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Running cattle on 12 different lots of tenanted and rented 
grazing ground posed numerous management difficulties for 
Lancashire producers Martin and Arlene Fishwick.

The couple took on the tenancy of National Trust holding 
Bank House Farm, Silverdale, near Carnforth, 10 years ago 
and farm 260ha. Grazing and cropping restrictions due to 
the farm’s environmental importance led to an additional 
80ha of rented land being taken on five miles away.

The Fishwicks took advantage of having an animal 
health plan drawn up under the RDPE North West Livestock 
Programme with SAC’s James Hadwin and the farm’s vet 
Jim McKinstry, of Farmgate Vets in Lancaster, to determine 
the health status of the herd. Blood testing was done 
for leptospirosis and BVD, particularly as cattle had been 
bought in to increase numbers, which also highlighted any 
mineral deficiencies.

As a result of the plan, for which the farmer pays £160 
which is 10% cost of the plan and includes up to £250 
worth of testing, there have been improvements in fertility, 
calving, trace element deficiency and digital dermatitis has 
virtually been eliminated.

Invaluable to the day-to-day management, health and 
productivity of their suckler herd, which now numbers 
90 cows, was the purchase last year of a mobile cattle 
handling system. Its purchase was grant aided by 40% 
through the North West Livestock Programme, having been 
recommended as a priority in their health plan.

“The handling system has made a massive difference 
and means that I can do routine treatments on the cattle 
myself. There is much more operator safety,” said Martin.

Improving the growth rates of the calves was a key 
target in the plan and by using the weigh platform on the 
cattle handling system they are now able to monitor live 
weight gains. The handling system can also be used to 
restrain calving cows.

Taking the time to sit down with their vet and advisor to 
set these targets has proven a most invaluable experience 
for the Fishwicks in reviewing what they want for their herd.

“We have always been aware that we have to maximise 
what we have and we took the opportunity to carry out 
the animal health and welfare plan to see if we could 
benefit from making changes,” said Martin, whose son John 
hopes to join them after completing a two year diploma in 
agriculture at Myerscough College.

“It’s easy to get stuck in a bit of a rut without 
taking a step back to look at where you are going 
and what you want to achieve.” - Martin Fishwick

Since taking on Bank House, their first farm, with four 
suckler cows and 36 sheep, numbers have been built up 
to 70 predominantly Beef Shorthorn crosses, 12 Galloways 
which are being graded up to Belted Galloways, a handful 
of Irish Moiled cattle and just under 300 sheep, a mixture 
of Cheviot and Texel crosses, Scotch Blackface and Rough 
Fells, selling Texel and Beltex cross lambs finished through 
the market.

The spring-calving herd is run in three batches and 
calving is as tight as possible to fit in with the grazing plan. 
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Health plan focuses family farm for the future 
and makes job in hand easier today...

INVALUABLE TO HERD HEALTH: Farm vet Jim McKinstry, 
Arlene, John and Martin Fishwick with their mobile crush



Between 40 and 50 cows calve from mid February to March 
inside on straw loose housing at Bank House. The calves are 
sold at around eight months old at North West Auctions in 
Kendal. The better cows are bred pure and the remainder 
are now being crossed with the Simmental. 

A batch of a further 40 cows start calving in mid April. 
They stay out on the conservation grazing until mid January 
and are then accommodated in the cubicles when the first 
batch leaves. The Galloways are out year round and wintered 
on the 110ha enclosed fell.

Very few replacements are now bought in, with 12 to 15 
home-bred heifers retained and optimum herd numbers are 
around 100 cows.

As part of the health plan, breeding cattle are now 
vaccinated annually against BVD and leptospirosis, with two 
vaccinations in the first year. The blood tests also highlighted 
that there were low levels of copper, cobalt and selenium 
and now cows are given High iodine All-Trace boluses 
containing six trace elements and three vitamins two months 
pre-calving.

Blood testing the cattle proved suspected deficiencies. 
Bolusing the cows two months pre-calving has improved the 
vigour of the calves which are suckling within two hours of 
the first signs of labour.

“Fertility has been good with 72% of the cows calving 
after holding in the first cycle compared to 68% previously, 

18% in the second 
and 3% in the third. 
We had 7% geld 
but that reflects the 
cows running with 
the bull no longer 
than nine weeks,” 
said Martin.

Jim McKinstry 
said: “For less than 
£10 per head for 
the vaccination 

and bolus it is a very cost effective way to make dramatic 
improvements to herd health and productivity.”

All the cows are now pregnancy diagnosed, whereas 
previously only those were PDed where the facilities allowed. 
Cows will run with the bull for no more than nine weeks and 
some as few as six weeks. If they are not in calf they are 
culled.

Last year the second batch of calves were vaccinated 
against pneumonia before they were sold and this year the 
plan is to vaccinate all the calves prior to sale.

Martin and Arlene’s son John put the new cattle handling 
system to good use for a GCSE project, monitoring the daily 
liveweight gain of the calves.

From a birth weight of 38-45kg the first batch of calves 
averaged 1.26kg a day, selling at up to 403kg liveweight 
for a steer born on February 16 and sold at the end of 
September. Creep feeding has only been possible since 

taking on the non-National Trust land and it has been 
justified with the DLWG more than doubling as well as the 
general health and bloom of the calves.

The incidence of digital dermatitis, which according to 
Jim, was beginning to take a grip, has reduced to only three 
cases this year which have been treated without veterinary 
intervention. Cattle at Bank House are foot bathed once a 
week using formalin until calving. Cattle at the other farm 
are put through the footbath there once a week with copper.

SAC’s James Hadwin said: “Through monitoring historical 
herd performance, benchmarking against national targets 
and similar farm types, we were able to look at what issues 
might be affecting herd performance and then target the 
sample and analysis budget towards finding out if these 
ideas were correct. Martin has obviously seen the benefit 
of doing this and, by measuring future performance, will be 
able to improve even further! 

“This programme is a fantastic opportunity to look at 
health issues in your herd and make steps to improve 
profitability and I would urge farmers to take this 
opportunity, especially when considering diseases such as 
BVD which is being targeted in Scotland, as it’s likely to 
affect future breeding animal sales here in the North West.”

“Fertility has been 
good with 72% of 
the cows calving 
in the first cycle 
compared to 68% 
previously”

Performance improvements:
• Cows calving in first cycle up 4%
• Mineral deficiencies rectified with boluses
• Improved calf vigour / monitoring of DLWG
• Cattle vaccinated annually for BVD and lepto
• Digital dermatitis virtually eliminated

Animal Health and Welfare planning is one part of the 
funded support available from the RDPE Northwest 
Livestock Programme. For £160 (10% of the total 
cost of the plan)  you get testing to the value 
of £250 and time with your vet and advisor. 

1. Animal Health and Welfare Planning
To apply contact: SAC Consulting on 08456 040 535
2. Nutrient / Manure Management Planning
To apply contact: Promar International on 01270 616 800
3. Resource Efficiency Auditing
To apply contact: Promar International on 01270 616 800
4. Farming and Forestry Improvement Scheme Grant  
(contact the Defra RDPE Delivery team for the North West 
on 01768 215 805)
5. Farmer Groups, Demonstration Events and Monitor Farms
Contact: Myerscough College, CFN or Reaseheath College
6. ICT Network (Livestock NW website)

For more information visit the support and grants pages at 

www.livestocknw.co.uk
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