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System switch pays
dividends for top herd

As the NMR/RABDF Gold Cup celebrates its centenary, we revisit
a renowned dairy unit and the producers who scooped the coveted
award, two years in a row, back in the late 1990s.
TEXT RACHAEL PORTER

M
Organic sward:
cows grazing at Wil’s
Leicestershire-based unit
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ore than 20 years after twice tasting NMR/
RABDF Gold Cup glory, one Leicestershirebased herd is unrecognisable, in terms
of its cows and system. But under the dynamic
management of the same award-winning team,
the dairy business is actually more profitable and
certainly more sustainable.
Wil Armitage was herd manager for Peter DixonSmith, owner of the Tugby-based pedigree Lyons
herd, when it won the coveted award in 1996 and
1997. He’d been working with Peter since he was
22 years old, after studying at Cannington College,
joining the business as herd manager in 1990.
“And in that 30 years many things have really
changed – my working relationship with Peter, my
outlook, and the dairy herd and business,” says Wil.

Back in the 1990s, Peter’s prestige Holstein herd was
managed on a high-input-high-output system,
averaging up to 12,000 litres of milk at 4.28%
butterfat and 3.30% protein. “It was all about
high yields and high type, as was the Gold Cup
competition. The competition has now changed,
taking a much more holistic view of dairy businesses,
and that’s also the direction we’ve taken,” he adds.

Dairy partnership
Peter always planned to sell the pedigree herd when
he was 70 and did just that in 2003. At this time, in
the early 2000s, poor milk prices put dairy margins
under extreme pressure.
That said, Peter wanted to continue milking at the
unit and offered Wil a farm business tenancy. “But I
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didn’t have the finance or, I’m not afraid to say, the
confidence to take it on at that time. So he came
back and said that he wanted to work with me and
offered me a partnership. I jumped at the chance.”
So the dairy unit was restocked in 2004, with 170
commercial and more robust cows: “But moving to a
less intensive and lower input system wasn’t enough
to grow a business for the future. All our margins
were tight, both dairy and arable, and the business
would have quickly plateaued. There was no point
carrying on as we were,” says Wil.
“This gave us an opportunity to re-evaluate the
business and to take a different direction. I suggested
we take the organic route, to command a premium
price for our milk and lift the business out of the
doldrums,” says Wil.
He says that, at that time, Peter was opposed to
taking the organic route. “He openly said it was a
‘backward step’ and he also said ‘on your head be
it’. We had a share farming agreement at this point
and he was prepared to give it a go.”
Wil decided to ‘go for it’ 100% going, as he calls it,
‘cold turkey’ and fully converted the herd and farm
to organic in just 2.5 years, rather than the more
typical three. “I think we did it quicker than anyone
had ever done it before – or since. We bought
organic forage in to see us through our second

Wil Armitage
1996 and 1997
350 cows
7,800 litres, at 4.45% butterfat
and 3.45% protein
1,200 hectares

Keythorpe,
Leicestershire

winter, which was expensive. But the returns we saw
for our organic milk in 2007/2008 were well worth
the investment.
“And, although there was a lot of head scratching
throughout the conversion period which began in
2005, by 2008 we’d done it and, after the most
profitably year we’d ever had, Peter was firmly
on board with the organic system.”

Calving pattern
Despite this success, Wil continued to question his
future direction in the industry and, with a Nuffield
Scholarship, set out to determine the true value
of organic dairying and its viability. “The good
news was that I discovered that organic farming is
extremely viable, providing the market is prepared
to pay a premium.”
It certainly does for the pedigree Keythorpe organic
herd. Milk is sold to Omsco to make Wyke Farms’
organic cheddar, which is then exported to the US.
Home-bred heifers, some by famous Lyons cow
families including Mary and Katie, have pushed
today’s herd up to 350 milkers. The herd is autumn
calving, compared to the previous pedigree herd’s
all-year-round pattern. “An autumn block – from
late August through to November – suits our land
and our buildings. We’re able to make good quality

Future milkers: the
next generation is
set to ensure the
continued success
of the organic herd
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Wil Armitage: “I’ve no doubt that we took the best route for the business”

Organic forage: good silage is key to the autumn-calving herd’s success

forage for winter feeding and I prefer this system
because I can control cow rations more easily,” says
Wil. “Spring calvers can struggle to get back in calf
in the summer, due to heat stress. That’s a climate
change issue and it’s only going to get worse.”
Average yields are down considerable since
restocking and organic conversion, predominantly
due to the lower-input system and the drop back to
twice-a-day milking. “The cows are capable of
averaging around 9,500 litres, but we don’t push
them too hard,” explains Wil. “We’re averaging
7,800 litres, at 4.45% butterfat and 3.45% protein.
Our costs are under control. Cows are successfully
grazed from mid-February through to October.
“Fertility always needs attention, but breeding with
good management trait bulls with more knowledge
from genomic testing means that it continues to
improve. Calving interval currently stands at 388
days, but we’ve been expanding and supplying cows
to another organic herd, under a contract farming
agreement.”

Udder health
Somatic cell count is higher compared to the Lyons
herd, standing at 215,000 cells/ml compared to just
93,000 cells/ml in the late 1990s. “We’re using very
little antibiotic and what’s surprising is that we now
see just four cases of mastitis per 100 cows. When
SCC was less than 100,000 cells/ml we saw around
25 cases per 100 cows,” adds Wil.
The 180º turn has proved to be a success. But Wil
and Peter didn’t stop there. By 2011, just seven
years after joining the farming partnership, Wil, by
reinvesting his profit straight back into the business,
was up to a 50% share. And, as well as the 350-cow
organic herd, Wil and Peter also now own and run
another 200-cow organic herd, where Wil’s daughter
Jess works as herdsperson, nine miles up the road at
Glebe Farm. This was originally purchased by the
partners as a unit to house dry cows and heifers, but
underwent organic conversion in 2012. An organic
milking herd was added in 2015.
And Jess is building an organic brand – PrOganic –
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starting with processing milk to sell through her
vending machines, and the organic cheese. Eggs
from Wil’s wife Michaela’s poultry enterprise are
also part of the organic range, as well as oats from
the organic arable enterprise. The family, with help
from good staff and partners, now runs more than
1,200 hectares of organic land. “It’s hard work, and
juggling several enterprises and the herd can get
pretty intense,” admits Wil.
“But I’m doing it for myself now – and still working
with Peter. It’s the best of both worlds. And I do try
to strike a work-life balance. “And it’s great to have
our two children come back to farm. Our son Giles is
taking on the organic arable enterprise, plus some
beef, and he’s also helping Jess to run the herd at
Glebe Farm.”

Best route
Wil can see them both taking a greater role and
finding their niche in the farm business in the
future but, for now, Wil says that there are always
things that can be improved and more efficiencies
to be had. “It’s about being open minded and not
dismissing anything. We learned that back in
2004 when we revised the dairy system. We’re still
dairying successfully, but we’re following a different
set of rules now and I’ve no doubt that we took the
best route for the business at the time.”
And what about the heady days of Gold Cup winning
glory? Does Wil want to revisit that?
“Yes – we do want to enter again. In fact, I had hoped
to enter this year, but I wasn’t entirely happy with
herd fertility. When we do enter, I want us to be
‘knocking on the door’, so that’s something we’ll
look at in the near future.
“It will be great to do that, as a family, with Jess and
Giles on board. And I don’t think an organic herd
has won the Gold Cup before, so that’s certainly
something to strive for.” l
Finalists are currently being judged for the 2020 NMR/
RABDF Gold Cup and this will be the 100th year that the Gold
Cup will be presented to the country’s leading dairy business.
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