
This Month:

Precision Livestock Farming

TBAS

Client Christmas  Party - CANCELLED

Christmas Opening Hours

D E C E M B E R

2021
NEWSLETTER



SO MANY 
BOOKS...
I know I’m getting on a bit because 
I have recently joined a Book Club! 
Being thrown into a new book every 
month (with a bottle of wine!) has 
opened my eyes to some interesting 
topics that I’ve not delved into before. 
Many of the book choices are about 
the leadership and management of 
people, something every farmer is 
faced with on top of all their other 
roles.

The first read I enjoyed, Surrounded 
by Idiots by Thomas Erikson, looks at 
the personalities of the people we 
communicate with. It is based on four 
personality types (Red, Yellow, Green 
and Blue), and provides insights 
into how we can adjust the way we 
speak and share information with 
different people to improve team 
communication.

The ‘reds’ give orders and expect 
everyone to carry them out without 
question. The ‘yellows’ are full of 
ideas but can’t be bothered with the 
details of how they might be carried 
out. The ‘greens’ do most of the work 
without question but will flounder 
if they receive no instructions. The 
‘blues’ are the most introverted and 
conduct extensive research into what 
course of action is best, but end up 
doing nothing.

It might not be the ‘perfect’ system 
as human personality in reality is so 
complex, but anything that heightens 
your own self-awareness and 
understanding of the people around 
you can only be a positive exercise. 
Most people have a couple of colours 
in their personality, I am a green/
yellow. Have a think about your team 
and which colours they are - a great 
team usually has every colour in it!

The next book, Mindset by Carol 
Dweck, explores the fixed mindset vs 
a growth mindset. We all have both 
mindset personas and just by knowing 
about the two mindsets we can start 
thinking and reacting in new ways to 
everyday situations.

The ‘Fixed mindset’ is the belief that 
intelligence is static. This leads to a 
desire to look smart and therefore a 
tendency to avoid challenges, give up 
easily, see effort as fruitless, ignore 
useful negative feedback and feel 
threatened by the success of others.

The ‘Growth mindset’ is the belief 
that intelligence can be developed. 
This leads to a desire to learn and 

 

 therefore a tendency to embrace 
challenges, persist in the face of 
setbacks, see effort as the path to 
mastery, learn from criticism and find 
lessons and inspiration in the success 
of others. Unsurprisingly, the most 
successful people will usually harbour 
a growth mindset.

I think looking at things from this 
growth mindset perspective can help 
in many scenarios. Even when helping 
Max with his homework I have 
recognised myself trying to praise 

his effort rather than his ability, after 
reading this book. Next month is Black 
Box Thinking by Matthew Syed which 
floats the idea of Healthcare settings 
learning from the world of Aviation… 
but I’ve not read it yet!  Hopefully, I’ve 
given you some points to ponder.

We are really disappointed to have 
to make the decision to cancel our 
Client’s Christmas Party this year.  
We’ll miss getting to catch up with 
you all, but hope you have a good 
Christmas nonetheless!

SERVICES

TB ADVISORY SERVICE (TBAS)
This was halted after initial funding ended earlier this year, 
but will restart again at the beginning of 2022.  This service 
provides free, confidential, open discussion and advice about 
minimizing the risk of bovine TB on your farm with one of our 
vets, whether or not you currently have TB in your herd.  Look 
out for more information on this next month!

Wishing you all a very Merry Christmas!

from all of us at Nantwich Farm Vets



PRECISION 
LIVESTOCK 
FARMING

Technology has advanced rapidly in 
all of our lifetimes. In 2021 most of 
us have a smartphone in our pocket 
that would easily beat supercomputers 
from 20 years ago in terms of raw 
processing power. When I graduated in 
2007 it was quite rare to see activity 
collars on cows. Now they look naked 
to me without them! Most of us can 
only guess what changes in technology 
we will see in farming over the coming 
10 years, whether for good or evil.

At the end of November the inaugural 
‘Precision Livestock Farming in 
Practice’ Conference was held at 
the impressive York Biotech Campus. 
It brought together farmers, vets, 
researchers and agritech companies to 
discuss the current state of precision 
farming technologies, and how they 
might develop in the coming years. 
Here are my key takeaways.

WE NEED A ‘WHICH?’ GUIDE 
TO SENSOR SYSTEMS
Like with many  tech startups, anyone 
who can bring a product to market 
fast has a big advantage in terms of 
cost and developing market share. This 
means companies may not test their 
products robustly before they are 
advertised to farmers, and they may be 
reluctant to offer them to academics 
and researchers to test independently. 
We need independent tests, but failing 
that, be sceptical, and make sure you 
speak to a few different people using 
the system on a farm similar to your 
own. With so many salesmen trying 
to get hold of your money, it’s hard 
to know which is a good investment 
and which is half-baked. Beware the 
‘bargain.’

IN FOCUS

Stuart Russell shares his takeaway points on 
the development of farming technology from 
the inaugural ‘Precision Livestock Farming in 
Practice’ Conference.

Fig 1: some sensor technologies like heat and 
activity monitors come in such a variety of options 
with different capabilities and levels of data.   

Which to choose?

TECHNOLOGY MAY PROVIDE 
AN UNFAIR ADVANTAGE
Based on trends in other industries, 
Robbie Walker (AllTech) said that 
those of us who don’t get on board 
with advancing technologies will be 
left behind, and that may well include 
some big, established businesses. 
I worry about farm management 
software and systems in this respect 
– those that innovate and collaborate 
will survive. Those that don’t, won’t, 
but there will also be lots of startups 
that don’t ‘make it,’ no matter how 
good their product.

Experts in sensor technologies 
said that it’s relatively simple to 
produce a sensor system that works 
well on housed livestock, because 
their environment is carefully 
controlled. It’s much harder to 
produce a good system for animals 
that might graze, mainly because of 
increased variability in nutrition, 
weather effects, behaviour and 
distances walked. In a comment 
after one session, Johnathan Statham 
(Bishopton Veterinary Group) urged 
the delegates not to let ‘ease of 
development’ mean that grazers 
and smaller farms are ignored, 
since adoption of (the correct) 
technologies is likely to be a huge 
factor in improving farm efficiency 
and reducing carbon footprints in the 
coming years. ‘Ease of Development’ 
risks creating a two-tier system, 
where farms who have a good choice 
of sensors that work well for them 
will gain huge advantages, while 
those who don’t may invest in a red 
herring, or be left behind completely.

‘NEW TECH’ ISN’T THE 
ANSWER
Stephen LeBlanc (University of 
Guelph) was very clear that we 
should be focussing on making better 
use of the data we have, rather than 
waiting for the ‘next big thing’. His 
presentation showed how we might 
combine various data sources (such 
as rumination, stage of lactation, 
parity and milk yield) to predict the 
cows which are going to become sick 
in the next few days. Unfortunately 
he felt that although we could do 
this pretty well for certain diseases 
(e.g. LDA), we still don’t really know 
what to do about it. He presented 
some impressive effects of moving 
to once-a-day milking as part of a 
treatment for ketotic cows but said 
they left them on OAD milking for 
too long and suppressed milk yield 
for the entire lactation. If he were to 
try it again he said he’d milk the cows 
OAD for 3-5 days, but the effects for 
this as a treatment for early ketosis 
still need to be researched.

Andrew Bradley (QMMS) described 
their decision-making tool to give 
a probability of a clinical mastitis 
case curing. This was actively not 



Fig 3&4: As well as providing valuable data that can be used to improve both productivity 
and welfare, tech systems can provide valuable labour saving solutions

‘new tech’ – it uses clever analysis of 
already-existing data to help farmers 
and vets make more informed 
treatment decisions. Some of you 
will know that I think this type of 
approach has the biggest potential 
to change the future of livestock 
farming, but it relies on data being 
recorded accurately, and being 
available to analyse. These are both 
still major challenges in our industry.

Carbon footprints came up a few 
times in the conference, and both 
Nic Friggens (INRAE) and Robbie 
Walker (AllTech) were clear that 
even with exciting options for 
dietary additives in development, 
the biggest effect farmers can have 
on the carbon footprint of the food 
they produce is still to make sure 
they’re not carrying any passengers. 
If I’m honest I don’t think anyone 
could ever claim to have done 
this – the more you improve your 
management and genetics, the higher 
the threshold for ‘passenger’. On the 
plus side (TB aside), a ‘passenger’ on 

your system may be a top-performer 
for someone else.

CONCLUSION: ‘BIG DATA’ IS 
USELESS IF WE DON’T USE IT
This was my key takeaway from 
the conference. Better use of data 
has the potential to dramatically 
improve farm business efficiency 
and the potential to create an unfair 
advantage between those who 
embrace it, and those who don’t. 
Adrian Ivory (Straithsla Farms) told 
us how a key factor in the success 
of his business is to identify which 
of his cows consistently produce the 
highest growth rates in their calves. 
This was not just about genetics – it’s 
about performance records too, and 
there’s always a risk of forgetting that 
50-90% of the differences between 
animals on your farm are caused by 
non-genetic factors. Although new 
technologies are exciting, finding the 
right balance between future genetics 
and current performance, and making 
more proactive and more informed 
decisions on breeding, treatments 
and culling is something that every 
livestock farmer could do today.

MEETINGS

FLOCK CLUB
Wednesday 15th December, 
6:30pm @ NFV Meeting Room
For flock club members, with a talk on 
mastitis.  If you are interested in joining 
Flock Club, contact Amy.

FESTIVE SEASON OFFICE 
HOURS

Friday 24th December 8am-4pm
Saturday 25th December Closed
Sunday 26th December Closed
Monday 27th December Closed
Tuesday 28th December Closed
Wednesday 29th December 8am-6pm
Thursday 30th December 8am-6pm
Friday 31st December 8am-4pm
Saturday 1st January 2020 Closed
Sunday 2nd January Closed
Monday 3rd January Closed
Tuesday 4th January Return to normal

Due to having two bank holidays in the week 
following Christmas, there will be no TB testing, so 

please plan ahead for any PRMT tests.

CANCELLED

CANCELLED
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