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PREPARING FOR 
NEW ARRIVALS 

As many of you may know, at the time 
of writing, I’m patiently waiting for my 
better half to give birth to my first born, 
she’s currently 8 days overdue and very 
fed up.  While we’re waiting, we’re trying 
to make sure we’re as prepared as we can 
be for the little one’s arrival. This got me 
thinking…

How can we, as farmers and vets, be 
as prepared as we can be to maximise 
productivity and efficiency once each 
animal enters the adult herd? 

We can monitor body condition scores 
to ensure there aren’t excessive losses 
or gains at any stage of production, and 
intervene early if we begin to notice 
negative trends.  We can take blood samples 
at key stages of production to ensure our 
diets are catering appropriately to the 

needs of the animals in our care.  And we 
can identify animals, for example those 
who are overweight, carrying twins or 
older animals, who may be at an increased 
risk of production related diseases such as 
ketosis, and intervene early to reduce the 
likelihood of these conditions.

Our team of vets and techs can help 
advise, monitor and record the health 
of your herd, so ask one of us for more 
information when you next see us!

As for me, I haven’t dared mention any 
changes in condition score I may or may 
not have noticed…

Steve 

As well as the charity 72-hole challenge that five intrepid 
golfers from the practice are taking on (see the Intro page, 
and please donate using the link!), we are holding a Client 
Golf Day on Wednesday 7th September, on the Emerald 
Course at Macdonald Hill Valley, Whitchurch.  Money raised 
will be going to British-Ukrainian Aid.  

Minimum donation is £80pp (though extra donations are welcome and the highest donation 
will win a prize!), and includes coffee and bacon bap on arrival, 18 holes with a live digital 
scoreboard, followed by a two-course meal and prize giving at the hotel.  Tee off times 
will be between 1-3pm, with the meal at 8pm.  The 19th hole will be open for business in 
between as players finish their rounds.

Prizes will be awarded to best individual and team (4-ball) Stableford scores, along with a 
longest drive and closest-to-pin competition on particular holes.  Macdonald Hotels also 
award a free 7-day holiday to any of their Spanish golf resorts for anyone getting a Hole 
in One on the day!  To sign up for this fantastic event, please contact the office.  You can 
register with others as a team, or individually and we will put you in a team on the day.  
Client numbers are limited to 35, and we expect this to be a popular outing so do book 
in fast!

EVENTS CLIENT GOLF DAY

COURSES

TECHNICAL FOOT-TRIMMING COURSE
18th - 21st July
This excellent 4-day course combines in-depth theory in the classroom with rigorous 
practical sessions using both knives and grinders.  Whether you’ve never held a knife 
before or are a seasoned trimmer, this course stands you in good stead for maintaining 
and improving healthy feet on your farm.  £1050pp, includes lunch each day.  Contact the 
office or Steve to book or for more details. 

TEAM NEWS

This month we welcome Sarah Williams to the NFV Vet Tech team.  She has plenty of 
previous farm experience, and is currently training up for TB testing along with carrying out 
all the usual vet tech services on offer.  We’ll have a fuller introduction to her next month! 

We also say goodbye to Megan Duncalfe from our office team and wish her all the best in 
her new job.



Considering summer is impending, with 
(hopefully) hotter weather heading 
our way, it’s important to consider the 
impact this might have on calf health and 
performance in the coming months. 

Calves are susceptible to heat stress 
in the same capacity as adult cows, yet 
it’s often overlooked on farm.  A calf ’s 
optimal temperature sits between 15-
20°C, with humidity also having a great 
influence.  Any temperature above this 
level in combination with high humidity, 
will lead calves to show clinical signs 
of heat stress.  These include lethargy, 
high respiratory rate, high temperature, 
reduced feed intakes, and increased 
water intakes. 

A calf ’s body temperature has to be 
maintained between 38-39°C in order 
for organ and tissues to continue to 
function properly.  Therefore in periods 
of high heat and humidity calves expend 
a significant amount of energy on cooling 
in order to maintain this temperature, 
leading to the overall maintenance 
energy requirements being increased. 

This increase in maintenance energy 
demand, coupled with reduced feed 
intakes, can potentially lead to reduced 
growth in calves and increased disease 
prevalence during summer months. 
A classic example of this is increased 
pneumonia risk in summer due to high 
humidity and reduced immune function. 

With the potential long term impact of 

these effects on disease and calf growth, 
it’s important that going into summer we 
take these effects into consideration and 
plan ahead accordingly. The main ways 
we can limit the effect of heat stress 
involves adapting the calf environment:
• Monitor shed temperature with min-

max thermometers 
• Ensure clean water is provided at all 

times from birth 
• Provide a midday electrolyte feed on hot 

days >20°C 
• Ensure ventilation is adequate with at 

least four air changes per hour (we can 
help measure this)

• Reduce direct sun exposure into pens
• If using hutches, face them towards the 

prevailing wind (opposite to winter), 
raise off the ground and space at least a 
metre apart to improve ventilation 

• Consider using good quality woodchip 
or sawdust as bedding 

• Ensure drainage is adequate to reduce 
shed humidity 

• Clean feeding equipment outside the 
calf airspace to reduce humidity 

If you require further calf management 
advice and discussion, why not get in 
touch with Gwen?

SUMMER CALF ADAPTATIONSSPOTLIGHT

A SUSTAINABLE 
DAIRY INDUSTRY

I think we are all aware of the hoops 
we have to jump through to satisfy farm 
assurance and dairy audits, in which, 
biodiversity and carbon footprint are 
now a feature. However, sustainability is 
far more than a checkbox. It’s a mindset 
we should all adopt for the benefit of 
the next generation of dairy farmers. We 
should aim to benefit our land and manage 
resources so that it is healthier, richer and 
has a wealth of longevity.

INDUSTRY SUSTAINABILITY 
UK agriculture is responsible for 12% 
of the country’s annual greenhouse 
emissions, according to WWF’s “The Land 
of Plenty Report.” It outlines a chronically 
depleted view of UK biodiversity, wildlife 
and soil health. It acknowledges that the 
UK government have set very ambitious 
carbon emission reduction targets, yet 
provided little in the way of guidelines to 
help the agricultural sector achieve them. 

What are the UK’s emission commitments? 
The 2021 COP26 summit in Glasgow 

resulted in a pledge to become globally 
net-zero (along with 130 other countries) 
by 2050 and keep global temperature 
rises within 1.5°C. Following the summit 
meeting, the UK government produced a 
‘Net Zero strategy,’ setting out a 10-point 
plan for our “Green revolution”. It broadly 
details fuel supply, industry, reducing 
emissions and transport, but does not 
appear to contain any industry specific 
emissions targets or guidelines, including 
for farming and land use.  The WWF report 
emphasises the need to regenerate our 
landscape and not simply rely on emitting 
less through agricultural activity.

An opportunity? In agriculture, our 
marketable image and public relations are 
a key part of sustainability which we have 
disregarded in the past. Our sustainability 
relies on our product market just as much 
as our production: we can’t afford to be 
perceived as an irresponsible industry that 
revokes change. Just as we set our own 
industry targets with antibiotic usage and 
welfare standards, so we must align with 
the nation on sustainability and emissions 
too. 

FARMING EFFICIENCY
How do we measure it? Litres per cow or 
per stall? Litres from forage or per kg of 
dry matter? Feed cost / income? 

IN FOCUS

To most, sustainability conjures up images of 
anaerobic disgesters and solar panals.  Eleri 
takes a broader and more integrated approach 
for how herds can be shaped for the future.

Fig 1: The UK’s major contributors to net greenhouse 
emissions (BBC)



In the future perhaps we will be measuring 
performance in litres produced per unit of 
carbon. Or milk buyers may be assessing 
us in terms of our net emissions. 

The sustainability of our farming relates to 
how efficiently we can use our resources 
to produce replacements and milk. Cow 
health, welfare, housing, parlour, diet 
quality, management and healthcare all 
account for how many litres we produce 
from our resources and for the same cost 
of production. Whether you have a high 
input dairy or a grazing system, inefficiency 
is where we start damaging sustainability. I 
am not going to pick on either management 
system in terms of total carbon emissions, 
but Fig. 2 below shows the breakdown 
of emissions within agriculture: note the 
percentage that relates to sourcing soy 
and it’s by-products for feed, but also what 
cattle are responsible for by virtue of their 
rumens. 

As well as the obvious cow-based factors 
that directly impact production efficiency, 
there are also some important non-direct 
factors: automation, routine, protocols 
and resource handling. Having protocols 
in place mean that a task is performed 
consistently, efficiently, correctly and 
repeatably by any staff member. It means 
less wasted resources, time, fuel and 
variability, giving the cow the opportunity 
to be more efficient with her intakes. This 
covers any daily activity from scraping 
off cubicle beds, to treatments, milking 
routine, feeding and fertility protocols. 

This leads on to staff handling, training and 
‘company ethics’. Jump across the pond to 
a group of farms in the mid-west US, part 
of a two-family partnership called MVP 
Dairies LLC, and winners of the US Dairy 
Sustainability awards in 2021. Owner 
Ken McCarty details just how important 
staffing structure, having fair wages, 
whistle-blower policies, communication 
routes, HR, staff training and progression 
and a good working environment is to 
the business in terms of sustainability. 
Finding, training and retaining labour (a 
difficulty many farmers are aware of!) is 
a big player in increasing efficiency and 
reducing resources and cost. He says quite 
simply that a “happier and safer work 
environment ultimately trickles down 
into every other aspect of the business. 
A happier, more engaged employee takes 
better care of my cows, my equipment, 
my soil” and they are ultimately a more 
reliable work force.

Protocols and staffing structure are 
essential features for larger farms to excel 
at, but such a massive area of opportunity 
for anyone not yet engaged, irrespective of 
herd size. 

GENETICS
In combination with management advances, 
genetics have improved production 
efficiency vastly over the last generation of 
farming. Over the last 10 years, the average 
UK milk yield has risen over 1500 litres/
cow/year or 8.6%. Selection criteria based 
on longevity, health traits and production 
are beneficial for sustainability because 
the cost and resources to rear animals is 
spread over more productive lactations. 
Healthy cows which produce more and 
need fewer treatments are an obvious 
benefit. Many are using genomic testing 
to identify the cream of the farm’s genetic 
pool and are seeing genetic advances much 
quicker, breeding higher quality stock year 
on year. Genomics, used in combination 
with selection for feed efficiency will 
hopefully revolutionise sustainability.

New selection criteria? The moderation 
of the size of the animal and the 
improvement of feeding efficiency are 
parameters we are now seeing on bull 
proofs. Feed Pro and EcoFeed are examples 
from Select Sires and Cogent respectively. 
With a conscious effort and selection 
process, feed efficiency traits in bulls have 
the potential to improve income over feed 
costs whilst maintaining production and 
lowering resource use. 

BIOGENIC METHANE
Cattle naturally have a methane production 
vessel, the rumen.  Although it is a natural 
part of the carbon cycle, and is classified as 
a short-lived pollutant, and is degraded in 
the atmosphere, it has a 28 times greater 
warming capacity than CO2. It is important 
therefore, as we expand the size of the 
national herd, to plan for ways to exploit 
the carbon cycle to reduce circulating 
methane.  Use of anaerobic digesters (Fig. 
3) is part of the solution, with potential for 
having a ‘cooling’ or net negative impact.

REGENERATIVE AGROECOLOGY
Regenerative farming: the principle of 
leaving the place better than you found it.  
Depleting the soil nutrients and creating 
a really poor, eroded, depleted topsoil 
is very possible, even in the face of crop 
rotations and traditional responsible 
agronomy.  Regenerative land use will 
reduce CO2 emissions (Fig. 4), and it is also 
beneficial for filling the clamp and putting a 
quality diet in front of the cow, furthering 
efficiencies. 

So what is regenerative? It revolves around 
a few main principles: 

i. Minimise soil disturbance
ii. Maximise crop diversity
iii. Keep the soil covered
iv. Maintain a living root year round
v. Integrate livestock

How do we employ these principles? Top 
regenerative practices include reducing 
tillage, covering the soil, buffer crops, 
winter cover crops, crop diversity and 
rotation, reducing the use of synthetic 
fertilisers and pesticides, plus ecological 
practices such as hedgerowing. These 
practices have the impact of improving soil 
health, fertility, structure, organic matter, 
carbon sequestration, along with water 
health, crop resilience, security and yield, 
and biodiversity.

SUMMARY
The message is not to adjust your entire 
business structure or crop management, 
or investment in renewables immediately, 
but to conceive sustainability as part of 
your business model and plans for the 
future. The small cow-side, workforce and 
breeding changes are where it starts. Waste, 
sourcing, regeneration and renewables are 
things to think about.  It’s not advocating 
immediate, big, risky changes to your 
business. Rather it’s more of a mindset 
change and a rounded set of practices that 
will make UK agriculture future proof. As 
it happens, efficiency of production and 
sustainability go hand in hand; a focus 
on sustainability should benefit the 
milk cheque as well as 
the planet!

Fig 3: Anaerobic digesters reduce atmospheric methane, 
as well as converting animal waste into biofuel

Fig 2: Breakdown of emissions within agriculture (Alec 
Taylor, WWF, 2022)

Fig 4: Regenerative practices, including maintaining soil 
cover and reducing tillage, reduce carbon emissions.


