BREEDING DUTCH GENETICS

Dutch cows suit

new-entrant’s system

A relative new entrant to dairying is already milking a top-notch herd
of productive, healthy and fertile cattle. And most of them were
imported, as heifers, from the Netherlands.
TEXT RACHAEL PORTER

D
Nigel plans to
continue breeding
with Dutch
bloodlines

utch genetics have helped Cheshire-based
producer Nigel Harper to establish a sizeable,
efficient, healthy and productive dairy herd in
just three years. Today he’s running 280 cows, plus
75 followers, on his 130-hectare tenanted farm, near
Sandbach, as well as a significant contract machinery
business. The latter covers more than 6,800 hectares,
within a 10-mile radius of the farm, and its size goes
some way to explaining why running a herd of troublefree cows is key to his success.
“The contractor business is 10 years old and the dairy,
although it’s just as important, has to fit around that.
Having a uniform herd of healthy and robust cows
certainly helps,” he says.
Nigel made the decision to go into dairying when a
contractor customer decided to cease milk production.

Bijschrift

Nigel Harper:
“I had my own
‘ideal’ milking
cow in mind”
“I’d always wanted to run a dairy herd and taking on
the farm tenancy was an opportunity not to be missed.
“He was retiring and had installed a GEA 20:40 swingover parlour in 2014 and all the other facilities were
in good condition,” says Nigel, adding that he also had
support from his stepfather John and father Simon
who both have a wealth of dairying experience.
“The cows – all 130 – were sold in a dispersal sale, but
that suited me as they weren’t quite what I wanted to
milk. I had my own ‘ideal’ milking cow in mind and I
also wanted to calve in an autumn block, again to fit
in around the contracting business. His was an all-yearround calving herd. So it was best to start from scratch.”

Robust cattle
And that’s what Nigel did, beginning with 100
commercial in-calf cows and heifers, bought from his
father-in-law Colin Wildman, who’s herd is based just
up the road near Middlewich.
“I knew I wanted robust cattle with medium stature
– nothing too extreme. Cows that can look after
themselves, milk well, and calve and get back in calf
easily. Fertility was and is definitely top of the list.
Colin’s cows ticked all those boxes and then the search
was on to source more. By the end 2017 he was milking
130 head, 2018 numbers were up to 180 and by 2019
Nigel’s herd comprised 280 cows, averaging more than
11,000 litres, at 4.2% butterfat and 3.65% protein with
an SCC of 87,000 cells/ml. Milk is sold to Manchesterbased Creamline Dairies.
Most of the additional milkers were imported from the
Netherlands as in-calf heifers. “There are a few homebred replacement heifers now in milk, but not many,”
says Nigel, adding that it’s now a closed herd.
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He imported cattle because he said it was better value
for money. “By looking across the North Sea, we could
buy in quantity and quality – at a good price. Sourcing
the numbers we needed, all calving in autumn, was
proving tricky in the UK. And I also like the Dutch
breeding. They really are trouble-free cows – they offer
good health, fertility, productivity and longevity. The
Dutch are also bTB free, which is another huge bonus –
I knew I wouldn’t be buying in a whole load of trouble.”
That said, he did test for bTB, just to be sure. And the
cattle were also screened for IBR (vaccination), BVD, and
Johne’s disease. “They were also quarantined for two
weeks when they arrived – just to double check – before
mixing with the rest of the herd.”

Dutch sires offer efficiency
CRV sires offering exceptional production and fertility – ideal for Nigel’s breeding
strategy:
• Delta Podcast – an outcross sire offering the complete package with exceptional
hoof health (107)
• Delta Fisherman – a top health sire (+5%), with high milk and component and
calving ease
• Delta Jacuzzi Red – phenomenal production transmitter, unrivalled for efficiency
(+20%), superb udders (107) and feet and legs (104)
• Anreli Red – fertile daughters with high milk components (+0.20% fat and +0.12%
protein)
• Delta Bouncer – udder specialist (109) with high fertility (106)

A uniform bunch
Most of the heifers came from the Deventer region, a
key dairying area in the Netherlands, and are daughters
of CRV sires. “We typically bought them in groups of
50, from a mix of seven different farms, and they came
by ferry.”
He admits he had some help from his father Simon
Harper here. He’s got almost a decade of experience of
importing cattle and made the process easier for Nigel.
“He’s good at picking them out. I did go over a couple
of times, but I mostly left it to dad. He’s an eye for a
good heifer.”
Nigel is pleased when he surveys the herd today – both
physically and on paper. “They’re a uniform bunch and
they look balanced. They’re the cows I always imagined
and wanted to milk.
“And they’re performing well too. I’m pleased with
the calving pattern – the block starts in late July and
finishes in October. Health issues are minimal and
there’s plenty of milk in the tank.”
Nigel plans to continue breeding with Dutch bloodlines,
to maintain the type and production traits that are
doing well.
With help from herd manager Ben Smith, the herd is
averaging 2.3 services per conception. “Our calving
interval has slipped a little, as we’ve added more cows
and yields have increased. But we’re improving that
with help from our breeding contractor,” says Nigel.

milk is there and our role is to make sure we manage
the cows so they can achieve this.”
He adds that their cow housing is good, but they’ve
recently altered passageways and added automatic
scrapers. “Key for us is foot trimming. We’ve upped it
to three times a year for every cow; at 100 days in milk,
200 days in milk and at drying off.”
He says that this regular preventative trimming keeps
cows’ legs and feet in good shape.
“We’re still a relatively young dairy herd and we’re
finding out feet, so we don’t want to run before we can
walk. Our focus is still on health – particularly feet –
as well as feeding and other environmental factors,
such as housing.
“These are the ‘controllables’ and the things that are
vital to the cow’s health and ability to milk well. Our
Dutch cows have certainly helped the business to
forge ahead.” l

Nigel is pleased
when he surveys
the herd today
– both physically
and on paper

Good milk and fertility
In 2017 the herd average was 8,800 litres, in 2018 it was
9,500 and it’s now more than 11,000 and still rising, as
the herd is maturing.
His next focus is on upgrading the facility – for
expansion reasons. “We could go to 500 milkers, but
slurry handling would be an issue. But with followers
now going off to a separate rearing unit, at 45 days old,
we could push cow numbers up by another 150. That’s
the number of spaces were adding in the new cubicle
shed that we’re going to erect along one side of the
milking parlour.”
Herd expansion will be organic – by adding home-bred
heifers. And he’ll also be buying in more Dutch
heifers. Nigel is using sexed semen on heifers and
some conventional semen on milkers.
“When choosing sires I’m looking for balance. So good
milk and fertility – those are at the top of my list.
We’re milking twice a day at the moment and we’re
considering pushing up to three times. The potential to
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