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possibility of the 6 D’s HEATHER WILDMAN  
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FAMILY SUCCESSION SPECIALIST 

Farm succession expert, Heather 
Wildman, says that the six D’s farmers 
need to prepare themselves for are:
• Death
• Disability
• Disaster/Disease
• Divorce
• Disagreements
• Debt
It is so important to communicate 
with your family, somebody must 
bring up the conversation. The sooner 
families start these conversations the 
easier it can be and the more natural 
it becomes. But some families never 
have the succession conversation, and 
then it is too late! 
There are a number of life events 
that can trigger the succession 
conversation. A family member 
might get married or start a new 
family. Someone may wish to retire or 
school-leavers may join the business. 
Someone could become ill or there 
could be high levels of conflict or a 
breakdown in communications. 

Before you start you need to know what 
you want out of your succession plan 
and you need to know your numbers. 
Here are a few things to ask yourself:
• Do you know what your spouse or 

children want?
• How well do you know your business? 

Whose name is on the bank 
accounts, property deeds, tenancies, 
BCMS, single farm payment?

• How exposed are you if something 
happens to a key member of the 
family and business?

There are a number of guiding 
principles to succession. The first 
is that there is no one size fits all 
solution; each farming business is 
different and unique. It is important to 
obtain quality professional legal and 
accounting advice.
Open communication is key and 
you have to be able understand and 
respect the differences in generational 
values within the family. 
For many, succession is just about 
‘managing’ tax. This is an important 
factor and by being open, and planning 

in advance, tax can be managed. By 
keeping things in the dark the rest of 
the family may end up in counselling, 
therapy, debt or worse! 
Agriculture and rural businesses 
are unique, if the accountant and 
your professional advisors are not 
talking your language and do not fully 
understand your business and your 
industry, then leave, or ask if there is 
another partner who does.
There is no right and wrong answer in 
developing your future plan; the aim 
is simply to provide the best possible 
outcome for your family and your 
farm business and by starting that 
conversation today you can start to 
protect your family and your business. 
Heather concludes, “If nothing else, 
COVID-19 has shown us all that life 
can be short and is precious. We only 
get one chance at it so how do you 
want to live your life? What do you 
want to achieve, and what do you need 
in place to make it happen? It does 
not have to be hard or scary, so let’s 
break down the barriers, achieve our 
personal goals, and have some fun!”
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Is there really no thought about how much 
pressure that puts on a second lactation animal?  
Is this an oversight or not really an issue?
See page 2
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For many farming families, the conversation about 
succession can be a difficult one to have. There are so many 
different eventualities to prepare for and many are afraid 
that by talking about it they are tempting fate. 

The use of straw in all manner of diets, 
to increase fibre, slow digestion and 
provide some stability, has been, and 
is still widely used, in many different 
cattle diets. With this particular article I 
want to look at feeding chopped or tub-
ground straw to both calves and adlib 
cattle as part of their diet.
To start with, what is ground straw???? 
The process of grinding straw is more 
than just chopping it. The straw is 
broken across the grain as well as length 

ways. This breaks the stalk down as 
well as the leaf, so you have consistent 
structure and size. This can increase the 
intake of straw by the cattle or calves 
due to its decreased size and softer form 
making it more palatable. It also means 
its less likely to be sorted out of wagon 
mixes when combined with other feeds.
Of the two scenarios I want to look at, 
I’ll start with the adlib cattle. This can 
apply to both finishing and long-term 
adlib beef.
Not as many people do “barley bulls” 
these days, but there has been, and I 
believe, still is, a place for these types 
of cattle if costed properly and done 
effectively. In both adlib bulls and 
finishing cattle being fed high cereal 
diets, getting enough fibre into the diet 
can be a bit of a trial. If left to free choice 
cattle will often prefer to eat the lovely 
palatable cereal mix (sweeties) you have 

worked tirelessly to present to them, 
leaving the forage (greens) to last, a bit 
like my 15-month-old son! This doesn’t 
help rumen stability at all. Acidosis is 
the cause of many issues with high 
cereal fed bulls and finishing cattle. 
It can lead to variability in intakes 
leading to performance drops. It can 
disrupt the ability of the rumen to 
produce vital vitamins that govern 
brain function and sight, to name just 
a couple.      Cont. on page 2

Feeding ground straw for greater 
rumen heath and development.
The rumen in cattle is like a 
seesaw, as it constantly needs 
balancing to achieve the 
optimum performance. Like a 
seesaw, if the balance is upset 
it can throw the digestion 
out of kilter, causing adverse 
effects on the animals’ health 
and performance.  



in weight from the start to the end too of 2nd lactation. 

The key difference here is that we allow energy for growth in 
1st lactation, but not in the 2nd. 
Most farms allow for something like a 0.3kg per day growth 
in first lactation by expecting less litres from the base diet 
for those animals. This means that a 75kg differential is 
covered in around 250 days, which makes sense as she is 
probably not able to gain much weight if any on the road 
to her peak yield which is likely to be between 45-55 days 
on most farms. None of that help though is awarded to 2nd 
lactation heifers, who are going through exactly the same 
growth pressure.
Experience says that this is in reality often a big problem. 
When you think about it, we amplify that 2nd lactation 
pressure as she can often be coming out of the sanctuary of a 
heifer group to do battle and establish herself in the pecking 

order of the mature cow group. So how can we alleviate 
that pressure on her without trying to form a separate 2nd 
lactation group?
Ideas to achieve 2nd lactation success?
• Make sure that animals transition as a group into the 

lactation group, rather than entering as a single animal?
• 61cm (2’) per animal feed trough space is the gold standard 

and makes a huge difference to her potential survival?
• Overstocking should be avoided unless you are achieving 

the above point and deep bedded/ sand/ super 
comfortable cubicles etc?

• Potentially create a different feed curve for 2nd lactation 
animals (maybe particularly for immature animals) that 
allows for growth or at least lead feeds until 90-100 days 
giving an animal time to at least recover from peak with a 
little extra help?

• Any very immature 2nd lactation animals should possibly 
drop back into the heifer group post calving to reduce 
group stress factors? 

Solutions don’t need to be onerous, just respectful of the 
mountain that we expect a second lactation animal to 
climb.  If we feed allowing for energy for weight gain would 
we see as flat a lactation curve as we do on the 1st lactation 
heifer group?
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A world with robots in it has brought us so many more tools 
for viewing cow health and performance. One thing it does is 
highlight the fact that a 2nd lactation cow is, in my opinion, 
really a second lactation heifer and needs viewing as such.
What do I mean by that, well if we think about it, we currently 
expect any second calver to produce milk roughly in line with 
our 3rd lactation cattle and get back in calf, probably as well 
as a heifer really. However in amongst all of this we take no 
account for the fact that she is still growing. 

If we look at some specific data we can see what I’m referring 
to. On this particular farm 1st lactation heifers come into the 
herd at an average of 550kg and by the end of their lactation at 
300+ days they are 635kg.  

They are calving in on average for 2nd lactation at 625kg  
and ending that lactation at around 700kg.  This represents  
a weight difference of 75kg between the start and end of  
1st lactation which funny enough, is the same difference  

The 2nd lactation heifer –  
myth or reality?
When is a heifer not a heifer… at the end of her 
first lactation? But then we talk about mature 
weights at 3rd lactation. Is there really no 
thought about how much pressure that puts on a 
second lactation animal? Is this an oversight or 
not really an issue?

So how do you increase that fibre intake? 
Well, that’s where your tub-ground straw 
comes in. Incorporating it into a mix 
or even in exchange for the forage you 
have presented. Ground straw intake 
can be two or three times greater than 
traditionally fed straw. At this point 
I’m getting people shouting at their 
newsletter saying, “but straw is very 
expensive compared to other forages.” 
True, but how consistent are your other 
forages? Do you have enough other 
forages? Can you spread the cost of other 
forages, as you can buy straw when you 
need it? Also, remember that it’s not 
always expensive and a lot of you have 
your own supply.
The second scenario is feeding straw 
to calves. The effects of this follow the 
same theme as the adlib cattle but apply 
to early development of calves.
When establishing a rumen, fibre and 
starch are two key parts that can lead to 
a rapid and comprehensive development 
of a calf ’s digestive system. Another 
common practice is to feed calves a good 

quality compound starter feed and straw 
for bucket or young dairy calves. The 
straw intake enables the rumen to be 
kept stable without reducing the calves 
cake intake.
The use of chopped straw as a 
replacement for conventional straw can 
significantly increase intakes and allow 
for a more stable rumen development 
which in turn can help to promote 
greater performance when fed fresh 
daily. 
The cost of grinding straw (I am reliably 
told buy a customer of mine who owns 

a machine) is about £10 per tonne on 
top of your straw price. Not a large cost 
but the returns from increasing rumen 
stability leading to greater feed intakes, 
greater growth rates, less time on farm 
and greater rumen health, can mount 
up. 
I would urge all our customers to think 
about both your youngstock and adlib/
finishing cattle diets and ask yourselves 
the questions: 
• Are these cattle performing as well as 

we would like? 
• Are the feed intakes as good as we 

think they could be? 
• Are your calves blooming and growing 

as well as they could? 
Perhaps there is a place to utilise 
the straw fed on farm to maximize 
performance and gain a better return on 
your feeds.  
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Feeding ground straw for greater rumen 
health and development  continued from page 1 Warmth gives the red mite ideal 

conditions in which to breed and so 
numbers dramatically increase during 
warmer weather. 
They tend to live in small cracks and 
crevices in the shed and around the 
system because they are nocturnal. The 
eggs that are laid in these areas take 
2-3 days to hatch and only 7 days for 
this egg to become an adult mite. As a 
result, red mite infestations can spread 
very rapidly. A mite can also last for up 
to 8 months without food, making them 
very hardy. 
The best time to spot red mite is first 
thing in the morning, after they have 
fed on the birds’ blood overnight, giving 
the mite their distinctive red colouring. 
Find a sheet of white paper and press 
it into any areas of the shed that look 
suspicious – red streaks should appear 
if mites are present. Low numbers of 
mites will cause irritation but because 
the breeding cycle is so quick, bigger 
issues can occur fairly rapidly. Large 
numbers of mites will cause birds to 
look anaemic and become lethargic. 
Combs will be pale rather than bright 

red and birds will be sitting hunched up. 
You may also see a drop in production 
and deterioration of shell quality. As a 
result of birds being under stress, blood 
spots may occur in the eggs. Ultimately, 
if the levels of red mite get out of hand, 
birds will lose condition and potentially 
a rise in mortality will be seen. 
It is estimated that red mites cause the 
poultry industry across the UK and 
EU around £102m/year, with 87.5% 
of UK flocks effected. As a result, a 
vaccine for laying hens has been on 
trial commercially since 2015. Proteins 
that cause hens to produce an immune 
response were identified and injected 
into birds. Early trials proved that these 
proteins could be effective and birds 

who were treated harboured a quarter 
of the red mite, compared to the control 
birds and it has proven to cause around 
35% mortality of mites. The issue is now 
scaling this vaccine up. 
In the meantime there are an array 
of products on the market to help 
prevent and treat red mite. When using 
products in the water, be sure to flush 
your water lines after dosing. If the lines 
aren’t kept clean and flushed a build 
up of biofilm and bacteria can occur 
and cause birds to come under other 
challenges other than that of the red 
mite. For advice on which products to 
use for red mite please contact one of 
the members of our poultry team. 

Tackling Red Mite
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Red Mite (Dermanyssus 
gallinae), although small, 
can have a dramatic effect 

on your birds’ performance. 
Now warmer weather is 

approaching, keeping on top 
of red mite is paramount. 

PETE DAVIS  07872 970635 
RUMINANT NUTRITIONIST


