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HOW I PRODUCE HIGH QUALITY MILK

LIZ BEST, Poole Farm, Leighterton, Glouc.

INTRODUCTION

The farm is run by my husband Chris and I, with me doing all of the milking.  We started in Somerset on a 15 acre small-holding in 1983.  After several applications we obtained the 43 hectare tenancy of Poole Farm in 1985 part of the Gloucestershire County Council estate.  Like everyone else milking cows, we have enjoyed the short good spells and endured the hard times over the past 15 years, from quotas being brought in just as we started to today’s milk price.  Our problems are increased by the limitations of the farm, particularly its size with no opportunity to expand, and its shape. The buildings are across the road from the grazing which is wedge shaped with the farm at the point of the wedge.  We are adopting two strategies to stay afloat.  First, Chris works long hours off the farm thus I have a full day every one of the 7 days a week.  Secondly, we are now 5 months into organic conversion.  It appears that trying to sustain our standards will bring us new challenges when we lose many of the tools in current use.

THE FARM

We have 65 cows, mostly black and white but with a few Brown Swiss, breed our own replacements and calve all year round.  We graze from April to November on grass and stubble turnips.  There are 20 sheep on the farm to help to maintain the pastures.  Previously we grew maize but not this year, we are trying lucerne.

Production is creeping up, averaging 7235 litres in 1999, with a target of 7500 litres in 2000. We manage 3.30% protein and 4.20% fat. 

One of the first views of the farm on arrival is the dairy.  This is our shop window. The aim is to keep the rest up to this standard. 

The structure of the farm is such that when the cows are out then they are out.  When in, there are 62 cubicles, straw on mats, plus a loose housing area for the calving cows, pens for young stock and separate boxes for isolation if needed.  When housed, the cows have access to the outside yard and a feed area.  These areas are scraped twice daily.

Dry cows, and any lame animals, are on loose-housed straw until they can cope with cubicle life.  Heifers are integrated with the cows so that they lie in cubicles and are accustomed to passing through the parlour.  Heifer calves are kept with the cow for 4 days, bull calves are kept with the cow for 3-4 weeks, until they are fit for market.

Since moving to Poole Farm we have upgraded the parlour, in 1992.  It is a simple but effective 6-stall tandem, jar plant where the cows are fed all their concentrates.  We have a new bulk tank (1997) and a new plate cooler to help with every other day collection, we have improved the muck and effluent storage and, when we can, we try to improve the feeding and cubicle areas.

One of our main goals is to obtain the highest possible standards in milk quality.  The Bactoscan is usually below 10 and our cell count below 60,000 cells/ml.  We do not have individual cows above 200,000 cells/ml, at least not for long.  Health of the cows is a priority. We achieve this by 

VIGILANCE - we look at everything that is going on, try to spot when things are going wrong and attend to them immediately. This is essentially attention to detail which starts with being tidy around the farm. Everything has its place and is kept there, maintenance is a priority but essentially we try to keep everything clean and working properly.

CLEAN, DRY and COMFORTABLE – we start with everything clean. This means it is easier to keep everything clean.  This includes the parlour, the equipment and machinery, the yards and the cubicles. To be clean needs the cows and the beds to be dry.  We have easy access to good straw that we keep undercover, except for some round bales. The beds are deep.  The cubicles are cleaned off twice daily and straw added daily.
MONITORING – we keep a close watch on the cows, checking foremilk, using the CMT and paying close attention to individual cow cell counts.  Any cow over 200,00 cells/ml is looked at carefully.  We pay particular attention to mastitis control. Cows get individual attention.  This system allows us to spot even the smallest behavioural changes.

All teats are washed and dried with individual paper towels at every milking.  This allows us to feel the udder, changes here often indicate mastitis before clots appear in the foremilk. Disinfectant is sprayed after milking and the cows stand, being fed big bale silage in a clean yard, for at least 20 minutes.

High quality milk is our goal.  Fig. 1 shows the Bactoscan results for 32 weeks, it has never exceeded 10 and averages less than 7 for this year.  This year the cell count averages 74,000 cells/ml (Fig. 2), the same as for the equivalent period in 1999.  The rolling annual average is 73,000 cells/ml.
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All cases of mastitis are treated.  We average about 25 cases/ 100 cows/year using approximately 2 intra mammary tubes per case.  Streptococus uberis is, not surprisingly  given our straw bedding, the principal cause. That is why so much attention is given to bedding and calving areas. This includes the calving paddock used in the summer, it has no bare areas.  Until now we have dry cow treated all cows. Culling has usually been only 20% with few animals culled for mastitis.  Our health programme is developed and maintained in close association with Philip Marsh, our vet. A major part of our system depends on us keeping good records and using the information we get from NMR etc. Converting to organic dairying will require us to review much of what we do, especially managing dry cows.

SUMMARY

In summary we produce high quality milk consistently by attention to cleanliness and detail.  We need to produce the very best to minimise our costs, to stay in dairying and because we owe it to our cows.  Dairying is our chosen way of life so we want to do it properly.
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