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Ireland’s Grass Advantage

Grassland Area
Ireland Europe

80% 40%

Production (t DM/Ha)

Ireland Europe

15 11

The Gulf Stream provides frequent rainfall and mild temperature range.
 -Ireland has Europe’s longest growing grass season Kelly (2023)



What’s in a kg of lamb?

22.2kg DM

3.8kg DM

0.9kg DM

Earle et al. (2017)



Perennial Ryegrass only pasture

300+ grazing days
3.5-4.5 LU/ha
250 + kg N/ha

Issues?

High N requirement
Trace elements
Parasite burden/Control



Environmental sustainability 
challenges

 Carbon neutral by 2050 

 Reduce greenhouse gas emissions
 25% by 2030

 Improve water quality via
 50% reduction in nutrient losses

 20% reduction in the use of fertilisers

 Increase biodiversity 



Should we be looking for another way?
Water quality
Biodiversity
GHG emissions
Carbon sequestration
………



Seasonality
Persistency
Nutritive value
Weed Control

Does sward diversity 
present an opportunity?



Benefits of 
multispecies swards 
in sheep systems
• Reduce fertilizer N inputs by 40%

• Maintain grass/herbage production

• Increase animal performance

• Accelerate slaughter date by two 
weeks

• Reduce anthelmintic inputs by 50%

• Increased biodiversity

• Increased earthworm populations

• Increased water infiltration

• Reduced nitrous oxide emissions

Prof. O. Schmidt



UCD Lyons Farm Long 
Term Grazing Platform







Long Term Grassland Platform 
• Long term grassland project

• Sustainability options for grass based agriculture- lower 
environmental footprint

• Aim to increase environmental and production efficiency 
of a traditional dairy calf-to-beef  farm system.



Methods
• UCD Lyons farm
• Three (8 ha) farmlets
• Three sward types

-Perennial ryegrass 
(PRG; 210 kg N)
-Perennial ryegrass 
white clover (PRGWC; 
90 kg N)) 
-Multispecies (MSS; 
perennial ryegrass, 
Timothy, white and red 
clover, plantain and 
chicory; 90 kg N)

• Animal liveweight is 
recorded monthly

• Herbage production is 
measured weekly

• GDBSM - bioeconomic



Olaf Schmidt

  



Benefits of Multispecies Swards vs Conventional

12 years of 
research

60% reduction in N 
fertilizer needed

Increased 
earthworms 

Reduced parasite 
burden

Higher animal growth 
rates, ~ 4 weeks 

earlier to slaughter

Improved pasture 
drought tolerance

New smart agriculture tools
Soil Carbon studies ongoing

Improved fat 
content of beef

>50% improvement 
in profitability

Water quality 
studies ongoing

~ 15% improvement 
in CO2eq per Kg beef

What we have shown so far:

60% reduction in N 
fertilizer needed

Increased 
earthworms 

Reduced parasite 
burden

Higher animal growth 
rates, ~ 6 weeks 

earlier to slaughter





Politicians

Policy Makers 





Industry groups



Farmers



Media 



International Scientists 



Continuing Infrastructure investment 



Follow on Research Projects





So what now?
• Refine CH4 emissions factors for individual sward types
• Refine N2O emissions factors for individual sward types
• Use of native concentrate feedstuffs
• Identification and incorporation of low CH4 emitting phenotypes
• Longer term carbon sequestration under individual sward types 
• Water quality
• Water usage
• Soil health/soil fertility
• Zero N
• Animal behavior
• Animal health
• Farmer behavior
• Sward renewal/rejuvenation 
• Integrated systems: beef/sheep/dairy/arable
• ……………………………………………….. Lets do it together!! 



Thank you
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