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MEETING REPORT

On Friday 28 February 2025, 36 members of the Stirlingshire farming
community came along to Blairfad Farm, Balfron Station for the Monitor Farm
Winter meeting.
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Bruce, Shona, and Rebecca Duncan CATTLE

provided the following farm update:
SHEEP

* Sheep enterprise at Blairfad - 170
cheviot ewes have been added to
existing flock of 250 cross ewes,
planned to purchase another 80
cheviots but female replacement costs
in autumn 2024 were high.

* Intention was to put all of the cheviots
to Texel x Blue Faced Leister (BFL) tups
but considering replacement costs,
decided to half the new cheviot flock
and put two cheviot tups out as well
as two texel x BFL tups, aiming to keep
cheviot ewe lambs to reduce costs in
the future.

* To keep sheep numbers up this year
we also put 90 texel hoggs to the tup
however, these have not scanned
well.

* Atthe start of the project, lameness in
sheep had been identified as a priority
and the fank has now been concreted
to provide additional clean hard
standing. All problem animals are
identified and treated and marked
along with a robust culling policy.
Lameness incidents are now very low.

“Getting more
weight on calves
from grass
would increase
our
profitability.”
Rebecca Duncan

Working with Emily Grant to try and
get more weight on the calves from
grass and therefore increase
profitability.

At Lands of Drumhead all the
Limousin calves are kept until
February but on crunching the figures,
they are leaving very little profit when
sold at around 300kg.

A lot of cost from housing and would
like to make more from grass by
grazing the calves for the following
summer. It was decided to sell the
heifers in December at an average of
300 kilos (£1020) and keeping the
bullocks to graze in a group until the
Autumn sale and get more kilos from
grass.

At Blairfad, looking through the
weights, what is always at the tail end
are the heifer's with calves that get
put out to the hill. So, this year all
heifers with calves at foot have been
grazed in the fields this year and that
has taken the calf weights from 250kg
to 290kg which has been an
immediate win.

Silage quality needs to be better as
stock are housed from December until
May.

Transition away from being fixed on
when calves are sold and to take more
opportunities when the trade is good
and take pressure of grazing
availability in the summer.
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PRIORITISING PASTURE

The Duncan family want to produce more
kilos from grass and are working with
Borders farmer and farm consultant,
Graham Lofthouse, to produce a Grass
Improvement Plan.

Objective: To increase grass production
and utilisation of grass to increase
livestock productivity and reduce costs.

Targets:
1. Increase kg/DM produced per ha

2. Increase ME, CP and digestibility of
grazed and conserved grass

3. Improve utilisation of crop nutrition
both organic and non-organic

4. Lengthen grazing season
Aims:
1. Create 8-to-10-year grass rotation

2. Improve most productive ground (silage
fields)

3. Produce higher ME diet for young and
growing stock

4. Produce higher ME and CP silage to
reduce feed cost and improve growth
rates

5. Longer grazing season

Outcomes:

1. Reduced bought in feed costs

2. Higher total diet ME and digestibility
3. Less days to sale lambs

4. Higher stock carrying capacity

5. More kg/ha output
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Graham’s Checklist for Reseeding

v

Correct all drainage and compaction
issues well ahead of reseeding,
waterlogging will severely hamper
grass seedling establishment.

Ph (clover in sward) 6.3-6.5.
Phosphate Moderate+.
Potash Moderate+.

Sow Spring when grass growth rate at
highest across grazing platform.

Plough and sow most consistent
results.

Graze after 6-8 weeks (Use Pluck test,
leaf should snap without pulling out
root).

Sheep can remove annual weeds.

If weed burden high, consider
removing clover and use nonselective
herbicide to control, sow clover
following spring.

Graham’s Top Tips to Drive
Productivity on your Farm

» Check/test to get your pH level
correct.

* Get a re-seeding policy in place to
maximise the benefits of your
pasture and reduce concentrate
inputs.

e A target pH of 6 to 6.4 will optimise
your pasture and ability to make
profit for your business.
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To support the Duncan’s objective To Marginal Gains — Small improvements =
increase profitability of the farm by 20 BIG WINS

per cent, Emily Grant, Farmer and
consultant, has been working with the
family.

* Top teams focus on small performance
improvements.

* In farming there aren’t mang ‘single big
changes’ — small efficiency changes
across the board can add up.

Using the analogy of a rugby team, she
engaged the audience on how to apply
the principles to their farming businesses.
Be Data Driven Are you playing to win?

e Elite teams are data drive. . . .
Farming is more than just putting on your

boots and playing the same game. It’s
* How could your own farm data help more than what happens on the pitch.
influence your own decision making?

What data would be useful?

* This helps to guide tactics.

e Clear goals.

* Use Key Performance Indicators. * Clear, but adaptable strategy.

Teamwork ) )
* Constant improvement — marginal

e 15 players in a rugby team all working gains.

to a common goal.

e Using data to drive decisions.
*  What does this look like on your farm? 8

Who is your team? * Teamwork and leadership.

* Do they share your same goal? Have
you communicated it clearly to them
all?

Adaptability

*  Successful farm businesses

successfully adapt when the game
changes.

“Success is a team
sport!”
Emily Grant
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Body Conditions Scoring Ewes MONITOR

Emily and Graham ran a mini
workshop on how to Body Condition
Score (BCS) ewes. The attendees got
hands on with the Duncan’s Cheviot
ewes in the fank.

Why Body Condition Score?

It is a fundamental part of productive
sheep systems. It is important to
understand the key times to BCS —

* Tupping time
* Scanning

*  Weaning

Looking for a target BCS of 3 and if ewes
are not up to that condition score, action

needs to be taken.

There are a number of methods you can

use to BCS.

* Get your fingers under the short ribs

and if you can get your finger

underneath the rib, you know the ewe

is below target and needs priority
treatment.

* You can also use your hand as a gauge.

Graham Lofthouse demonstrates in
this VIDEO
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Consistency is Key

Always use the same method and
person, if possible, to ensure
consistency across assessments.

Condition Scoring for sheep | Helping farmers in Scotland | Farm Advisory Service



https://www.facebook.com/share/v/15mXiXeRP2/
https://www.fas.scot/downloads/qms-ewe-nutrition-body-condition-scoring-timeline/
https://www.fas.scot/livestock/sheep/condition-scoring-for-sheep/

Scoﬂand

To find out more or to sign up, please contact:
Regional Adviser - Christine Cuthbertson
07769 366671

ccuthbertson@qmscotland.co.uk
monitorfarms.co.uk

Initiative supported by:

W Scottish Government

Riaghaltas na h-Alba
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