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WOOL, WHAT IS IT GOOD 
FOR? NOTHING!
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03 CAN TOO MUCH CALCIUM  
BE A PROBLEM?
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time for a re-think?time for a re-think?
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And it doesn’t take extreme 
temperatures to contribute to 
problems. Heat stress in housed cows 
occurs at far lower temperatures and 
humidity than most of us realise. So the 
impact of sub-standard air flow and 
temperature control can extend far 
beyond the summer months and can be 
holding our cows back from realising 
their true potential.
These key building-related issues were 
highlighted in CMCs recent INSPIRE 
roadshows, that were held on five farms 
across the southwest in mid-July, with 
building expert Jamie Robertson and 
Cargill nutritionist Mark Scott.
The combination of temperature and 
humidity affects cow performance – 
which is why UK cows can suffer as 
much as those in hotter countries, this 
why we use temperature humidity 
index or THI to measure this.
Relative humidity in the UK in 
summer is normally about 60%. When 
temperatures in our cow sheds – or 
outdoors – exceed 20°C, we get a 
THI reading of 65. And we know 
from research projects on farm that 
conception rates can fall if the daily 
average exceeds this threshold
Fertility – particularly oestrus and 
conception rates – are the first 
parameters affected by heat stress and 
they are hidden victims. The effects are 
not seen immediately on many units 
and producers may fail to link a drop 

in rates to increased temperatures. But 
many producers do see lower fertility 
rates in summer, suggesting heat stress 
has had an effect.
When daily average temperatures 
exceed 22°C and a THI of 68, milk 
quality can decline. And at higher 
temperatures, above 24°C and a THI 
of 70 even for an hour a day, cow 
behaviour will be affected.
Cows have limited cooling 
mechanisms. Sweating is limited but, 
with prolonged high temperatures 
they’ll cool down by panting. In 
winter, a cow will lose about 10 litres 
of moisture just from breathing. In 
summer this increases to 40 litres.
The impact of heat stress is even more 
relevant in today’s high performance 
cows. Animals producing 45 litres of 
milk a day will produce 26% more body 
heat than those producing 32 litres a 
day. This is a serious amount of heat to 
dissipate when conditions get warmer 
and more humid. 
So even when we think that it’s not 
particularly hot, the THI threshold may 
be triggered, and our cows could be 
encountering some heat stress.
Farmers need to think like a cow when 

it comes to housing as too often sheds 
are built for convenience and ease of 
management rather than designed for 
housing high performance cows, 24/7.
Making improvements costs money, 
and many producers resist this. Instead, 
they’re prepared to see fertility rates fall 
and put up with more mastitis cases in 
summer.
Farmers are encouraged to review 
their building design as even some 
of the smartest can have problems 
caused by poor design, with inadequate 
ventilation being a major cause of 
problems.
Open sides might look good and allow 
plenty of air in, but if the roof vents are 
too narrow the warm air can’t get out, 
capped ridges are a definite ‘no-no’, 
as are skylights that were all the trend 
but, unless they’re carefully positioned 
and north-facing, they can increase the 
building temperature significantly. 
A word of caution for those farmers 
thinking of taking out more side panels 
in more enclosed sheds to improve 
ventilation. This may not be ideal 
when driving rain hits the building – 
designing good buildings for cows in 
our maritime climate is challenging.

Cow shed ventilation - fit for purpose, 
or is it time for a re-think?

Recent high temperatures have raised awareness of 
the inadequate ventilation in many of our cow sheds, 
which can cause heat stress and impact on cow 
health and productivity with financial consequences. 
Continued on page 4
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Price prospects dip as 
market sentiment falls

In my last article, written before many milk price increases had been 
announced, I predicted that “both the real and the futures market point 
to prices around or over 30p for a standard litre”. But I also said that this 
doesn’t mean you’ll get it, “as most non-aligned prices rarely top 30p”.

Chris Walkland

Recent high temperatures 
have raised awareness of 
the inadequate ventilation 
in many of our cow sheds, 
which can cause heat stress 
and impact on cow health 
and productivity with 
financial consequences. 

Happily for farmers in and around Crediton 
the average price for June, July and August 
was 30ppl, with that across the South West 
being slightly less at 29.8p. It has been 
supported by the Arla price, plus Saputo and 
Crediton Dairies, but dragged down by a 
rather poor Muller Direct price until Muller 
increased the price in June and July.
Now that 30p price, in a normal year, would 
be a pretty good one. But as we all know 
this is no normal year, least of all for milk 
production costs which are around 31p.
Unfortunately the prospects from here 
have taken a turn for the worse, with the 
predicted price going forward being nearer 
28p than 30p. Thus the bad news is that price 

reductions are likely. The good news is they 
should ONLY be from processors paying 
the very highest prices. And it’s not just me 
flagging up the risks. I quote Arla’s latest milk 
price announcement: “The summer is stable, 
with the potential for a moderate negative 
correction during Autumn.”
The reason is simple: the commodity markets 
are on the wane and show no signs of being 
at the bottom. For example, the GDT has 
seen seven declines in a row, which has taken 
the average commodity price back to the 
lowest level since February. That said, though, 
the farmgate equivalent price from the 
commodities is still returning over 30p,  
so it’s no disaster.                        Continued page 2

Jamie 
Robertson



On top of that the holiday period in 
Europe means the market is extremely 
quiet, which does nothing for prices. 
Traders are also seeing high milk 
volumes in the US and New Zealand in 
particular, which are also weighing on 
sentiment. As a result, the futures have 
been steadily dropping over the last 
month and, like the real market for SMP 
and butter, they are returning a farmgate 
equivalent of around 28ppl. The cheese 
sector is returning slightly higher prices.
But what about milk volumes here? 
Well the good news is that milk volumes 
are tailing off faster this year than at 
any other time in recent years, and this 
must have a positive effect on the market 
sometime. Currently, though, it isn’t. 
Although the hot weather will have 
wreaked havoc on the cows, resulting 
in reduced volumes, demand for milk 
falls during a heatwave as people drink 
less tea and coffee. Thus at the time of 

writing the spot price had dipped below 
30p again, as has cream – down to the 
mid £1.50’s/kg and to a level that will 
struggle to support liquid milk processor 
prices, let alone increase them.

As we move further into the trough the 
drop off in volumes should help turn 
the sentiment more positive, especially 
if volumes in the EU tail off too. If New 
Zealand’s milk volumes at the start of 

its season aren’t as strong as is currently 
being predicted, and China continues to 
buy big, then that, too, will be more grist 
to the mill.

All in all, then, milk prices should stay 
at a similar level to now, aside maybe 
from those paying the highest prices. 
With costs being where they are they, 
though, at the very least they need to 
stay as they are. 

The calcium that is supplied in the 
feed needs to be in accordance with 
feed consumption; if birds feed intake 
is low, they will require higher levels of 
calcium in the diet or supplementation 
of oyster shell on farm. Hens’ 
requirement for calcium also increases 
with age, so diets must be reviewed 
regularly to make sure your flock is 
getting the best supply of calcium they 
need. Consequently, the makeup of the 
diet is very important. 
It is widely known that birds will 
lay down shell overnight for the egg 
forming process. As a result of this, the 
majority of feeds should be available in 
the afternoon. A general rule of thumb 
is 40% of feeds in the morning and 60% 
in the afternoon. This will help supply 
the birds with enough calcium during 
the night whilst she is forming the shell. 
As calcium is not overly palatable, 
it is good to give the birds enough 
time to eat all the micro ingredients 
in the feed, as well as the macro. It is 
therefore important that birds clean 
out the feed tracks once a day, ideally 
late morning, or lunchtime. 
Whilst the amount of calcium 
provided to the birds should increase 
over time, so should the coarseness. 
Therefore, oyster shell should be 
supplemented to further support 

the hens’ requirements. It can be 
incorporated in the feed and whilst this 
might be the easiest may to administer, 
it is not always the best option. 
Hens will automatically look for oyster 
shell (or extra calcium) when they 
require it. However, if they know they 
do not need it and it has already been 
added in the feed, the birds will avoid 
it and create food wastage. 
Adding oyster shell direct in feed can 
also change the composition and 
nutritional value of the feed. As a 
result, it is recommended to introduce 
oyster shell direct to farm over time. 
By supplementing the oyster shell on 
farm, birds will eat it when they need 
it, most commonly this is just before 
lights go out and so it must be readily 
available at this time. 
It is crucial that we are constantly 
evaluating the diet birds are being fed. 
Sometimes there can be a tendency 
to stay on a layer 1 diet, for example, 
when birds are performing well 
as we are nervous about effecting 
production. However, if birds stay on 
this diet for too long, they will not be 
receiving the correct calcium levels, 
and this may have a knock-on effect on 
shell quality. Alongside this, if the birds 
are performing efficiently and feed 
consumption is low, then it would be 

advised to supply additional calcium, 
more often than not in the form of 
oyster shell. 
Every farm is different, so changing 
diets is assessed on a case-by-case 
basis. However, changing diets more 
often should be considered to keep 
up with calcium and phosphorus 
requirements.  
There are many additives on the 
market that can help support or 
improve shell quality. However, 
it is important to remember that 
prevention is better than cure. 
If producers decide to use feed 
additives to aid shell quality, this 
should be thought about at least 
3-4 weeks prior to shell quality 
deterioration. If products are added 
too late, then they may slow down 
the deterioration, but it will not 
delay this onset or stop it. It is hence 
recommended to keep information 
from each flock, so you are aware of 
when changes may occur, and you can 
react in time.  
So, can you have too much calcium? 
The answer is yes. Excess calcium is 
just as bad as under supply!

BEEF & SHEEP FORAGEDAIRY POULTRY
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Price prospects dip as market sentiment falls continued from page 1

The combination of 
Calcium and Phosphorus 

in poultry diets is 
known to be of upmost 
importance, not only 

for shell quality but for 
birds’ skeletal structure. 

Getting the levels of  
these micronutrients 

correct is key to a good 
performing flock.

Can too much calcium 
be a problem?

HARRIET SMITH  07711 780858
POULTRY SPECIALIST 

A substance that has, in itself, built 
a complete industry or even a cult 
around its removal and processing but 
is now a complete valueless product. 
A substance that used to make people 
millions, that had factories and cities 
built because of it but now cost farmers 
to get rid of, yes its wool.
I am intrigued to look at what other 
uses there are for wool other than the 
usual fine high end clothing garments, 
carpets and other fabrics.
The campaign for wool, that stands 
with Prince Charles as its Patron, was 
set up in 2010 to raise the awareness of 
wool and to champion its use far and 
wide in the fashion industry. This still 
only covers fabrics and fashion, all be 
it all manner of fashion from high end 
designer clothing to carpets and duvets. 
I was quite interested to see if wool had 

be used in any other new innovative 
ways. It seems as the biggest problem is 
the varying quality and contaminants. 
High quality wool is easy to find 
potential homes for, but poorer grade 
wool is not.
Wool has been used for a while now 
as Insulation for houses both as wall 
and roof insulation. There have been 
studies conducted on the thermal 
efficiency of wool that have shown it 
to be a very good insulator that offers 
noise reduction properties as well as 
being Environmentally friendly and 
sustainable. 
It is a product that is water resistant, 
flame retardant, non-toxic and 
insulates both heat and noise. Studies 
have shown that wool can reduce noise 
by up to 6dB compared to mineral wool. 
Its also sustainable and has no plastic 
involved in its construction (apart from 
a few feed bags and buckets).
Wool has also been looked at as a Peat 
replacer for the horticulture industry. 
Peat is a controversial subject especially 
when talking about carbon as it is a 
significant carbon sink. If dug up you 
reduce the ability to store carbon, 
the process also releases significant 

amount of other methane and carbon 
as well as damage habitats for wildlife. 
Wool and bracken mixes have been 
trialed to replace peat in composts. 
Wools water holding properties as well 
as its natural Nitrogen storage lends it 
well to this roll, and poorer grade wool 
works very well as a compost.  
It has also been looked at as a weed 
suppressant and a mulch to protect 
roots and discourage pests as well as 
acting as a fertiliser. Wool contains 
10-11% nitrogen not to mention 
potassium, phosphorus, iron and 
sodium and sulphur all of which are 
highly sort after for plant growth. 
Wool is 100% biodegradable and 
naturally occurring so again the ‘Green’ 
credentials are massively stacked in 
its favour compared to man made 
equivalents.
So next time your sat in you local 
having a pint and doing the Thursday 
night quiz and the question comes up 
“name some of the uses for wool” now 
you will be able to lean in and nail that 
particular question. 

In a turn form my usual 
verbal haranguing of you 
readers, I’ve been given 
inspiration to write, this 
time, on a different topic. 
A topic of a substance that 
many sheep farmers detest...

Wool, Huh, What is it good for? Absolutely nothing!

JOE BANKS  07885 367440 
BEEF & SHEEP SPECIALIST 


