
“In 1966 when Gerry Donkin
moved to Parkgate, Copster
Green, there were around 125
dairy farmers between us and
the M6. Now there are seven,”
says Gerry, who together with
his wife Rose and son Lee
runs the Copden herd of 100
pedigree Holsteins plus
followers.

“When I started out I
bought cows at a price I
could afford, mainly Friesians,
but then started taking
advantage of AI to introduce
Holstein bloodlines. As I
made some money, I invested
in US genetics. My life has
always revolved around cows
and I’d like to be working
with them until I die. 

Passion for breeding
“Breeding pedigree dairy
animals is what I’m all about.
It’s my real passion, whereas
making a living from milk
production is my day job and,
as every dairyman knows,
that can be very challenging
at times.” 

e Donkins own 100
acres of their own land, but
also farm another 100 acres
about a mile from the
steading on tenancy. ey
also have access to between
60 and 70 acres of temporary
summer grazing. “We’ve
always been tight for ground
and our acres are very heavy.
It’s only really feasible to grow

grass close to the farm
because in a typical year we
can expect to receive 70
inches of rain, sometimes as
much as 100” in a bad year.
On heavy land that can be a
disaster and three years ago
the cows were only out for
three weeks because ground
conditions were so bad. If you
spoil the ground it takes ages
for it to return to full
productivity,” Gerry says.

Feeding such high genetic
potential dairy cows is always
a challenge in the wet north
west of England where it is
inevitable that grass-based
forages will be wet and acidic.
Growing and harvesting
maize is also extremely
difficult and only a small part
of the farm is able to grow
cereals reliably.

However, the Donkins do
manage to grow a field of
winter wheat most years for
Alkalage. “We're dairy
farmers through and through
and grow the wheat for the
cows, but we do manage the
cereal as an arable crop. We
invest in agronomical advice
to grow the crop as well as we
can because we are looking
for energy and fibre, and
don’t want to end up with
too much green matter at
harvest. 

“To be fair making
Alkalage was a great step
forward for us. Now we are
able to produce a much drier,
less acidic winter diet that
allows us to feed the cows
much more closely to the
level required for better
production and health,”
Gerry says.

Alkalage use increasing
According to FiveF Alka, the
company behind alkaline-
based preservation of cereal
feed crops, more and more
UK farmers are taking
advantage of the technique
to make from what they are
able to grow on their on
farms.

“Gerry has been making
Alkalage for many years now
and through working closely
with Dugdale Nutrition was
one of the early adopters of
the system, but many more
UK dairy farmers are now
following his lead,” says
nutritionist Malcolm Graham
from FiveF Alka.

“e key reason is that
with alkalised forages and
grains you simply don’t get
the losses associated with
f e r m e n t a t i o n - b a s e d
conservation and the process
ensures cereal crops deliver
their optimum nutritional
potential.

“Grain crops are also very
flexible,” he adds. “If you have
a crop in the ground up to
the point you combine you
can take as much of that as
forage and as much as grain
as you want.”

System explained
e system utilises the whole
cereal crop, mixing it with
Home n’ Dry pellets based on
urea and soya that release

Maximising milk production 
from homegrown feeds

MILK FROM FORAGE

For Lancashire-based first generation dairy farmer Gerry Donkin, who has milked cows on
the outskirts of Blackburn for more than 40 years, investing in his herd’s pedigree status
and squeezing every last drop of milk from his home-grown feeds have always been the
key to a sustainable, profitable business.

Gerry and Lee Donkin say Alkalage was a big step forward for the herd.
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ammonia into the harvested
crop to preserve it. e
process has also been
extended to crimping a dry,
mature cereal crop to
produce Alkagrain, which is a
highly stable, high energy,
high protein feed that can
replace concentrates. 

“Addition of the pellets
aggressively releases ammonia
into the crop, killing off
moulds and bacteria, raising
the pH to the alkaline range
(pH 8.0 to 9.0). It also
increases the protein levels in
the grain and improves fibre
digestibility. And you can do
all this without the need for
bespoke equipment, specialist
storage or drying, which in-
stantly gives you up to a 25%
saving compared with
alternative cereal processing
methods,” says Malcolm
Graham.

“If we had more land
available I would certainly
look at making Alkagrain too
because it can help you cut
your bought-in feed bill
further,” Gerry comments.
“We take two cuts of silage
and most years this will be
pretty wet and acidic, which
is why the Alkalage crop
helps balance things up.
Fortunately, we don’t have to
buy any more forage in apart
from straw.”

Milking cows are fed for
M+20 litres during the
winter-housed period. e
ration is based on 35kg of
grass silage, 5kg of Alkalage
and 4kg of a blend from
Dugdales. Cows are then fed
cake to production level in
the parlour – now up to a
maximum of 6kg a milking,
where previously the cows
could only cope with 4.5kg
per milking. 

Given their experience of
the alkaline feeding system,
the Copden herd has been

one of the first to use new
Alkablend and Alkanuts,
which uses the FiveF Alka
system to create alkaline
manufactured feeds.

Balance ration
“We are a small farm and
individual cow production is
very important for our
income. anks to the
alkaline balance brought by
the Alkalage, I have always
been confident that we can
feed the cows a bit more in
the parlour to satisfy their
potential without upsetting
intakes, rumen function,
fertility and milk quality. And
now that we are settled on
the Alkanuts we are even
more comfortable about
feeding the very best cows
enough in the parlour to
satisfy their output
potential,” Gerry says.

“Of course the other part
of our income is important
too. Many call it the 13th
milk cheque, but it is much
more than that in my eyes.
We have built up a good
reputation for quality heifers,
and do sell some every year.
anks to the use of sexed
semen we are able to rear 50

heifers a year and calve them
between May and February,
allowing us to sell two or
three a month. We like to get
them milking first so people
know how they are perform-
ing and last year we averaged
£2,100 per heifer with the top
animal making £2,850. But we

never sell the top 20% of
performers, nor the bottom
10%.”

Herd health status is
extremely important, Gerry
says. “One of the best
decisions I have ever made in
dairying was to start a closed
herd. e last time an animal
came on this farm was nine
years ago and this has
undoubtedly helped us milk
cows more profitably. We
regularly test for all the main
diseases and fortunately have
consistently remained free of
IBR, BVD, Johne’s and
leptospirosis.

“Producing top quality
cows, feeding them as closely
as you can for optimum milk
performance from your own
acres and keeping animals as
healthy and comfortable as
possible is my recipe for a
successful career in dairy
farming,” adds Gerry.

Reprinted courtesy of British Dairying,
January 2015

Added Protein Alkaline Cereal System

Call FiveF on: 01200 445525 for more information.
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MAXIMUM Yield, MAXIMUM Starch, MAXIMUM Feed Value

Encourage High Animal Performance

Reduce Total Feed Costs

Protect Rumen Function

“Combine Ready” Crops for Flexible Harvest

ALKASTRAW Forage Option From Just Straw

Alkalage® and Alkagrain® produced exclusively by the application
of Home n’ Dry compound feed pellets to mature cereal crops.

ALKALAGE®
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Peter Wormleighton (right) from Dugdales discusses ration performance
with Lee Donkin.
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