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LIVESTOCK

LIVESTOCK
HANDLING
Stay safe during lambing

ABATTOIR CLOSURE SPARKS CONCERN

• Lambing prep and tail docking

• Importance of transition milk

• Minerals for dairy performance
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FOCUS ON FARM SAFETY
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SAFE

SHOW PICTURES SPECIAL

MESSAGE 
TO RETAILERS

'Keep your commitments 
to British food'

FARM TECH A UK 
PRIORITY

Win for NFU in top-level 
industrial strategy

THE PATH 
AHEAD

Dealing with historical 
footpath requests

WIN!
Muck Boot 

safety boots 
worth £130

TAKE 
THE 
PLEDGE
What will YOU do to 
make a di� erence?

Our 12-page special
shows you how to cut
risks on your farm
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COUNTY SHOW SPECIAL

‘THESE TRIALS
AND SHOWS
ARE LIKE OUR
SHOP WINDOW’
A farmer's best friend – sheepdogs

COUNTY COUNCIL VOTES TO BACK FARMERS

NFU NEWS
Latest on SFI, Red Tractor, 
US trade deal and beef strategy

NFU
POULTRY 

RESEARCH 
SEMINAR

All the latest 
innovations 

on broilers 
and layers

THE 
SHOWS
MUST
GO ON
Rare breeds, 
livestock showing 
and Open 
Farm Sunday
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FOCUS ON CROPS

ARABLE
ASSEMBLES
We look ahead to two big events and
explore the latest sector thinking

MINISTER VISITS DARTMOOR

BACKING 
BRITISH BEEF

Our vision for 2035

SOYA
ALTERNATIVES
R&D in dairy and poultry

COUNTING 
THE COSTS

The NI hike and hort

WIN!
Three sets of 

compact bolt 
cutters to 

be won
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WHY SHOULD YOU ADVERTISE IN

British Farmer & Grower is the 
flagship publication of the 
National Farmers’ Union and 
is the best way to reach our 
country’s innovative farming 
businesses.

NFU members are at the forefront of the 
design of agricultural policy and frequently 
speak to MPs, supply chain leaders and 
retailers at the highest levels to ensure 
that British farmers get the best deal for a 
profitable and productive future for the sector. 
Our members rely on British Farmer & Grower 
to keep them informed and up to date on all 
farming issues.

Every month a blend of political insights, 
practical farming news, regional news and 
member focus features is delivered to each 
NFU member. Our audited ABC figure of 
45,455 copies makes us the largest agricultural 
publication in the country.

The NFU has been representing agriculture 
for more than 118 years and is the voice 
of British farming. This means that we are 
uniquely placed to understand their lives, 
their businesses and their priorities, as well as 
having our finger on the pulse of the latest 
agricultural issues.

Member exclusive content from our in-
house policy and sector experts gives 
farmers and growers the inside track on 
agricultural hot topics. Our magazine 
contains NFU news, features focusing 
on visionary member businesses, farm 
management and sector spotlights, 
as well as details on exclusive member 
benefits.

75% of NFU members pick up and read 
the magazine every month and are highly 
responsive to the advertisements published.

We are the only magazine that produces 
four regional editions that contains bespoke 
content directly relating to the North, East, 
South and Midlands. It also enables advertisers 
to focus their message to specific areas 
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the Innovative Farmers, a not-for-profit 

membership network that funds farmer-

led research. “It’s a great development to be a part 

of,” says John. “The breeder asks us and 

the brewer what we want, gets to work, 

and then comes the real test – is what 

they’ve bred what we asked for, so can we 

grow it, and can the brewery work with 

what we’ve grown?”
Learnings both sides of the trellis  

Following initial trials, participants came 

together for a crop walk last year on 

John’s farm to share learnings. “It was 

fascinating – every time we meet we find 

something else out,” says John.
The group determined that two 

varieties, Endeavor (grown on John’s 

farm) and Harlequinn (grown at Tom 

Upton’s farm), showed the most promise. 

“Endeavor is quite resistant to powdery 

mildew, although not as resistant as  

we’d like to downy mildew,” John 

explains. The hop also showed good 

tolerance of wilt  “which is a pre-

requisite – wilt has decimated the UK hop 

industry,” John added. “The holy grail would be to find 

something which we can grow and that 

non-organic growers want and are able 

to grow too because they have so much 

more choice than the organic market.”

“When you grow something organically 

it’s a whole different set of parameters 

and that’s been a big learning for 

us,” Greg adds. “I think there’s a big 

opportunity for cross learning there, as 

lessons from our organic experiment can 

be applied to a conventional setting.

“The other learning was the benefit  

of getting the whole supply chain involved 

in the project. Just for us to understand 

how bloody difficult it is to grow a hop 

– and I still don’t think we convey that 

message well to consumers.”

When the two hop varieties were 

harvested and brewed ready for a 

taste trial, Endeavour, Greg explained, 

proved to be a useful bittering hop, 

and Harlequinn produced “a fantastic 

pineapple taste and aroma”.Next stepsThe group will look to continue with 

Endeavour and Harlequin as well as 

testing new varieties from the Charles 

Faram hop development programme and 

Wye Hops. Greg is also keen to collect data on  

soil health, biodiversity and water usage. 

“It’s important because we want to  

make verifiable claims around the 

products we produce.”The project will also be investigating 

European organic hop growing to see 

what lessons can be learned on pest and 

disease issues.Beyond the research, the trial also 

uncovered a different way of working 

across the supply chain.
“Having this whole supply chain 

approach has allowed us to develop these 

relationships and for us that is a different 

way of doing business,” Greg reflects. 

“The supply chain is really fundamental 

to our story and I think what’s really 

important to consumers is that sense of 

identity and place.“We just celebrated our 18th 
anniversary since opening and we 

saw massive support from our local 

community as they identify with us as 

a producer of beer from their place and 

their countryside.“The beer is made here but it’s also 

made from barley from the Cotswolds 

and organic hops grown from the UK – 

people who share those values recognise 

themselves in our product.” Find out more at innovativefarmers.org

“The beer is made here but it’s also made from 

barley from the Cotswolds and organic hops grown 

from the UK – people who share those values 

recognise themselves in our product”

HOPE IS IN THE HOP
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CUMBRIA

T he British cereals and oilseed rape harvest 
is likely to be the smallest by area in at 
least two decades, the latest data suggests.

Figures from the AHDB Planting and 
Variety Survey in July point to a combined 

5% year-on-year reduction, to 3.2 million hectares.
If results from 1,175 arable farms surveyed in April 

and June hold true:• The 2024 harvested cereals area would fall 3% on 
2023 to 2.9m hectares, the smallest since 2007. 
Of that, the UK wheat area would be the second 
smallest since 1981, at 1.56m hectares (down 9%).

• The GB OSR area would plummet 21% to 
307,000h, the second lowest in two decades and 
59% down on the crop’s peak area in 2012.Those declines would far offset an estimated 

6% increase in the overall UK barley area, to 1.2m 
hectares, with the bulk of that made up by an 18% rise 

in spring-planted barley.At 804,000h, the estimated spring barley area 
would be among the largest in the past 20 years. 
However, the anticipated switch from winter to 
spring cropping was less apparent in the latest survey 

than in the levy board’s ‘early bird’ exercise in March.
“This likely reflects the wetter than usual 

conditions continuing through the spring,” said 
AHDB Analyst Matt Darragh. “Some winter crops, which were in poor condition 

and targeted to be replaced with spring options, may 

have been kept because the weather offered limited 
windows to sow spring crops.”The oats area is estimated at 180,000 hectares, up 

9% on the year but 2% below the five-year average.
NFU Crops Board Chair Jamie Burrows said: 

Cereals and oilseed harvest could be smallest in at least 20 years 

Cropping areas at record lows?

H A R V E S T

“Farms across the country have experienced one of 
the wettest seasons on record, which has affected 
many thousands of acres of productive farmland. 

“Added to the burdensome challenges of high input 

costs and a reduction in direct payments, the results 
of the AHDB survey aren’t a surprise. 

“They provide another example of how vulnerable 
our food security is and highlight the possibility 
of more crops being imported, potentially grown 
to lower standards. Boosting our food security is a 
shared mission of the new government and business 
confidence is key to that.”He said an increased agriculture budget for the 

duration of the new parliament was the “number one 

priority” to spur business confidence.
The AHDB survey covered approximately 5% of the 

UK total cereals and oilseeds planted area.

News / FARM MANAGEMENT

The overall profitability of farming in England fell 19% during the last year, driven by poor crop  

yields and prices. Defra figures that measure the total profit from all farming businesses showed that 

the total income from agricultural land was £4.5 billion, down £1.1bn on 2022.

Output value – crops that came off farms to be sold – was at £9.9bn, down £1.5bn or 13.1%.

‘Low commodity prices combined with a poor yield resulted in substantial decreases in the value of 

many crop items,’ Defra said, adding that variable wheat quality related to the weather had ’reduced 

the percentage of homegrown wheat that could be sold at the highest price category’.

Total livestock output in 2023 remained at £12.4bn, with an increase in poultry output of £380 million 

set against a £353m decrease in the value of milk.
NFU President Tom Bradshaw said the past few years had demonstrated the volatile environment in 

which farmers and growers are trying to make a living. 

He added: “We have moved from high commodity prices and soaring production costs in 2022 

caused by the tragic situation in Ukraine, to much lower income figures in a weather-affected 2023, as 

commodity prices fell but production costs remained high. While farmers are well used to dealing with 

variation year on year, the volatility we’ve seen in the past few years isn’t sustainable.”

He urged the new government to prioritise food production in its policy-making, especially with “real 

question marks” over the 2024 harvest (see above) further denting confidence. 

“Food security is national security,“ Tom added.

FARMING PROFITABILITY DOWN 19%
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STATISTICS

READER SATISFACTION

READER HABITS

37%
spend a maximum
of 20 mins reading

the magazine.

75%
read every,
or almost

every month

69%
read by two

people or more

89%
members satisfied
with information
on key farming

issues

89%
members satisfied
with information on

specific farming
issues

86%
satisfied with

practical advice
given

91%
satisfied with
the business

advice

88%
satisfied with
quality of the
information
and articles

58%
read for key

issues in farming

62%
for farming

policy updates

55%
for sector
specific

information

62%
for business

advice

55%
for practical

advice

45,455
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ADVERTISING RATES

NATIONAL RATES
For coverage in all 4 regional editions

FULL PAGE:	 £2,625
HALF PAGE:	 £1,415
QUARTER PAGE:	 £865
EIGHTH PAGE:	 £465 
CLASSIFIED SCC:	 £40

PREMIUM POSITIONS
DPS:	 £4,500
BACK COVER:	 £3,245
INSIDE COVER:	 £2,885

REGIONAL RATES
For coverage by individual region

FULL PAGE: 	 £1,340
HALF PAGE: 	  £770
QUARTER PAGE: 	         £460
EIGHTH PAGE: 	 £310
CLASSIFIED SCC: 	         £16.00

PREMIUM POSITIONS
DPS:	  £2,280
BACK COVER: 	  £1,550
INSIDE COVERS:	 £1,650

INSERTS

WEIGHT OF INSERT 1-3 REGIONS NATIONAL

Up to 5g £70 £60

Up to 10g £80 £70

Up to 15g £90 £80

Up to 20g £100 £90

Up to 25g £110 £100

Up to 30g £120 £110

Up to 35g £130 £120

Up to 40g £140 £130

As an addition to advertising why not consider 
inserts in British Farmer & Grower?  
Inserts can be booked for all or selected regions. 

Costs quoted per 1000.        Rates available for other weights on request

NATIONAL & REGIONAL 
RATES 2026

National Farmers’ Union, Agriculture House, Stoneleigh Park, Stoneleigh, Warwickshire CV8 2TZ

CONTACT DETAILS:  Scott Keyes  /  t: 02476 858 958  /  m: 07917 909530  /  e: scott.keyes@nfu.org.uk

A FOCUS ON …… 

REGULAR MONTHLY 
CONTENT ON FARMING 

SECTORS

LIVESTOCK  •  DAIRY  
POULTRY  •  CROPS 

SUGAR  •  HORTICULTURE

JANUARY
Innovation and Technology 

A look ahead to what 2026 has to offer the 
latest in precision farming, technology and 

innovation and a round up of this year’s 
Farm Business Innovations show

FEBRUARY
Machinery & Equipment 

A preview of what and where to see the 
latest in machinery tools and equipment, 

including a glance at LAMMA.

MARCH 
Healthy Animals 

Guidance on livestock health and welfare 
for profitable and responsible farming.

 
APRIL

Property & Maintenance 
Best practice advice on how to effectively 

manage your property assets through 
investment and good maintenance for 

efficiency, safety and productivity.

MAY
County shows and events 

Showcasing all the best in farming, a guide 
to the show season – when, where, and 

who will be there.

JUNE
Contracting 

Delivering practical insights on labour and 
machinery contracting for the upcoming 

harvest.

JULY
Rural Crime 

Our rural crime edition highlights the impact 
of crime in rural communities and measures 

to take, to prevent this ongoing issue.

AUGUST
Farm Safety 

Taking a pro-active approach to farm 
safety to minimise risks and keep everyone 

on the farm safe.

SEPTEMBER
Training and education 

Spotlighting skills, development and 
education programmes that empower 
agricultural professionals for success.

OCTOBER
Diversification 

Exploring different ways of diversifying and 
supplementing a farm’s income stream, 

by tapping in to new markets and making 
best use of existing land and resources.

 
NOVEMBER

Woodland & Forestry
Looking at the forestry sector and 

managing and conserving our woodlands 
and forestry in a sustainable way.

 
DECEMBER

Muck and Slurry 
Exploring management, storage and 

application of vital nutrients, crucial for soil 
health.
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L I V E S T O C K

which involves caring for the soil, biodiversity and the ecosystem.“For our farm, this has meant a big transitional period, changing grass varieties and how we graze them.”
Move to AMP grazingHistorically strip grazing, the Hobbs’ move to an AMP system across their 56ha of grassland involved making some investments in the farm’s infrastructure, explains Peter.
“Strip grazing can be great, because you’re managing how much the cattle can eat. However, by not back-fencing, I realised we weren’t allowing the grass to regenerate as much as we could be. “So, the first summer I came back home, we invested in two kilometres of water pipe to enable us to graze the cattle in tighter paddocks and still access water – it was a big step.”

Moving the cattle to a new paddock every day, the Hobbs’ aim is to allow ample recovery time for grazed pastures, improving regeneration rates and increasing plant biomass.Peter explains: “If you look at pure  grass utilisation efficiency, it doesn’t  look very good, because you’re leaving so much behind. 
“But, rather than grazing right down to the ground, and potentially damaging the soil structure, we’re aiming to keep a bulk stockpile of grass growing into later in the year, so we can extend the grazing period.”To do this, they are also incorporating more herbal leys.

Peter explains they are increasing sward diversity by overseeding more traditional varieties such as cocksfoot and timothy.“We’re trying to grow deeper roots and encourage more soil nutrient cycling, moving away from ryegrass, which we’ve seen shrivel in drought conditions, and improving our infiltration rates.”The aim is not only to maintain pasture 

productivity through hot weather, but also to extend the grazing period into later in the year.
“I’m positive this system will help us get to the point of outwintering the cattle,” he says.

Breed changesTo make the regenerative switch  work, the Hobbs decided to make a significant change to their choice of  beef breed, Peter explains.“I knew that our existing Simmental X herd cows were too big for a lower input system,” he says. 
“With the price of grass fertiliser also rocketing, we took the decision to sell two thirds of our Simmental X herd, which had a high nutritional demand, and 

Livestock / YOUR SECTOR

YOUR SECTOR / Livestock

NFU members Peter and Stephen Hobbs are working with 
McDonald’s UK & Ireland and sustainability experts FAI 
Farms to implement more regenerative grazing practices 
for their suckler herd. Laura Yates reports.

‘Re’generation: Making a family beef business fit for the future

bought in 20 Shorthorn cows.”He explains that the native cattle breeds are much better suited to a  grass-based system.“We’ve found the Shorthorns are more feed efficient, can still produce a beef calf that’s going to grow well, and won’t be as heavy on the ground come winter.“If we can extend our grazing period, we can also reduce our reliance on sourcing straw for winter bedding – it’s one less worry.”
He adds: “We know we can expect live weights to be down slightly, but they’re not demanding concentrates or a high-quality silage.

“Ideally we’ll get to a situation where no concentrates are needed, which will benefit our profit margins.”
Engaging the publicPeter is aware that the grazing system changes mean the farm looks very different, especially to the general public.“Being on the edge of Milton Keynes, we have quite a few footpaths bordering our grazing pastures,” he explains.“I often see walkers about and I’m keen to get the message across about why we’re making changes to benefit nature while producing food.”

He adds: “I’m very fortunate  that my dad is so progressive and puts  his faith in me to make big changes  to our farm business.”REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE SUPPORT FROM MCDONALD’SMcDonald’s has been working with the sustainability experts at FAI Farms for 

more than 20 years to develop and roll out their agricultural programmes.

Agriculture and sustainable sourcing manager for McDonald’s UK &  

Ireland, Hetty Gittus, explains the drive behind this ongoing collaboration  

to support producers.“The scale of our business means we have a real opportunity – and 

responsibility – to effect positive change when it comes to the industry and 

beef sustainability in particular,” she says.“Working closely with farmers like the Hobbs on sustainable farming solutions 

means we can help to secure their future, which also means securing our future 

as well. 
“By investing in and supporting regenerative agriculture, we want to help 

build a more resilient supply chain and ensure more resilient and economically 

viable farmers.” 
She adds: “We also want to support production that enhances nature and 

creates a food system that is thriving for all stakeholders, while providing 

quality food for our customers that is enjoyable and affordable.”To learn more about AMP grazing, and how transitioning to this system has 

helped improve business profitability and drought resilience, as well as 

enhancing soil health and biodiversity at the Oxfordshire FAI Farm, visit: 

www.faifarms.com/mcdonalds-uk-amp-grazing-project/

I mplementing a regenerative grazing system is helping to improve soil health, minimise inputs and boost profitability for the Hobbs family’s beef enterprise near Milton Keynes.Since returning home from university to farm in 2022, Peter Hobbs has been on a quest to futureproof the family’s suckler herd enterprise.
With a firm focus on improving efficiencies, Peter has worked hard with his father, Stephen, to improve the Buckinghamshire farm’s pasture productivity while reducing reliance on external inputs.

The Hobbs are seeing great success from implementing an adaptive, multi-paddock (AMP) grazing system for their cattle, which uses short duration intensive grazing followed by long periods of rest.Peter explains they are among a group of fellow beef farmers being supported by McDonald’s UK & Ireland, and sustainability experts FAI Farms, to apply regenerative grazing principles.“Learning more about holistic grazing management has reframed how I think about farming,” he says.“Now I see our beef as a by-product of good ecological grassland management, 
44 September 2024
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N F U  M E M B E R

O
nce seen as a niche 

import, blueberries are a 

crop on the up, winning 

influencer endorsements 

and legions of new fans 

as a versatile ‘superfood’. They piled on 

sales to the tune of £580 million in British 

supermarkets last year and were outsold 

in the fruit sector only by apples, grapes, 

strawberries, and bananas.

Not as much of that windfall has gone 

to UK growers as it could, however, and 

just 6,000 of the 20,000 tonnes sold in 

the UK from June to September, when the 

homegrown crop is in season, is produced 

here. But Surrey grower Hall Hunter 

Partnership believes the time is ripe for 

that to change.

Currently responsible for about 45% 

of the UK crop from 140 hectares of 

plantings, the 2024 season finds them 

primed to seize a greater share of the 

market, and putting down the roots for 

further growth, with investment in a first-

of-its-kind in the UK harvesting machine, 

and a £2 million, AI-powered optical 

grader in the packhouse. 

“We’ve committed to growing and 

selling beautiful British blueberries,” says 

MD Jim Floor.

“I always say that if you could invent 

a pill that did what blueberries do you’d 

have a winner. They are absolutely packed 

with antioxidants, fibre and vitamins 

C and K, they can help to lower blood 

pressure and cholesterol and boost brain 

function and cognitive ability. They even 

increase production of dopamine, the 

neurotransmitter that makes you feel 

happy and, obviously, they are pretty 

good to eat too.”

Jim’s career has included among other 

accolades, an Olympic ‘gold medal’ 

as part of the team that provided the 

winners’ bouquets at London 2012, and 

spells in field vegetables and garden 

plants. But he reckons berries are the best 

products he’s worked with. And, while 

Hall Hunter also produces 6,000 tonnes 

of strawberries and 1,000t of raspberries, 

blueberries are the rising star of the 

portfolio, with the latest data suggesting  

a 30% year-on-year growth in the UK. 

“We don’t actually need people to even 

buy more blueberries – we just need them 

to buy more British ones,” Jim adds, 

noting the potential for a premium British 

crop to stand out among imports from 

countries like Peru, with a fraction of the 

food miles.

“I don’t think consumers necessarily 

realise that they can get UK-grown 

blueberries,” he adds. 

“With strawberries and raspberries 

there’s that connection with pick-your-

own, grandparents’ gardens and so on.  

Blueberries, by contrast, always seemed a 

bit more exotic; people think of American 

pancakes and muffins. 

“So we’re on a hearts-and-minds 

exercise to tell them that British 

blueberries are available and that  

they taste far better than something that’s 

had four-to-six weeks in transit.”

Growing the perfect berries

Production is unusual in that the berry 

grows on a plant that can live for more 

than 20 years, and Jim 

compares setting up 

a blueberry farm 

to establishing 

BLUEBERRIES

They’ve got the blues over at Surrey 

growers Hall Hunter Partnership – and the 

NFU members couldn’t be happier about it

A BERRY 

ON THE UP a vineyard, with plants taking two years 

before they produce much of a crop and 

five before reaching peak yield.

Plant material can be propagated in a lab 

or as cuttings, which are grown on in pots 

in propagation fields or under polythene 

tunnels using coir substrate, depending on 

the variety, for a whole season. 

These are then replanted in production 

fields, with the plant’s energy going into 

building a strong bush in their first year, 

which is carefully pruned to the right 

shape, almost like a wine glass.

Fruits are picked and packed into 

punnets which are delivered to the 

supermarkets, pretty much all of whom 

are Hall Hunter’s customers.

SWS crucial

The crop has traditionally 

been harvested by hand and 

the business employs more 

than 1,200 workers from 11 

nationalities via the Seasonal 

Workers Scheme (SWS). 

“We couldn't do this without 

the SWS,” Jim says. He is 

proud of a 65% returnee rate, 

some of whom have gone on to 

fill senior positions, as well as a 25% 

uptake from those who have worked in 

the UK before, but have joined the Surrey 

grower for its enhanced worker offer and 

facilities (“we’re a happy team, but they 

are the happiest of all”). 

The future of the SWS was, at the  

time of writing, less defined than it had 

been pre-election and that was a cause for 

concern, alongside planning policies for  

protected cropping. 

However, Jim struck a far more positive 

tone scanning the business horizon than 

might have been suggested by a bleak 

sector report from British Berry Growers, 

out the same week BF&G called.

BLUEBERRIES 

MEET THE MEMBER

Hall Hunter Partnership is a 

family farming operation under 

managing partner Harry Hall, the 

son of founders Mary and Mark. 

The business began on 

Heathlands Farm in Wokingham 

some 58 years ago, growing 

and selling vegetables for the 

London markets. It is now one of 

the UK’s leading berry producers, 

growing strawberries, raspberries, 

blackberries and blueberries 

across 350 hectares and three 

farms in Berkshire and Surrey.

“We don’t 

actually need people 

to even buy more 

blueberries  

– we just need them 

to buy more  

British ones”
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T here comes a time when every farming business arrives at a crossroads and must decide which direction to take for the long-term. In the dairy sector, 
such a once-in-a-generational decision 
concerns the milking system.Two years ago, my family had one of 

the most significant dilemmas any dairy 
farming business can face. Our milking 
parlour had reached 30 years old and was 
certainly showing it. A new generation was also coming 

to the forefront of the business and 
investment in the milking system was 
needed. The question was whether to go 
for another milking parlour, or robots? It 
goes without saying, we were fortunate to 
have the option; many do not.

On the one hand we could stick with 
what we knew and what my dad had 
perfected for all those years, maximising 
litres at the feed fence with forage, with 
little supplementation in the parlour. On 
the other, we could take the plunge and 
install the milking robots that we had 
watched in awe at farm walks, but never 
thought we ourselves would run. Looking 
back, the decision between the two 
systems comprised three elements: cows, 
people and price. Eventually, after much 
deliberation, we decided to progress onto 
milking robots and take advantage of the 
opportunity to future-proof the business.Cows

The cows always come first on any dairy 
farm in the United Kingdom. Their health 

and welfare is the utmost priority as this 
translates into performance, production 
and ultimately profit. The umbrella term 
‘cows’ also includes the type of farming 
system in operation.For us, we run a pedigree herd of 

Holstein cows and rear all replacements 
with none bought in or sold. With the 
milking parlour, we previously grazed 
our cows in the late spring and summer, 
primarily between morning and evening 
milkings. And yet, although we were 
once staunch advocates of grazing, we 
have seen the benefits of housing our 
cows all year round, especially with the 
wet 18 months we have experienced. We 
may one day install an automatic grazing 
gate, depending on the circumstances 
on-farm and possible mandatory grazing 

Dairy / YOUR SECTOR

NFU Student & Young Farmer Ambassador Magnus Brown shares his family’s experience 

with investing in a robotic milking system

Lifting 
the lid on robotic milking 

requirements in future milk contracts to 
reflect consumer demand.One thing we definitely learned from 

a cow point of view is the need to get 
the cows right first before you make 
the investment and installation. Due 
to circumstances beyond our control, 
the herd was not young enough nor 
big enough to fully utilise and adapt 
to the robots, and so we were fetching 
more cows in than we perhaps should 
have been for the first year or so. Some 
cows get to grips with a new way of 
operating straight away and others do 
not. Often, the cows who did not like 
the parlour now enjoy the freedom and 
independence of robotic milking.Robot cows are hugely different to 

those on a parlour. More active, clever 
and determined to get past you if they 
want to get somewhere.In terms of the setup we previously 

had, we extended a pre-existing shed 

“Producing milk on robots is not cheap, but potentially profitable in all systems if implemented correctly”

with a central feed fence, lending itself to 
the brand of robots we purchased. It is 
important to engage in objective market 
research, abstaining from simply going 
with trends or what is generally to be 
perceived the leading make of robot. We 
looked carefully at all the major milking 
robot brands and all, including the ones we 
have installed, have their pros and cons. 

D A I R Y

Talking to farmers and dealers from a 
range of brands is important, but key is 
asking difficult questions and not taking 
a simple yes for an answer. For us, the 
machine and technology were crucial but 
dealer back-up even more so as, just with 
tractors, all robots have their issues from 
time to time no matter the colour.People

Do not be fooled with the general perception that robotic milking is hands-off and fully automated. In the 
parlour, problems tended to come to 
us when the cows passed twice a day. 
Now, we must be more alert and find 
problems we need to deal with, by combining the interpretation of milking 

data, collar readings and general cow 
appearance/behaviour. You may think 
a late cow is lazy, but under the surface 
her conductivity may be sky high on one 
quarter and it is you that must go and find 
her to get in and treat. 

The technology in robots is staggering, 
and a big reason for us installing them 
was to use the huge amount of quality 
data to increase the cow’s welfare and 
performance. We are lucky to have elders 
able to embrace new ways of thinking and 
technology, coupled with a new generation 
accustomed to using such technology.If you think your robots will mean 

fewer working hours, then this thought 
is misplaced. Indeed, there is greater 
flexibility and arguably less physical 
demand than a parlour, but we are still in 
the main shed at least twice a day sorting 
cows out, cleaning and maintaining. You 
also end up doing more jobs than you 
otherwise would have done when tied up 
in the parlour, which is hugely beneficial 
to the farm as a whole. Everyone must 
decide what they would prefer.

Price
When making such significant investment, it is not only important to try 

and best predict future developments at 
a micro level of farm, but also on a macro 
level. What will the industry look like in 
five to ten years’ time? Perhaps this may 
involve evolving consumer demands, 
global market fluctuation and national 
farming policy. For example, grants can 
help, but only if they come at the right 
time and in the right form.The initial costs of such significant 

infrastructure projects are predictably 
significant. But what is not so predictable 
is associated costs further down the line. 
With the warmer summers and increased 
disease risk from Schmallenberg, we 
chose to install fans to keep air moving 
and reduce heat stress, which is a key 
performance prohibitor. Automatic 
footbaths, a robotic scraper and solar panels were all necessary later 

investments to increase cow welfare, 
but did indeed come at a financial cost. 
Nevertheless, the shed is now a fantastic 
environment that the cows really enjoy, 
with the weather outside no longer having 
such an impact on their welfare.Producing milk on robots is not cheap, 

but potentially profitable in all systems if 
implemented correctly.While we are only two years in  and still fine-tuning both the cows, 

system and ourselves, I hope this  honest account of installing milking 
robots can help or interest someone 
considering doing the same, because 
honesty is not always the most common 
policy after big investments like this. All-
in-all, though, I’m pleased to say it was 
the best decision we have ever made.
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