M A N A G E M E N T

More than one way to reach the top of the production ladder

Pathways to top places
Top production, with only 23kg of fat and protein between
them, puts two Holstein herds in first and second place in
NMR’s latest Annual Production Report. But they have got there
following very different routes. The two have achieved their
success with contrasting herd sizes and management systems.
text Karen Wright

J

ohn Shropshire and his sister Melanie
Phillips just scraped into NMR’s top
1% in its national production rankings
last year. This year, adding 117kg of fat
and protein and 2,085kg of milk to the
herd’s yield, they find themselves in top
place.
The family run pedigree Bridgelane
herd from Market Drayton, in Shropshire,
achieved a yield from 49 qualifying
lactations of 13,433kg of milk with
908kg of fat and protein on a robotic
milking system for the year ending
September 2012.
Two key factors have influenced the leap
forward in yields at Bridge Farm – the
milking system and the breeding policy
that John has successfully pursued.
“We’ve bred cows for production for a
while and we got to a point where our
management system probably wasn’t
allowing the cows to reach their
potential,” says John. “Our feed adviser
suggested that we should try three-

times-a-day milking. But with just two
of us on the farm – managing the herd,
youngstock and bull beef from the dairy
herd – we knew that three-times-a-day
milking was out of the question without
getting some extra help.”

Freed up time
That help came, two years ago, in the
form of a Lely Astronaut Robot that
milks about 55 cows. It also dispenses
feed to each cow, according to yield,
based on their NMR records across the
24-hour period.
“We have been pleased with how well
the cows use it,” adds John. “They come
into the milking station as and when
they want and they are very relaxed
about the whole process. And it’s freed
up time for us too, so we can focus on
other jobs.”
Those ‘other jobs’ for John and Melanie
include rearing replacements for the
herd.

Andrew Deacon and his mother Jean
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This starts with careful breeding
decisions. “We’ve been production
orientated in our sire selection,” explains
John.
“And it’s worked well as we’ve been
careful not to compromise functional
type. Cows are typically in the herd for
five or six lactations so they have good
‘staying power’. But we’ve looked for
bulls with good legs, feet and health
traits more recently. We can always
improve longevity – legs, feet and herd
health need to be as good as possible.”
With heifers calving close to two years
old, the herd is now up to 65 milkers
calving all year round and this year
they anticipate that there will be some
surplus heifers to sell.
A very sound herd health policy at
Bridge Farm should add to the value of
heifers from this herd. They work closely
with their vet, testing for Johne’s disease,
IBR, BVD and Lepto as well as carrying
out vaccination programmes.
“We want to be in the know when it
comes to herd health and to keep on
top of any infections,” adds John. “Apart
from affecting the cow’s performance,
poor health and infections can have
devastating effect on calves and these
are our long-term future.”

Down to silage
Silage making conditions – particularly
for grass silage – has a lot to do with
cow performance according to Andrew
Deacon. His Boyesland herd of pedigree

John Shropshire with his sister Melanie and their cow Floss
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Boyesland cows: silage quality plays a major
part in cow performance

Holsteins, from Ulnes Walton near
Preston in Lancashire, added 64kg of fat
and protein and 775kg of milk to move
up the production rankings from
fourteenth to second place. Milked three
times a day, this herd produced 12,621kg
of milk and 885kg of fat and protein
with 236 qualifying lactations.
In contrast to John Shropshire’s herd,
cow numbers at Boyes Farm have
increased markedly in the past five years
and particularly since the installation of
the new 44 x 22 unit herringbone parlour
four years ago.
“It takes time to increase herd size,” says
Andrew, who farms in partnership with
his mother Jean. “We’ve used mainly
our own youngstock to grow the herd
but it’s not just about more cows. It’s
also about the whole infrastructure that
needs to grow as the herd expands.”
The Deacons, with the help of three fulltime staff and three relief milkers, are
now milking a herd of 330 plus followers
and youngstock.

Streamlined management
Management is streamlined. Cows calve
all year round to provide a level milk
profile for the herd’s Arla Tesco contract.
Three cubicle sheds house the milking
herd and although they will spend
some of the day at grass in summer –

conditions permitting – they get a flat
rate TMR diet all year round. This ration
is based on grass and maize silage with
straights carefully balanced to meet the
cows’ nutritional requirements. There’s
no added complication involved in
feeding to yield.
“The emphasis for us is on providing
cows with a top quality diet. Feed
quality, I believe, has the biggest single
effect on herd performance,” adds
Andrew. “And this is highly reliant
on silage quality – which is mainly
determined by silage making conditions.
Our maize silage is grown on contract
but grass silage is ‘home produced’ – we
have 162 hectares of grass that is mainly
used for silage production and this
makes around 70% of the forage part
of the ration.

Copy-book spring
“Two years ago we had a ‘copy-book’
spring. First cut was completed by the
first week in May and second cut by mid
June. The quality was excellent and
consequently the cows performed very
well. In contrast, 2012’s conditions were
awful!”
But Andrew appreciates that nutrition
alone will not maintain the high
production performance of this herd.
Herd health is a top priority too. “We’re

using the NMR Herdwise service to
routinely screen for Johne’s,” says
Andrew. “This automatically runs the
test for each cow every quarter.
“We’re also working with our vet to
achieve a BVD-free accredited herd
and we vaccinate for IBR and Lepto. We
want a high health status for the herd
apart from the obvious ‘cow’ benefits. It
has a great impact on performance and
ultimately profitability.”

Uniform cows
With a system like the Deacons, breeding
a uniform herd of cows is important.
“We feed and manage cows as one group
here so we don’t want too much variance
in the type of cows we keep. We use the
Genus RMS service and select bulls with
good functional type and with positive
health traits. We want cows that will
stay in the herd for four or more
lactations and maintain good yields
without any problems.”
And John Shropshire would second this
– so despite contrasting herd sizes and
different management systems there is a
similar philosophy in these two herds –
to breed cows fit for the job and ensure
that they get the health and nutritional
support that they require. And, in terms
of productivity, it’s a tactic that’s adding
to the success of their businesses. l
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