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Dairy farming has definitely had its fair share of challenges over the years; the number of dairy farmers 

has decreased by over 50% in the last decade alone. It makes me wonder what can be done to ensure 
the sustainability of the industry that has shaped my life and the lives of those around me.  

It is safe to say that the ever-volatile milk price is one of the biggest contributing factors, with the cost of 
production continually being forced lower and lower to unsustainable levels just to stay in business, due to 

the milk price not even keeping up with inflation. It is no wonder so many farmers have been forced out 

of business. It has been like this for as long as I can remember, and I think it is going to take something 
huge to shift this.  

Along with many farmers being forced out of business there just isn’t much of an incentive for young 
people to go into agriculture as a career. It is often deemed as a job where you don’t need many 

qualifications. This just isn’t true. With many of the methods we see today becoming much more 

technologically dependent, the industry is in need of skilled individuals. We should be looking to 
universities and colleges to ensure that the programmes they offer to young people equip them with the 

knowledge that they require as well as ensuring value for money. There are many challenges facing the 

dairy industry, but now is the time to address these challenges as we count down to a new dawn in dairy 
farming.  

I personally feel that the general public’s perception of dairy farming is crucial to ensuring the 
supermarkets and the processors are paying not just a fair price, but also a sustainable one. A milk price 

that allows farmers to invest in their herds breeding, in their farms infrastructure and in the technology 

that they are using to ensure they are producing the best product in the most efficient way. 
If we do not have the support of the consumer, what is the point? 

   

 

With social media use at an all time high, and with news 

making it on to Facebook and Twitter before it has even 
made the headlines, we live in a time where negative 

press spreads quickly. British people have a perception of what farming should and shouldn’t be, but how 
do they know? What do they know? Where have they got this perception? I believe that if you were to ask 

the general public what their ideal dairy farm would consist of it would be about 60 years out of date. 

They think that dairy farmers are all little old men, who live on small family dairy farms, the cows are 
kept outside, the calves are kept with the cows and they get to retire to a nice grassy meadow when they 

can no longer produce milk. In reality this style of farming is not sustainable, and hasn’t been for many, 

many years. I think if we were to ask the general public what they think dairy farming is like in today ’s 
society they would believe that dairy farmers are rich, greedy people, who live in large houses and own 

lots of land. They do not care for their cows, and the way that the cows are treated is inhumane and 
cruel.  This image is only getting stronger with organisations like PETA and extreme vegan groups 

spreading images and propaganda over social media sites. It is this perception that we need to fight! It is 

this inaccurate account of dairy farming that needs to be reversed. However, getting into petty arguments 
over social media is unlikely to have any impact, apart from to give these people the fuel that they need 

to continue their argument. Vegans only make up a very small percentage of the population, around 
1.05% according to the Telegraph, however, “at least 542,000 people in Britain are now following a vegan 

diet. This is a whopping increase since the last estimate of 150,000 ten years ago, making veganism one 

of Britain’s fastest growing lifestyle movements.” So with this having the potential to become an 
increasing problem, I feel the only way is to educate the public – easier said than done, I know! 

In reality some of the largest farms in the UK, these so called factory farms that the public are so against, 

probably have the best health statuses in the country. The passion that the majority of dairy farmers have 
for their cows and their businesses is phenomenal. However this perception is never portrayed to the 

general public.  
Initiatives such as “Open Farm Sunday” are a great way to get the public into the countryside to see what 

goes into producing the food that they eat. In many countries where agriculture is a highly regarded 

industry, such as Australia and New Zealand, agriculture is part of the national curriculum, and children 
learn about the industry at school. In 2012 I spent some time in Australia, New Zealand and Canada.  I 
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visited many different dairy farms in many different regions. I stayed with a family where the wife was a 

teacher of agriculture in a high school in the local town. This was not a particularly rural area; this was on 
the east coast of Australia. Agriculture is highly regarded, because the general public recognise that they 

need farmers.  They have adverts for agricultural supplies on national TV, it is very much part of 
everyone’s life, not just those who work within the industry.  

In my opinion, teaching children about agriculture and where their food comes from in school makes 

perfect sense. Every day of that child’s life they will need food. The nation will always need food, and with 
the population increasing at the alarming rate that it is, we are only going to need to become more 

efficient. This will not be possible if the current stigma surrounding “factory farming” continues. Having 

said this, I work in the education system and I know the time pressures surrounding schools. However I 
passionately feel that we need to be teaching our children more than just how to pass exams. With 

companies like ADHB having the power and resources to get into schools, we need to be putting pressure 
on them to ensure this happens. It has been in the news recently about Adam Henson backing the idea of 

a GCSE in agriculture, he says “you can get a GCSE in RE and business, so why not agriculture?” Having a 

celebrity such as Adam Henson promoting this idea is incredibly positive. It has also been in the news 
about former JLS band member JB Gill promoting the benefits of eating dairy, saying “it would be 

fantastic if younger people could take a day out to visit the country…so they can experience the work that 
goes into supplying food items”. This is the message we need to be sending out and we need to be 

ensuring that these great ideas are heard. 

The NFU had a twitter campaign in August to oppose World Plant Milk Day with the #proudofdairy. This 
had varying degrees of success, and many positive posts were shared and tweeted, however as arguing 

behind a social media profile is easy, some of the posts caused more negativity than positivity. Many 

farmers would be put off sharing images online through fear of the online verbal abuse they would 
receive. If we squash this negative picture, that is so easily painted about dairy farming, at a young age, 

then it will be much easier to promote the positives, of which there are many. Giving people a real chance 
to experience what life is like on a dairy farm, for the livestock and the farmers is crucial to being able to 

get a sustainable price for our milk, and to ensure there is a future for dairy farming in the UK. If people 

don’t understand the reasons why cost of production is high, due to (and rightly so) our farms having to 
comply with the highest welfare standards in Europe, and that driving down the cost is putting the welfare 

of animals at risk, then they are less likely to want to pay more. If they don’t understand the way that 
cows are kept and farmed and the reasons behind some of our practises then they will continue to believe 

the propaganda that they read in the media. 

I do believe that more and more people are now starting to become more conscientious as to where their 
food comes from, and more are searching the shelves for the red tractor and trying to source local 

produce. We need to keep this going, we need to reinforce this and promote it the best way we can.  
As well as educating people about where their milk comes from we also need to try to explain and show 

the general public about all the science, technology and research that goes into the food that is sold. 

Getting them to understand the reasons why we use AI to breed our cows will, again, help change the 
perception of dairy farming. The reasons we use AI are obvious to us, we can use the best-bred bulls, 

with the best health traits, to ensure that our young stock stand the best chance in life. However to 

someone on the outside looking in, you can see why they only see the ethical reasons as to why this is 
bad.  

There are many large shows that attract many thousands of people every year. These events would be 
perfect for sharing with the public the great work that we do. A lot of the time the agricultural stands are 

there to provide and promote their service to the farmers. It would be good if there were an abundance of 

trade stands where the sole purpose was to promote dairy farming, the benefits of consuming dairy 
products and give the public a chance to get some insight into what goes into producing their milk. As 

well as this they could have an opportunity to ask questions, and have them answered by someone who 
works within the industry and has first hand experience along with the passion and drive to allow the 

public to see how much we do care. 

Like it or not, Brexit is on the horizon. We have to try to make this situation as positive as we can. I have 
heard and read about many positive and negative things that will come out of leaving Europe, but the 

truth is no one really knows what is going to happen. So we must make sure that we have in our minds 

what we want to gain from this, and know the ways to make it happen. Now is the perfect time to try and 
raise the profile of dairy farming, to ensure that all the positive work we do is noticed and the public have 

the chance to see, ask questions and understand where their food comes from.  
On our family run dairy farm we have in the last 2 years started selling raw milk from the farm direct to 

the public. A scary step to take, and many hoops to jump through to get there, but the positive feedback 

that we have received has given us the drive to continue. People are interested and want to find out 
more, but often don’t know how.  

We need to be proud of what we do as an industry, we are trying to take care of our livestock, carry on 
family traditions, protect our environment, maintain our countryside and feed our nation. We need to get 

the Great British public to see our work, understand it and support it. I think now is the time to make this 

a priority and I think this is the new dawn that we should be counting down to.  


