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MLA PDS: Irongate Wagyu gives SCF’s in-paddock 
cattle weighing system a go
Sammy Cullen, Livestock Officer, SCF

Key Messages:

•	 The in-paddock weighing system reduced the time and 
labour typically spent on cattle weighing activities.

•	 It is essential to have the Optiweigh on level ground 
immediately in front of where the cattle stand to enter the 
Optiweigh for accurate recordings.

•	 With the current management and size of the Wagyu herd, 
the Gilmores determined that they would need to purchase 
5 Optiweigh machines to cover current operations.  This was 
later determined in the cost benefit analysis to not to be a  
financially favourable decision with the cost of 5 machines 
outweighing the production benefits they would see.

Overall PDS Objectives

This producer demonstration site project, currently in its second 
year, will trial the Optiweigh machine on six or more herds across 
six properties over three years. This will enable producers to 
build their skills in use and analysis of Optiweigh data to make 
better herd management decisions and to hit target market 
weight specifications more accurately.  This article describes the 
use of the Optiweigh system on the Gilmore family’s property, 
‘Irongate Wagyu’.

Background - Irongate Wagyu

Lachy Gilmore, Genetic Sales Manager and Tom Dinneen, 
Operations Manager, at Irongate Wagyu were interested in 
trialling the Optiweigh machine and to see if or how it would fit 
in their operation. Irongate run 3500 Wagyu cattle in mob sizes 
of between 90-200 head. Under their current management cattle 
are weighed 15 times per year when the cattle are yarded for 
other jobs and 9 times when cattle are yarded for weighing only. 
This amount of weight data results in the producer having good 
knowledge of cattle condition, often finding the actual weight 
of cattle to be within 20kgs of their expectations. Irongate have 
estimated they would have to purchase five Optiweigh machines 
to have the capacity to sufficiently monitor the weights of all their 
cattle.

Results and Discussion 

Irongate first tried the Optiweigh with a herd of weaners grazing 
a mixed sward that included Pallaton Raphno. The starting 
average herd weight was 173.8kg, and the final average weight 
was 190.1kg, giving a total average weight gain of 16.79kg/hd, 
and a growth rate of 645g/hd/day. While the weaners continued 
to grow throughout the whole measurement period, the growth 
rate is not linear, with the trend being greater at the start of the 

Figure 1. Weaners grazing Pallaton Raphno 
from 5th October to the 1st of November 
2023.

Figure 2. Yearling heifers liveweights
measured by the Optiweigh from 4th - 28th
of November 2023.
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weighing period compared to the end (Figure 1). Once the
average herd weight of the weaners began increasing at less
than 500g/day it was decided to pull the animals off the Raphno
and not continue grazing.

Next to try the Optiweigh was a herd of 99 heifers confined in 
a 1.5ha pen and being fed a ration. On the day the Optiweigh 
was introduced to the pen, 10 of the 11 heifers that entered the 
Optiweigh were over 180kg. However, by day 2, throughput had 
increased to 24 heifers a day, with 11 recording weights under 
180 and 13 recording weights over 180kg, giving a much more 
accurate average weight (Figure 2).

It is important to note that when throughput of animals using 
the Optiweigh is low (e.g. when it is first introduced or when the 
attractant (attractant/lick block runs out) animals whose weight 
deviates from the actual herd average can have a greater effect 
on the recorded data, making the herd in general appear lighter 
or heavier than it is in reality. For this reason, it is important to 
ensure the attractant does not run out while the Optiweigh is in 
the paddock actively weighing stock.

A herd of steers were the final group at Irongate Wagyu to test 
the Optiweigh. The steers were confined in a 2ha pen and bunk 
fed from 28th November until the 17th of March, however from 
the 19th of January onwards their weight gain started to plateau 
(Figure 3). After investigation, it was determined that this was due 
to a rut forming just in front of the Optiweigh where the steers’ 
back feet stood, causing steer weights to be recorded lighter 
than they actually were.

Across all three herds trialled with the Optiweigh, the first day 
showed a somewhat inflated average mob weight, most likely 
due to the heavier dominant animals of the group investigating 
the Optiweigh and weighing themselves first. Over the next 
couple of days the average mob weight reduced to be a more 
realistic starting point, as more of the herd weighed themselves.

Economic findings

Farm Optimisation Group conducted an economic analysis of 
the value of Optiweigh to the Irongate Wagyu’s operation using 
data from a survey competed with the Irongate team after the 
Optiweigh had been in use on the property. 

A negative net present value of -$31,000 suggests that investing 
in the Optiweigh machine is not financially favourable for the 
Irongate Wagyu operation given their need to purchase five 
of them (Table 1). This is due to Irongate's current satisfactory 
level of stock weighing practices, indicating limited potential for 
nutritional management improvement. For Irongate, the primary 
benefits of the Optiweigh machine come from less time yarding 
and weighing cattle and subsequent labour reduction (costed 
at $18,300 per/year). However, the cost-effectiveness is hindered 

by the necessity of acquiring five Optiweigh 
machines. To make the investment viable, 
Irongate would need to achieve the reported 
benefits with three or fewer Optiweigh machines 
or find them second hand for $11000 or less.

Conclusions

The economic analysis showed that in-paddock 
weighing significantly reduced the time and 
labour typically spent on cattle weighing 
activities. However, the fact that Irongate needs 
to purchase 5 machines to monitor their whole 
herd negates any monetary gains from saved 
labour or time.

It is vital for the Optiweigh to be on level ground for accurate 
weights to be recorded. To prevent pugging due to frequent 
activity to the Optiweigh it is recommended that it be moved 
regularly to new ground or set up on a bit of a pad with gravel 
etc. Lachy commented that for their operation, “nothing 
substitutes the raw data of having all four feet weighed” as the 
reliability of capturing the whole animal weight is vital for their 
business. 

Lachy does see merit in having the Optiweigh out in the paddock 
to observe stock classes where it is crucial they are gaining 
weight. This includes the monitoring of weaners and young stock 
on a fresh pasture or grazing crop and first or second calvers that 
need to be gaining weight going into joining. 
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Costs and benefits

Potential benefits (mostly labour over 10 years) $147,845

Deduction (adjustment for uncertainty of data) $44,353

Benefits after deduction $103,491

Costs (to purchase 5 x Optiweigh) $134,631

Net Present Value -$31,139

Equivalent Annual Value -$4,033

Table 1: Summary of the cost and benefits of the Optiweigh scales over their 
expected lifetime.

Figure 3. Yearling steers recorded average daily weights from 28th of November 2023 to 19th 
January 2024.


