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Introduction

My wife Fiona and I have two children, James (4) and Izzy (2) and we farm in partnership with my parents on our 1000 acre lowland mixed farm in Easter Ross, forty miles north of Inverness.

Current stocking on the farm comprises 120 beef cows of mixed parentage and 900 ewes that also have a fairly cosmopolitan appearance. The reason we have a mixture of breeds is fairly simple.

My father could never resist the temptation to experiment with different sires and he has passed that unfortunate trait on to me. However, there is light at the end of the tunnel and our breeding objectives are now focussed with Shorthorn, Texel and Beltex studs being established in the past ten years. More recently some Angus cows have been added to the herd which in time will give our customers another option. All replacements are home bred with only stock sires being purchased and all stock is either sold for breeding or sold deadweight. We make a concerted effort to maintain high levels of herd and flock health.

On the cropping front we grow 600 acres of malting barley, wheat and oil seed rape along with a small acreage of protein peas for home consumption. Most crop related operations are carried out by our local contractor. We have one other full time member of staff on the farm.

I am fortunate enough to have been born and bred, reared and fed in the Highlands of Scotland. I have lived and worked here all my life apart from two years spent in Edinburgh completing an HND in agriculture and six months spent travelling and working abroad.

Background

Having had first hand experience of BVD in cattle and enzootic abortion, twice, in sheep on our own farm I have developed a strong dislike for diseases that affect the profitability of our livestock enterprises. These diseases put our business under severe financial pressure with estimated losses of (40K and (25K respectively. They also put us, the stockmen, under considerable emotional strain. Looking after stock is hard enough without the extra burden of a rampant viral disease such as BVD and the baggage it brings.

The main aim of any responsible farmer or stockperson is to ensure that their stock is fit and healthy so that they in turn can thrive and prosper. It has often been said that if you look after your stock they in turn will look after you.

In the current agricultural climate it is more important than ever that we farm as efficiently as we can. In the beef and sheep sector we face the constant threat of imported meat that in many cases is as consistent as or even more so than our own product. To compete with this I believe we need to improve not only quality through breeding and other improvements, but we need to raise our standards of health and reduce levels of disease.

With this in mind and with encouragement from all around, including those who would have to do my work, I applied for a Nuffield Scholarship. The experience so far has given me more ideas than I will ever have time to put into practice and a new army of friends and contacts throughout the world.  I doubt my Nuffield adventure will ever end.

Objectives

To produce a report that will appeal to everyday farmers, one which they feel they can read and understand easily and which will give them the encouragement and confidence they need to pull together and improve the health of their beef herds and sheep flocks and therefore improve profitability.

To speak to farmers in the UK, New Zealand and Australia, finding out how they have been proactive regarding disease eradication and how it has been of financial benefit to their operations.

To speak to government officials in these countries and find out how they have liaised with farmers and encouraged disease eradication.

To speak to vets and research centres to establish the best method of knowledge transfer to farmers in relation to health planning and disease prevention.

To attempt to gain an insight into how farmers in these countries interpret knowledge and in what format they feel knowledge is best transferred.

UK

Farmers in the UK can generally be split into three groups where health planning and disease prevention is concerned.

*
Those that are genuinely interested in improving gross margins through careful disease management, whether it is through a structured health plan or through application of plain common sense. These farmers are willing to put in the time, effort and hard cash required because they think it will be of benefit to their business.

*
Those that like the idea of improving the health status of their herd and or flock, but never seem to find the time to do anything about it and carry on farming while aware that some of the actions they take may limit the potential profitability of the enterprise. 

*
Those that genuinely don(t give a XXXX because they have always farmed this way and will not change their minimalist approach to health planning and disease prevention.

Vets in the UK vary in their approach to health plans, some are all for it, many have developed their own health plans and along with proactive farmers are taking steps towards eradicating diseases. Unfortunately some are a bit more laid back and don(t possess the same desire to eradicate disease. In some cases a conflict of interest may occur where vets give advice while at the same time selling a cure.

Devolution means that there are different approaches in each country within the UK and although they may be similar there is no doubt that some ministers of agriculture are more sympathetic than others.

Australia

My first impression of Australia was that as a farmer I was certainly treated with greater suspicion than any other holiday maker entering the country.

Travelling through New South Wales and South Australia I met beef and sheep farmers whose main concern was water and how to maximise its potential. They all realised that this valuable natural resource was becoming harder to control and utilise. 

When I asked one prominent Australian Nuffield Scholar about his attitude to health planning and disease his response was (I see my doctor every six months and only ever sleep with one woman(. Obviously Australia faces different disease threats from the UK, but they often have vast distances between properties which can reduce the speed at which disease spreads. This can also hinder communication between neighbours, in that getting together can take hours in travel time.

New Zealand

As with Australia you are aware as soon as you arrive in the country that the risk of introduction of any unwanted diseases is taken very seriously.

Agriculture is such a huge part of the country(s economy that most New Zealanders are paranoid about protecting their (clean green( image. There is a genuine worry that sooner or later someone will try to sabotage this.

Since the abrupt removal of subsidies, New Zealand farmers have had to focus more on gross margins. By thinking more about prevention of disease, rather than cure, they have improved returns in the beef and sheep sector.

They do, however, have the advantage of being extremely open minded and willing to change; they are not bound by tradition as in some parts of the UK.

Louisville, Kentucky

Although not in the US for long I was fortunate enough to attend the world Shorthorn conference where 800 Shorthorns were on display alongside many other breeds. At the summing up of the conference I asked the question (What precautions do exhibitors take when bringing their animals to shows like this(? The lack of response and blank looks all round certainly gave me cause for concern.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Scottish produce is highly regarded throughout the world; we have to safeguard this reputation. If we do not, any chance of profitability in the beef and sheep sector will disappear. 
We must remember that the consumer has an ever increasing say in how food is produced. It is up to us to ensure that what we produce meets their high standards, reducing disease and therefore reducing the need for antibiotics is part and parcel of this.

Unfortunately farmers have fallen into the habit of focussing on maximising subsidy. Farmers must realise that their single farm payment is not going to be here for ever and as it decreases and eventually disappears beef and sheep enterprises will have to survive on merit. By reducing the risk of disease on farm these enterprises will stand a chance.

Neighbours should be looked upon as allies not enemies; farmers should co-operate more in order to reduce disease within their own areas, as these areas get bigger they will eventually merge.

The Scottish Executive currently works hard for Scottish agriculture, but there is a communication problem between it and farmers at a grass root level.

At present the benefits that are to be gained from improving health of the beef and sheep sector are failing to get through to policy making senior SEERAD officials who need to spend more time on farm to develop a greater understanding of the industry and those who operate on the front line.

Land management contracts have the potential to make a huge difference to the health status of Scottish beef and sheep farms, however, farmers should avoid entering into them to gain extra subsidy. These contracts need to be weighted heavily In favour of farmers who actually want to control and eradicate disease.

Scottish farmers and stockmen have an excellent worldwide reputation for their livestock husbandry skills, they must be allowed the time to enhance these rather than spend time filling in complicated forms to comply with overpowering legislation.

Where will the next generation of stockmen come from? We need to actively encourage youngsters into the beef and sheep sector, while at the same time educating them in the most up to date disease control and eradication methods.

If we as farmers are expected to streamline our businesses to maximise efficiency then so must others in the industry. Deadwood must be removed from all organisations associated with the Scottish beef and sheep sector.

We have some excellent research facilities in Scotland, but they can be a bit reclusive. Centres such as the Moredun Foundation need to improve the chain of communication between themselves and the farmer. 

Auction markets are potential reservoirs of disease. Lessons in direct marketing can be learnt from the antipodeans. Auctioneers need to move with the times and explore new ways of justifying their existence. Acting as stock agents brokering direct deals between farms is something which auctioneers should develop in order to reduce disease transfer.

Agricultural shows have for centuries been our shop window. Farmers must think before they show. Is it only pretty rosettes that they are bringing home? In my case I got a champion plus BVD.
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