking over the business they have acquired
farms nearby to make up the 500 acre unit
they run today. Their herd comprises of 40
suckler cows along with 180 Simmental
cross and black Limousin heifers. In addition,
they have 1300 ewes and Lewis manages
a small number of pedigree sheep. He is
currently in his third year of flushing embryos
to produce pure Black Faced Sheep.
The farm buy their heifers, two thirds of
which calve in the spring and are then sold
in May with calf at foot. The remainder
calve in the summer and are sold in
September. Their heifers command a good
following, with an unparalleled reputation
at their local mart, Thainstone, where they
have claimed Overall Champion for the
last four years. Thainstone is also where
they sell their previous year’s autumn
calves. The calves from their suckler herd
are taken through to finishing on Harbro
Champion Rumitech 35 alongside home
grown barley.
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Harbro’s Guest Columnist preparing the farm for the
winter months
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and utilised by the body than inorganic
selenium. This results in more vitamin E
being absorbed, enabling the cell wall to
be re-built following birth and helping the
muscles contract to release the afterbirth.

Super Suckler has also had
a positive impact on fertility
with conception rates showing
improvements within a short
period after feeding.
Graham and Lewis Smith
with Harbro’s Peter Oag

Peter Oag, beef specialist at Harbro first
introduced Super Suckler to the ration last
winter to help with retained cleansing after
a mineral test had revealed deficiencies in
selenium, copper and zinc. Super Suckler
was fed during the winter with immediate
effects seen that spring with not one heifer
retaining a cleanse and 100% of cows
cleansing within 2-3 hours. This keeps
infection at bay and allows the cow to be
back into calf quicker.
One of the active ingredients within the
mineral that is making a difference is
Sel-Plex, an organic selenium enriched
yeast which is better absorbed, stored

Looking forward, the Smiths are also
considering introducing bull fertility
minerals to improve performance on the
bull side, which should enable them to
tighten up the calving period even more.
They are already closely monitoring bull
performance, which includes semen
testing as well as scanning cows at six
weeks after being served to the bull. To
ensure conception levels are high, there
are always plenty of bulls available with
the Smiths usually buying a new one each
year. As well as increasing fertility and
the recovery period in preparation for the
next service, the product is also saving
the Smiths money as the heifers require
less energy and fewer vaccinations are
required due to improved cleansing.

Maximising output
with a stabiliser herd
The Norrie family, Denhead
of Arbirlot, Arbroath.
The Norrie family run Denhead of Arbirlot
Farm in Arbroath, a family business owned
by brothers Douglas and Frank, with
Frank’s son Robin now handling most of
the day to day management. The farm has
been in the family since the nineteenth
century and has been evolving ever since,
with the most notable advance being the
introduction of cattle in the mid-1980s
in an area that is known for being mostly
arable. The farm comprises of 350 acres,
including 160 acres of barley, 100 acres
of rotational grass and 20 acres of rough
grazing with the rest left for potatoes and
vegetables. Robin feels the whole enterprise
benefits from being a mixed farm.
The farm have a suckler herd of 140
Stabilisers, a breed growing in popularity
which is made up of 50% native and 50%
continental breeds. The Norries chose
to move to Stabilisers for their reputation
of being easy to calve, with early puberty,
low birth weights, high natural fertility with
moderate size cows and a low feed intake.
Robin also liked the performance recording
that goes with the breed and comments
that ‘the data driven approach is one that
is very welcome to the beef industry and
represents a shift that will undoubtedly
help farmers to monitor their performance
better as they strive to be more efficient
and ultimately more profitable.’

To maximise the performance of
his herd, Robin works with Harbro
specialist, Alistair Stewart to
develop a ration in line with the
on farm objectives.
Unlike some farms, the Norries are
focussed not on producing big cows but on
‘maximising output by reducing cow weight
and getting more kilos of meat per acre.
Producing smaller calves means they are
weaning lighter and achieving more kilos of
beef on the same feed.’ This enables them
to achieve a healthy turnover on a relatively
small acreage.
Part of Harbro’s nutritional service includes
forage mineral analysis and following a test
earlier in the year in which grass showed
low levels of copper and zinc, a change in
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nutrition was introduced. Adding Harbro
Super Suckler minerals which include
Cu-Tek (copper) and Zn-Tek (zinc), these
deficiencies were addressed with the
added benefit of Robin seeing higher
conception rates, healthy reproductive and
maternity traits as well as an improvement
in retained cleansings and the production
of healthy vigorous calves.
Most of the females are sold for breeding
with 10-15 retained. Male calves are left
entire and finished on farm. They are fed
Maxammon treated barley along with
Harbro’s complementary mineral which has
helped to improve intakes and growth rates
in comparison to a previous ration of barley
treated with prograin. Robin has also found

The farm is nearly self sufficient in terms
of grain and straw and Robin uses Harbro’s
ammonia straw treatment service to
maximise usage. The treatment requires
the straw to be slightly damp so makes for
an economical use of the straw when it
might be too wet for bedding.

We’re delighted to be featuring our third column from the Paterson
family at Hartbush Farm, Dumfries, Scotland where they manage
300 suckler cows and 470 breeding ewes from their 600 acre farm.

In terms of health, the Norries run a high
health scheme on the farm, another variable
which they try to control as much as
possible. They vaccinate for everything they
can and as a result have not had a breeding
female die on farm in over five years.
In order to expand his herd and following
initial positive results with the breed, Robin
has already ordered 15 new pure Stabiliser
heifers which he is expecting to arrive in

Harbro’s Alistair Stewart and Robin Norrie

that the bulls look much healthier and are
finishing quicker, with growth rates from
weaning to slaughter increasing from an
average of 1.5kg/day to 1.7kg/day. Last
year they were killed at 14/15 months
achieving 54 Us and six Rs; if they aren’t
finished by 16 months Robin looks to work
out why. The goal for the sucklers is to
produce calves that are half their weight
and Robin analyses patterns in the herd
and whittles out the cows that aren’t
performing. All aspects of performance
are monitored in order to control as many
variables as possible and futureproof the
business in what is undoubtedly a volatile
and uncertain market.

Harbro’s Guest Columnist preparing the farm for the
winter months

April/May 2018 ready to bull at 14/15
months by June. Due to high demand there
is currently a waiting list. This is the first
time that the farm has bought females for
11 years and to keep numbers up they also
intend to keep as many suitable heifers as
possible for the foreseeable future.
Further down the line the plan is to increase
the purity of the herd, keeping a close
eye on heritable traits with the aim of
producing some good breeding bulls to sell
through the Stabiliser Company in the next
few years. Robin’s approach will continue
to be a progressive one with his continuing
performance being put down to a finely tuned
recipe of breeding, nutrition and health.

barley, which has been treated with
Maxammon plus a higher rate of urea to
increase the protein level.

Front to back the Paterson family
with Colin Rae

Hartbush has been a typical south west
Scotland farm over the summer, starting
warm in June but then becoming very wet
towards the latter stages while everyone
was trying to harvest. Fortunately we
managed to get our silage in reasonable
order which will hopefully be enough to
last us over the winter. This year we put
64 heifers to the bulls mid-May and 202
cows to the bulls mid-June, moving on to
Harbro’s Super Suckler to help us reduce
the risk of staggers as well as tightening
the calving pattern and minimising the
number of barren cows.

We started paddock grazing this summer
but quickly realised due to the volume
of rain that the grass was going to suffer,
so we returned to set-stock grazing to
alleviate poaching damage and utilise the
grass whilst protecting the condition of the
pasture. Two groups of cows with calves at
foot continued to be rotationally grazed on
drier ground with a 21 day cycle of grazing.
Our barley was cut on the 16th September
and was unfortunately the poorest yield
for a number of years at 2.2 tonnes. As
a consequence we have forward bought

We’ve been busy this summer
building a new shed which
incorporates a handling system
with a hydraulic squeeze crush
for both our cattle and sheep.
This will make handling our cattle easier
and safer and will allow us to scan and
continually weigh prior to sales.

Calving figures
When we scanned at the beginning of
October we had 192 cows in calf with six
sets of twins.

Our 10 cows not in calf will be
fattened on Maxammon barley
and minerals and sold direct to
the abattoir.
Our 60 heifers in calf will calve at 2 years
old with the remaining 4 barren heifers
being fattened and then sold. 68% of
cows and heifers will calve within the first
cycle 17% of the cows and 23% heifers
in the second cycle, then 15% cows and
5% heifers in third cycle. We purchased a
new bull early this spring and had it semen
tested in May, with results looking good. We
put the bull out with 40 cows as he was a
more mature bull. After the first cycle we
noticed cows coming back into season so
we changed him just short of six weeks
and put an old reliable spare bull in and
continued to see him serve. This has had a
knock on effect as those cows are now in
our third cycle which puts our tight calving
back slightly.

Restructuring our feeding system
Our calves were weaned on 10 October and
after a meeting with Matt Palmer, Harbro

Hydraulic Squeeze Crush

Nutritionist, we restructured our feeding
to Maxammon barley, soya and minerals,
whereas last year we had used a blend
which was specifically made up for our
farm. This diet is designed to use as much
Maxammon barley as possible and keep
costs at a minimum. We will continue to
weigh our calves throughout the winter and
compare their weights with previous years.
Diet is important as we want our heifers to
continually grow so that they are big and
strong enough to be bulled and calved at
two years old.
The half bred ewes were flushed at the
beginning of September with teaser tups
being used for 20 days and then Suffolk
tups introduced. The ewes had been dosed
and bolus treated prior to flushing and we
will scan the ewes just before Christmas.

Screening
In mid-December we will test all our cows
for Johnes and screen for BVD. We find this
an excellent tool to ensure we have a high
herd status when keeping our own heifers
as replacements. Any cows coming back
positive or suspicious are then fattened and
slaughtered at the earliest possible time.
We will then review our replacements from
previous years and should the positive or
suspicious cows have any daughters within
the breeding herd, we will cull them as well.
John Paterson

