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lled — some are kille

immediately post-war @ dozen or
o cows on a mixed farm was 1ot
unusual. In fact, Kembleis such a
model of efficiency that the Chi-
nese minister of agriculture came
here to learn how this kind of
modern dairy business could be
d to meet the exploding
in his country. -
£ £2m has been
invested in a shed the size of an
‘hangar where the cows
~are kept indoors for nearly half
| of the year and fed the concen-
| trated feed {hat they need 10
| maintain such levels of produc-
tion. However, the yield is still
not enough for today’s milk
markets, said Ball, as he took me
to see the farnr’s state-of-the-art
milking parlour.
The huge shed seemed 10 be
operated by some invisible
hand. As we arrived, cow
number 777 was just passing
from the herd in the holding
yard via an automated gate into
the high-tech milking system.
She filed down the approach
lane to the mmilking machines
and at the same time a signal
from the transponder clipped to
her foreleg was being sent to the
estate’s computer, which identi-
fied her and logged her in.

il ot

d after iust two cah'/ing cycles

highes
by the RSPCA S
At the moment,
manage ;
tions before they have 10
culled. In ,
ry-farming systems, they man-
age only

of four lacta- &
be ¢
many intensive facto-

an average

two or three before
o worn-out that they =
 unproductive. ‘
““we would be driving every-
thing — the animals, the plant —
{o the maximum,” Ball contin-
ued. “In a factory we are used to
the idea of 24/7; but with ani-
mals and land there are other

considerations. We resist treat- ©
ing cows like machines. From :
the consumer point of view, =

cows in nice pas-

dairy means
being driven

ture — but we're

away from that t0 intensify pro- -
duction until we follow the poul- ¢

try world.”
The supermarkets’ profit mar-
gin on fresh milk has increased

more than fivefold in the past

decade. The processors that
collect, pasteurise
milk have kept
share of the money in the chain
in that time, but the farmers’

share has kept going down.
S farmers can do little except
intensify. They increaseé the size
RIS |

and bottle the =
about the same *




European workers were moving
quietly up the lines attaching
teats to 36 sets of udders at a
time. As the milking machine
- began to suck, 777’s milk flowed
‘down the pipes and through an
underground meter that meas-
ured and recorded her output. -

Meanwhile, information from
a pedometer — also attached 1o
her foreleg — was analysed by
cutting-edge software to calcu-
late how far she had moved
inside the adjoining cowshed
since her last milking.

When 777 comes into season
she walks more than usual and
the computer will mark her
down for artificial insemination.
If she has not walked as much as
usual she may have an udder
infection or be suffering from
lameness — a-condition to which
cows bred for intensive dairy pro-
duction are prone — and the com-
puter will then filter her out for
possible antibiotic treatment.

As 1 watched, 777's milk
stopped pumping. Immediately
detecting the interruption to the
flow, the sensor in the machine
forced water back up the pipes
to clean both 777 and the equip-
ment. Then the teats popped off
by themselves, leaving 777 to
exit through the funnel area into
the shed.

“We thought that so long as
we were efficient we should be
able to make a profit,” said Ball.
The assessment was wrong,
however. The problem is that
even large farms such as Kemble
have little influence over the
J-price that they get for their milk.
When their costs go up because
of global economic forces, they
cannot just pass them on.

Kemble’s costs for fuel, ferti-
liser, water and animal feed had
gone up 8% in the 12 months
before my visit (and they have
gone up even more now). Yet
the price it was being paid for its
milk by Dairy Crest, the com-
pany that processed and packed
it for Sainsbury’s, had fallen by
8% over the same period.
“Chilling milk is energy
intensive,” said Ball. “The cost of
our deliveries has gone up. Feed
has gone up. Fertiliser uses huge
amounts of gas for its production
— that’s up 30% in three years.
We are now selling milk below
the cost of production.” (Afier
my visit the supermarkets did
eventually increase what they
paid the farmers, but the extra
was soon swallowed up in even
higher costs.)

Despite its industrial scale and
being so well run, Kemble found
itself looking into an economic
black hole. “We either pack up
or intensify further,” Ball said.
“We've already increased our
output 15% in the past year.
We're aiming for 10,000 litres
per cow in the next few months.”
This was going against the
grain for someone like Ball, who

-

W penas - on
intensively produced corn and
soya derivatives. Of course

farmers could use clover-rich

grass instead, as well as less

intensively ' grown UK cereals «

and legumes. But then the milk -
vields would go down.

€ Leaving aside
animal welfare,
intensively

nutritionally
depleted J

None of this is much fun for

the cow. An animal producing

milk to suckle its own calf makes

about 10 litres a day. Intensively +
fed cows can be expected to pro-
duce more than 70 litres a day. -
In some cases they have been so -
overbred for high vields that

their mammary glands’ capacity

to produce milk exceeds their -
ability to digest enough nutri- -
ents. New research also suggests =
that half of these intensively kept
cows go lame in any one year,
partly because they have to -
stand on concrete for so long
and partly because their udders
are too heavy for their hind legs.

Leaving aside animal welfare
considerations, intensively pro- -
duced milk appears to be nutri-
tionally depleted. “You are what
you eai” turns out to apply as
much to cows as to humans. On =
the basis of official tables on the =
composition of food, the iron con-
tent of milk appears to have *
dropped by more than 60% in «
60 years. Milk also appears to
have lost 29% of its calcium and -
21% of its magnesium. Further-
more, recent studies have found
that, on average, a pint of »
organic -milk contained 68%
more omega-3 fatty acids than
conventional milk. g

In the past few months there
has barely been enough milk —
organic or otherwise — to meet
demand. Meanwhile, some -
experts predict that if more dairy -
farmers continue to go to the -
wall, we will have to import fresh
milk in five years’ time. It may
not be long before we are i
wondering how we managed to
squander such a valuable herit-
age as our dairy farmers.

Adapted from Eat Your Heart
Out: Why the Food Business Is
Bad for the Planet and Your
Health, by Felicity Lawrence,
published by Penguin o June 26
at £8.99. Copies can be ordered
Jor £8.54, including postage and
packing, from The Sunday Tines
BooksFirst on 0870 165 8585

produced milk
appearsiobe




