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INTRODUCTION 
As the UK dairy industry is slowly starting to show signs of climbing out of the recent price plummet, 
it is evident that confidence within the industry has been overcome by the global market demands. 
This has left many UK milk producers that ‘weathered the storm’ in a state of emotional and financial 
depression. However, on a lighter note it is important to remain positive and have an open-minded 
approach when making future business decisions as, after all, we (the producer) have a very valuable 
product that the world relies on heavily for a wide range of uses.   
 
WHERE HAVE WE COME FROM? 
Over the past decade the dairy industry has witnessed many changes and challenges; the current war 
between world supply and demand is only the most recent of these challenges affecting the UK 
market downturn. Despite this it must not be forgotten how far the UK dairy industry specifically has 
come over the past decade. In 2004 the UK had 21,616 dairy farms producing an average of 7,001 
litres per annum, with an average herd size of 97 (DairyCo, 2015). Compare these figures to 2015 
when there were 13,815 dairy farms with an average herd size of 133, producing 7,912 litres per 
annum (DairyCo, 2015). These figures are proof that the UK is now far more productive and efficient 
than ever before. With on-going concerns for global warming and the production of greenhouse 
gases (GHG), the 34% reduction of GHG by 2020 set out by the Climate Change Act of 2008 is on 
target to be met. This intensification of UK dairy farms has not only encouraged greater efficiency but 
seen more attention to detail in diets, more specifically a drive towards more starch-based forages 
such as maize and whole-crop cereals over traditional grass forages. Traditional grass forages are 
high in fibre and associated with the generation of methane in the rumen. This change in dietary 
constituents has resulted in a major reduction of methane production of 16% since 2007 when dairy 
cattle were responsible for 37% of UK methane production (Harper Adams research, 2015).    
 
GENOMICS 
Despite the dairy industry going through some very challenging times currently, never has there been 
a more exhilarating time to be in such an advancing industry. Genomics, a word and concept many of 
us turned our nose up to only a few years ago, is now rapidly taking over our breeding and 
management decisions. This month’s genomic interim run saw the ever-advancing boundaries being 
pushed again with a heifer calf reaching 2931 GTPI surpassing the top GTPI sire at 2913 GTPI (08/16)! 
With feed efficiency and body condition score (BCS) being recently added traits to this breeding tool 
it is very exciting to see what future developments are to come.  
Another very interesting concept that has the potential to take the acceleration of our breeding to a 
whole new level is CRISPR-Cas9 gene editing technology. Gene editing with CRISPR-Cas9 technology 
allows precise changes to be made in the genome of an animal without introducing genetic material 
from another organism (Genus PLC, 2016). This program has already succeeded in the prevent of 
porcine reproductive and respiratory syndrome virus (PRRSV), but Genus PLC, the licence holder now 
wishes to move this technology into the bovine industry. Although not commercially available yet 
this concept could transform the genetics, management and well-being of the bovine industry. 
CRISPR has the potential to inactivate particular genes such as the gene for ‘horned cattle’ and create 
a ‘polled’ animal without any polled genetics being introduced.    
Today’s dairy industry offers producers so many opportunities to steer their independent businesses 
in a range of many ways. With the rapid acceleration of genomics over the past five years there is 
now a vast range of bulls available on the market. Increased communication and transportation has 
granted farmers the ability to have semen from anywhere across the world within days. This allows 
us in the UK to remain competitive within the world genomic race. Pricing strategies such as ‘Cogent 
Visions’ and ‘Genus Cornerstone’ programs have proven invaluable this year especially, allowing 



producers to buy early released semen at a greatly reduced rate. Semex’ ‘Immunity +’ is a very 
exciting concept now available to dairy producers to add in natural immunity to a given animal. With 
mastitis reduction figures of 26% these ‘Immunity +’ sires are showing major potential for acquiring 
immunity and saving subsequent associated costs. During a recent talk, Dr Steve Larmer from Semex 
hinted that there may be a genomic test available in the near future for testing acquired immunity in 
new-born calves, which could prove revolutionary for management of the future dairy herd.   
 
TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES 
We currently live in a world where technology is rapidly taking over the need for human labour. 
There are a growing number of dairy farms looking to change to robotic milking systems, moving 
away from expensive human intervention. About 5% of UK farms have already adapted this 
approach, but they also constitute for about 30% of all new milking equipment (Royal Association of 
British Dairy Farmers, 2015). These systems allow cows to essentially get milked when they want to, 
creating healthier, happier cows coupled with higher milk yields and lower workforce costs. This 
creates an excellent public perception, as average UK visits per robot are 2.8 visits per day compared 
to a traditional milking system of two regimented visits either end of the day, thus avoiding 
unnecessary stress on the cows’ mammary systems and promoting better longevity within the breed. 
Robotic feeding systems such as the Lely Vector system allow for nearly 100% automated feeding of 
the whole herd. These systems offer many new and exciting advantages to the modern dairy 
industry, not only do these systems virtually eliminate the need for human intervention of the feed 
process, but they also ensure a constant total mixed ration (TMR) is delivered to the animals 365 
days a year, eradicating human error. Being electric powered, these systems will also help reduce the 
farms carbon footprint as a result of the unnecessary burning of diesel in machines. Robotic scraping 
systems such as the Lely Discovery are also an example of a management procedure that can be 
automated to improve cow comfort and well-being, whilst creating an all-round better consumer 
perception of modern intensified dairy farming.  
Heat detection and rumination collars are an integral part of modern dairy farming. Constant 24 hour 
data delivered to the farmer on an individual cow’s oestrus activity or eating habits allows for earlier 
identification and tracking of the oestrus cycle. This optimizes the timing of artificial insemination (AI) 
yet also detects animals with suppressed rumination, indicating a potential health or diet issue. Both 
concepts are fundamental in creating a productive and efficient farming business.  
 
CONSUMER PERCEPTION 
With the recent downturn in milk price, there is an increase in farmers seeing an opportunity to 
break away from the pack and cut out the middleman. Farmers for Action (FFA) protests and social 
media campaigns have sparked more public attention than ever before. With milk processers paying 
unsustainable prices to their producers, farmers have been driven to look at alternative methods to 
market and sell their milk. Raw milk sales and milk vending machines are the most popular as the 
producer can achieve up to £1 per litre (Holmes, 2016), generating a profit of 70ppl after all costs 
have been considered. With fuel prices on the rise again, it is in the best interest of the producer to 
bring the product closer to the customer. With a change in eating habits and a more health conscious 
consumer, the many benefits of raw and whole milk are being recognized. A new and exciting 
concept of raw milk production to meet consumer demands could be the introduction of high 
pressure processing (HPP) our milk. This process brings several safety, innovation, export possibilities 
and functional product development opportunities to the dairy sector. With similar properties to the 
pasteurization process, this procedure requires no heat with the milk being pressurized to a 
maximum of 87,000 psi. Advocates of HPP-treated milk claim that the enzymes in raw milk are 
preserved and the structure of key nutrients in milk, which are killed in the heat processing such as 
certain vitamins and proteins, remain intact.  
  
CONCLUSION 



Never before have we lived and worked in an industry which offers so much opportunity to create a 
profitable and efficiently sustainable farm business, yet still maintain a positive customer perception. 
With the rapid advancement of genomics, technology and genetics there is no reason why our 
industry will not develop and go forward. However with the global population increasing by 
approximately 1.13% (80 million) per year there is no doubt that milk, an indispensable product, will 
always be in demand. With producer numbers falling in the UK yet milk output increasing there is 
evidence that with the adoption of these advancements a ‘brave new world within dairying’ can be 
created.    


