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Welcome to the Greenmount Organic Unit 
 
The Greenmount Organic Unit is designed to give students and farmers 
experience of a range of farming systems, technologies and techniques. 
It is used for development and demonstration of organic farming methods 
on a scale typical of Northern Ireland. 
Many of the practices employed on the unit are very  applicable to 
conventional farms. 
 

History of the Unit 
Greenmount has had an involvement with organic farming since 1989, 
developing a range of information, education, training, and advisory 
products for prospective and existing organic farmers, and consumers. 
In late 2001 a 36ha block of land was designated as an organic farm. The 
Unit is registered with the Soil Association and achieved full organic 
‘symbol’ status in March 2004. 
It is invaluable for developing and demonstrating organic farming 
methods, and for facilitating research in a truly organic context. It is 
regularly  used to host organic short courses. 
We are always very pleased to receive comments on the unit and 
suggestions for areas where technology transfer work could usefully be 
incorporated. 
 

Looking to the Future 
Agriculture is facing major changes. 
Conversion to organic production usually involves a reduction in stocking 
rates, which can now be achieved without financial penalty to support 
payments under the decoupled system. 
The total Nitrogen in organic manures applied to land on organic farms 
must not exceed 170 kg N /ha/year, compatible with the Nitrates Directive. 
Organic systems should be environmentally friendly and farms should 
therefore be well placed to participate in Countryside Management 
Scheme and Environmentally Sensitive Areas.  
 



Main concepts of the Unit 
The Greenmount Organic Unit incorporates a set of basic concepts which 
the Greenmount Organic Development Advisers use when assisting 
farmers converting to organic production. 
To be of maximum use to local farmers it has been designed to represent 
a typical mixed Northern Ireland farm in size, structure and enterprises, 
and run on typical soil types. 
However, it also incorporates modern organic practices and is not simply a 
copy of a conventional (non-organic) farm, but run on organic inputs. As a 
result visitors will notice a range of fodder, forage and other crops as well 
as mixed livestock systems. 
Care has also been taken to incorporate current guidelines on 
environmental protection and enhancement, which are an integral part of 
organic standards. 
In essence, the farm is a mixed farm incorporating a suckler herd, sheep 
flock, fodder, forage and arable feed crops. 
 
Sustainability 
Right from the start, maximising sustainability and minimising external 
inputs has been a core concept in designing the Unit. 
Many conventional (non-organic) livestock farms rely on the purchase of 
considerable quantities of additional feedstuffs to support the maximum 
number of livestock the farm will carry. 
 
The design of the Greenmount Organic Unit asked the following 
questions: 

·  How much grazing and silage can be produced ? 

·  How much concentrate feed can be produced ? 

·  What reasonable level of cash crops can be produced ? 

·  What livestock will this home-grown production support ? 
 
Other core concepts include: 

·  Self-contained cattle herd and sheep flock to avoid the risks of bringing 
in animal disease and to facilitate selection 



Rotation on the Unit 
·  A planned cropping rotation is an essential element on many organic 

farms as it: 

·  Allows fertility building to take place 

·  Gives opportunities for arable crops and reseeding 

·  Provides weed, pest and disease breaks 

·  Assists with animal health management 
 
There is no blueprint for rotations, and every farm is different with the 
rotation often dictated by soil type on the farm. 
Any rotation is always evolving as experience and needs change. 
 
Greenmount rotation 
The Greenmount Organic Unit has 2 distinct blocks of land  which are 
treated differently in the overall farm rotation. 

·  Grass - clover block  - The bulk of grass-clover swards are in these 
fields. Cereals are grown as a break crop allowing reseeding and 
removal of perennial weeds 
Red clover reseeds also contain white clover to extend longevity of the 
sward 

·  Meadows  - low-lying and damper, these are not suitable for ploughing. 
Some require regular stitching in with clover 

 
The rotation is designed to be as sustainable as possible with sufficient 
cereals grown to support the livestock on the farm. 
Grazing and winter fodder are supplied by a mix of red and white clover-
based swards. 
 
Stocking rate on the Unit is currently 2.00 CE/ha on the grazing area. 
 



Cereals and legume crops 
Sufficient cereals are grown to support the livestock on the farm and as an 
important part of ensuring the Unit is as sustainable as possible. Legumes 
are grown to provide a home-grown, higher protein feed. 
Whilst dry harvesting is desirable, grain is harvested earlier and crimped if 
weather conditions dictate. 
Spring barley has proved challenging, with serious weed infestations 
being difficult to control. Average yield from 2002-5 was 4.2 t/ha, and has 
not been grown since due to weeds. 
 
Oats 
Spring oats have generally proved a reliable crop, and weeds have been 
much less of a problem. Average yield from 2002 - 2007 was 5.9 t/ha, the 
highest being 6.5 t/ha in 2007. 
 
Oats and peas 
As a means of improving the protein content of feed for ewes prior to 
lambing, oats are sown at 125 kg/ha with the peas at 100 kg. 
Yields were 3.75 t/ha in 2006 and 4.9 in 2007. The crop lodged badly after 
a storm in 2008 and was grazed by cattle. 
Protein content was raised to over 13% compared with oats alone at 10%. 
Ground conditions at and shortly after sowing seem to be critical in 
ensuring good establishment of both the oats and peas 
 
Triticale 
Winter triticale is now the bulk of the cattle feed grown on the Unit. It is 
also grown as a cleaning crop for perennial weeds and will be followed by 
oats, oats and peas, or a clover based reseed. 
The best yield was in 2005/6 with 7.24 t/ha of grain at 14% MC. 
Trilogy sown for 2008 harvest in O’Neill’s Middle field which had a 
significant dock problem yielded 3.16 t/ha at 14% MC in a very wet year, 
and successfully controlled the docks. 
Variety Amarillo was sown in Road Field on 22 October 2008 at 180 
kg/ha. 



Cereal trials at Greenmount 
Staff at AFBI have been looking at the problems of growing organic 
cereals since 2003.  Initial research examined the effect of seed rate and 
variety on weed control and also investigated variety mixtures as a means 
of controlling disease.   
Current trials are looking at the potential for mechanical tining as a means 
of reducing weeds in spring barley. 
A tiner is a spring-loaded rake which is pulled through the crop shortly 
after crop emergence using a tractor or quad.  The theory is that the more 
shallow-rooted weeds will be pulled out preferentially to the deeper-rooted 
cereals.   
 

Environmental policies and features 
It was decided right at the start of conversion that environmental 
improvements and enhancements must go hand in hand with the 
production changes required. It was also agreed that the Unit should 
demonstrate a range of practices that are part of Countryside 
Management Scheme agreements. 
 
Hedges and trees 
Many of the hedges on the unit are already thick and tall. Future 
management will maintain these, and many of the main post and wire 
fences will be replaced by hedges over the next few years. 
Two new native species mixed hedges, incorporating hedgerow trees 
were established in recent years. Some hand weeding and mulching has 
been necessary to control weeds.  
Hedge bottoms, field margins and farm track verges will be allowed to 
develop naturally and set seed.  
 
Wild bird cover 
An area of wild bird cover incorporating oats or triticale, mustard and 
linseed is sown each spring and left unharvested to provide food for 
farmland birds over the winter. 
Rare tree sparrows have visited the site in past winters. 



Pasture and fodder 
 



The basis of fodder provision is : 

·  Grass / white clover swards for grazing and cutting 

·  Red clover-based swards mainly for cutting 
- usually also contain some white clover 
 

 Field Sward composition and history 

A Road Winter triticale 2008 - 9 
Possibly oats / peas 2010 

B Shed 
Road  * 

Grass / white clover 
Clover to be stitched into gaps 

C Cottage  % Sward with Cocksfoot, Fescues & Timothy 

D Shed 
Meadow  * % 

Grass/white clover sward 
Includes clover monitoring plots 

E O’Neill’s 
Middle 

Triticale 2007/8 followed by red clover based 
sward sown autumn 2008 

F Cottage 
Meadow  * 

Little clover, but relies on dung from grazing 

G O’Neill’s 
Meadow 

2 paddocks stitched with both white and red 
clover mixture 

H Low  * % Stitched with very large leaved white clover 
mixture in 2007 

J Well  * % Currently grass/clover.   

K March  * % Grass / white clover 

L Oldstone 
Middle 

Oats / peas 2009 in part of field. Remainder 
is a productive red/white clover sward 

M Oldstone 
Far 

Most of field reseeded 2007 
Remainder reseeded spring 2009 

 * received 2 t/acre lime  % slurry seeded with white clover 



Red Clover 
Due to the problems of ensiling red clover when grown on its own (low 
carbohydrate and high N content) it is advisable to sow with a companion 
grass.  Sowing rate of 12- 15 kg/ha of red clover seed is recommended, 
whether with or without grass. 
A grass seed rate of 5 kg/ha ensures that the grass will not be too 
aggressive. Generally the higher the companion grass seeding rate the 
less will be the contribution to red clover to the mixture. 
Tetraploid perennial ryegrass is generally considered a suitable 
companion as the higher water soluble carbohydrate content than in 
diploids aids fermentation during ensiling. The open canopy also renders 
the tetraploid less aggressive than the diploid. 
 
Time of sowing can be important in ensuring a satisfactory establishment 
of red clover. 
From the limited examples available from the literature, sowing red clover 
after July seems to have a detrimental effect on growth in the following 
year. This limits the opportunity for red clover to be sown after a whole 
crop silage harvest, unless it is sown very soon after harvest. 
 
An alternative is to undersow and to ensure that the silage crop is 
removed before it becomes too aggressive or lodges, smothering the 
clover. 
 
Timing of the first cut has more of an impact on individual harvests than on 
the total for the year. Although herbage quality is higher by cutting as early 
as possible in spring, delaying first cut from mid May to early June can 
increase DM by 1.5 to 2 t DM/ha and but reduce dry matter digestibility by 
3 to 4 %. 
 
Slurry is a good source of P and K for swards with red clover. However, N 
in the slurry can encourage grass growth at the expense of clover. This is 
especially so at the spring application. 
 
If the amount of clover in the first cut is not critical slurry can be applied as 
if to a grass sward. Only if as high a red clover content as possible is 
needed at the first cut should the amount of slurry at spring be limited. 
 



Sheep 
The flock size has been increased to 65 Lleyn purebred, + 5 Lleyn/Texel – 
the first cross ewes we have kept. 
A closed flock policy is operated with the exception of transfer in or 
purchase of breeding rams, which are sourced from disease-free flocks. 
 

Flock performance 

 2008 Flock  target 

Physical   

Lambs weaned per ewe 1.62 1.60 

Average carcase weight (kg) 20 17-21 

Kg carcase produced / ha 281 271 * 

 
 
 
Financial (£ / ewe) 

 

CAFRE 
Benchmarked 

figures for 07/08  
(Top 25%) 

Sales 102 90 

Replacement cost 15 7 

Variable cost 28 26 

Gross Margin 59 57 

 

* Average of  the top 25% benchmarked farms 

 
Purebred Lleyn ewe lambs are retained as replacements. 
 
Lambs were weaned in August 08 and moved to red clover aftermath for 
finishing. 
Last 18 lambs were offered 1/2 kg oats + Peas to finish. 
Liveweight gain ranged from 150—200 g/day. 
Graded out at 91% U,R  95% 3,4L 
 



Feeding 
18% CP ration comprising home-grown rolled oats plus peas, and soya 
expeller. 
Fed flat-rate from 2 weeks before lambing at 0.5 kg/day 
Prior to housing, ewes grazed grass-clover swards. 
Housed mid-March and fed home-mixed cereals. 
From 1 March - 28 May 09,  3 tonnes of meal was fed in 89 days. 
 

Animal health 
Fluke / worms 
Fecpak is used to monitor worm burdens throughout the season. 
In 2008 – a few dirty lambs were dosed in early summer. All sheep were 
periodically grazed on a herbal strip. 
All sheep were dosed with Fasinex in early November to help with the 
control of liver fluke. 
Lambs were treated for coccidiosis in early summer with Vecoxan under 
derogation. In October they received Tramazole. 
All lambs received a small trace element bolus. Albex was given on 20 
August 08. 
Organic replacement ewes received Fenzol in December 08. 
 

External parasites 
Vetrazin is used to prevent blowfly strike. 
Crovect was used in May 09 
 

Lameness  
Zinc sulphate (Golden Hoof) foot-bathing and foot paring are carried out 
as necessary. 
 

Vaccination  
Ewes are not vaccinated for clostridial disease. 
Ewes have been vaccinated for enzootic abortion from the 2005 lambing 
season onwards. 
 

Homoeopathy  
Homoeopathy is used where appropriate for conditions like orf, navel ill 
and twin lamb disease. 



Cattle 
Breeding 
The spring calving suckler herd was established with a herd of Angus x 
Limousin heifers which calved to a Limousin bull in May and June 2002. 
The initial breeding policy alternated between Angus and Limousin and 
maintained a closed herd by retaining heifers as replacements. 
 
In 2007 a Shorthorn bull with maternal traits was introduced to the herd to 
breed replacement heifers and has now been replaced. 
Gallawater Popeye:  +14 for milk on the Angus scale was introduced to 5 
replacement heifers in April 2009. These are now grazing with the cows. 
 
Feeding 
The diet is based on grazed grass / clover swards and silage made from 
these swards. A customised mineral supplement was fed over the winter 
period at a rate of 100 g/cow/day. 
Concentrates fed are based on home grown cereals (triticale currently) 
along with silage plus minerals. The current batch of yearlings received no 
concentrates during the past winter. 
Animals were housed on 26 September, and finishing cattle received 3 
kg/hd/day of the home-grown cereal from housing until slaughter. Heifers 
and steers received 429 kg and 549 kg total concentrate respectively. 
 
Animal health 
Vaccination policy 
Leptospirosis vaccination was given in January 
 
Mineral deficiencies 
Selenium and iodine deficiencies were identified by blood and herbage 
analysis. Based on this evidence Soil Association granted permission to 
feed stock supplementary minerals. 
A customised mineral is fed during the housed period and Ionox boluses 
used during the grazing season. 
Cows have received an Ionox bolus. 



Internal & external parasite control 
Cows were fluked going into the house. 
Young stock received Fenzol. 
All stock were treated with a ‘spot-on’ for lice at housing. 
 
 

Herd performance 

 2008 Herd Target 

Physical   

Calves / cow / year 1.00 0.95 

Average calving interval 376 < 375 

390 day reappearance rate 67% 75% at 390 days 

Calf DLWG 0.80 1.00 

Kg liveweight produced / ha 616 589 * 

 
 
 
Financial 

 

CAFRE 
benchmarked 

figures for 
07/08  

(Top 25%) 

Sales 1021 747 

Replacement cost 22 9 

Variable cost 338 280 

Gross Margin / cow 661 458 

* Average of  the top 25% benchmarked farms 
 
100% E, U, R grades and 95% 3,4L 
 
Average deadweight:  
heifers 310 kg at 22 months  steers 342 kg at 23 months 



Animal health policies 
Organic producers are required to prepare an ‘Animal Health Plan’ 
showing how animals will be maintained in good health through the 
adoption of effective management practices, including high standards of 
animal welfare, appropriate diets and good stockmanship. 
 
Breeding policy 
A closed breeding policy is practised, with the exception of breeding bulls 
and rams which are sourced from other Campus Units or purchased. The 
breeding policy also recognises the advantages of cross-breeding and the 
selection of breeds or strains with natural disease resistance to suit the 
production system. Sire selection takes into account ease of calving and 
lambing. 
 
Medicines 
Veterinary medicines are used as infrequently as optimal animal health 
and welfare permit. 
Homoeopathic remedies and nosodes are used in the first instance where 
appropriate. 
However, chemically synthesised allopathic conventional medicines and 
antibiotics are used to treat particularly acute conditions where animal 
welfare is a concern. Organic standards require that withdrawal periods 
are at least double the legal one.  
 
Nutrition and mineral status 
Ensuring calves and lambs get adequate quality colostrum soon after birth 
is important to get them off to a healthy start and boost their immunity to 
disease. It is important that stock are fed to their nutritional requirements 
at all stages of development. 
Blood sampling and herbage analysis confirmed deficiencies in iodine, 
copper and selenium, providing the necessary evidence to justify 
supplementation as approved by the Soil Association. 
 
Internal parasites 
A clean grazing policy and mixed grazing system are fundamental to 
minimising the problem of internal parasites. Faecal egg counting is used 
to determine if anthelmintic treatment for worms and fluke is necessary. 
 



Buildings 
The buildings on the Unit when it started conversion were barely 
adequate. Since then a programme of gradual improvement has been 
implemented, and is still continuing. 
 
Cattle house 
The purpose built cattle house was designed to allow all the cattle on the 
Unit to be housed in the one building. 
It meets Soil Association specifications for area requirements. 
The house was designed for easy management of the stock with several 
key design elements: 

·  Slatted feeding area to keep bedding cleaner 

·  Stepped access up from bedded area 

·  Bedded area with gates which can be raised above bedding 

·  Outside feed passage 

·  Gates allowing variable stock segregation 
 
Sheep house 
The original cattle house was converted into a spacious sheep house with 
space for lambing pens 
 
Store 
Part of the old cattle shed is used as a general purpose store for grain and 
straw. 
 
Silo 
Built for use in spring 2008 the silo removes the reliance on big-bales 
which were expensive to store and feed. 
 
Composting 
A composting area is planned for next door to the new silo to allow us to 
produce well-rotted manure, particularly when based on wood chip which 
can be slower to decompose. 
Composting in the old silo does not allow adequate turning and processing 
of the manure. 
 



Economics  
The impact of conversion to organic production can vary widely from farm 
to farm. 
Organic production requires a high standard of management allied to a 
high level of motivation and a professional approach to marketing. 
 

  Organic Unit Gross Margins 2008/9 * £ 

Cattle 16,525 661 / cow 

Sheep 3,540 59 / ewe 

Total Gross Margin & sundry receipts  20,065 557/ ha 

* Countryside Management Scheme payments not included 

 
The impact of mid term review means that farm profitability depends on 
the ability to make a positive return from farming activities within the 
constraints of environmental legislation.  
 
Benchmarking clearly shows that there is a huge range in the costs and 
the value of the output between farms. It helps to identify your own 
business costs of production (especially fixed costs) so that you can base 
your future decisions on hard facts. 
 
Marketing organic produce  
It is essential that anyone converting to organic production researches and 
plans the markets for their products to maximise market return. 
 
Greenmount Organic Unit markets through locally based organic 
processors. 
Within Northern Ireland organic beef cattle can be marketed through ABP 
(Newry) or Dunbia. ABP offer a bonus for conventional cattle during the 
conversion period and a specified organic price to contracted farmers. 
Linden and Dunbia offer a market for organic lamb. 



CAFRE and DARD Services to the Organic sector 
Development advice 

·  Organic Conversion and Information Service  
Offers prospective organic producers assistance through the 
conversion process, including conversion planning 

·  Development Advice - ongoing advice through CAFRE 
Development Advisers with an interest in organic production  (see 
inside back cover for contact details) 

·  Benchmarking  
CAFRE Development Advisers can benchmark your organic farm to 
examine its physical and financial performance 

Training 
·  Introduction to Organic Production course  

A free 2-day course suitable for farmers and growers who are 
considering converting to organic production  

·  Record keeping  - a short course to explain what records are 
required for organic certification 

·  Development groups - Enterprise based groups meet to discuss 
specific topics , often with a specialist guest speaker 

·  Farm walks - several arranged each year 

·  Study tours - One or more organised each year 

Supply Chain information 
·  Supply Chain Development Branch Advisers 

Provide marketing and supply chain information and enterprise 
based marketing meetings 

 
Organic Farming Scheme and Countryside Management 
Scheme - Organic Option 

·  Contact your local Countryside Management Adviser for information 
 

Web site 
·  www.ruralni.gov.uk/organic 

 

Discussion list 
·  For details send email to  adrian.saunders@dardni.gov.uk   



Contacts for further information 
Organic Development Advisers 

Beef and sheep 
Michael Doherty  (Down and Armagh)  
Tel: 028 3025 5907  Mobile Tel: 07876 394676 
email: michael.j.doherty@dardni.gov.uk 
Mike McCorry  (Antrim and Londonderry)  
Tel: 028 9332 2399  Mobile Tel: 07747 841523 
email: mike.mccorry @dardni.gov.uk 
Francis Breen (Tyrone and Fermanagh)  
Tel: 028 8225 3408  Mobile Tel: 07876 758930 
email: francis.breen@dardni.gov.uk 

 
Dairy 

David Alexander  
Tel: 028 7930 2109  Mobile Tel: 07771 791532 
email: david.alexander@dardni.gov.uk 
Kenny White  
Tel: 028 4461 8077  Mobile Tel: 07789 757617 
email: kenneth.white@dardni.gov.uk 

 
Crops and horticulture 

Adrian Saunders  
Tel: 028 9442 6765  Mobile Tel: 07887 708807 
email: adrian.saunders@dardni.gov.uk 

 
Senior Organic Development Adviser 

Manus McHenry  
Tel: 028 9442 6642  Mobile Tel: 07717 732613 
email: manus.mchenry@dardni.gov.uk 

 
Organic Supply Chain 

David Neill  
Tel: 028 9052 4124  Mobile Tel: 07887 708807 
email: david.neill@dardni.gov.uk  



 

 

 

 


