
 

 
 
DEBUTANT HERD AIMS FOR GOLD  
 

 
Fergus McDowall & Neil Graham, Herd Manager (R) 

Working hard towards being among the top 10% of British dairy units, it’s little 

wonder that Fergus McDowall, from Kirkcudbright in Galloway, has found his 

business in the final line up for this year’s NMR/RABDF Gold Cup competition. This 

is the first time that Fergus has entered the 850-cow herd, which is based at Rerrick 

Park and managed with help from a team of 16 staff.  

Creating a sustainable farming future for his family is at the heart of everything that 

Fergus does. The original family unit was ‘standing still’ with 180 cows and no space 

for expansion. So, in 2010, the McDowall’s took a huge step an invested in a new 



Greenfield site. “The plan was to expand to 400 cows, but the business went from 

strength to strength, which gave us the confidence to grow to the size we are today,” 

explains Fergus. 

And he’s not finished there. Plans are in place to expand the herd further, with the 

construction of a new 200-place cow house set for later this year, which will swell 

herd size to 1,050 milkers: “The 24:48 swing-over parlour will be running for 20 

hours a day – just about taking us up to full capacity,” he says. 

From the outset, Fergus says that his aim was to build a high-welfare, organic ‘super-

unit’, but when the recession hit, an organic contract was no longer available. “So we 

took the conventional route and we’re very pleased with how things are working out.” 

He is particularly pleased with the sand-bedded cubicles and these will definitely be 

installed in the new cow accommodation. “We’re going to mirror the facilities that we 

already have – they suit our herd and system really well. Mastitis incidence is low – 

7.5% in 2014, which was just 56 cases in the herd. And this is, in part, due to the 

sand-bedded cubicles and the comprehensive parlour routine, which includes pre-

washing with a brush,” he says. 

Change for the herd and business has been rapid, but Fergus has remained focus on 

maintaining the optimum environment for the cow. “We want happy, healthy cows 

and to enjoy what we do. We have gone with an open-sided shed to promote through 

draft, as well as extra-wide passages and tipping troughs.” 

The system was also designed to be attractive to milk buyers and Fergus is one of the 

first producers in his local area to secure a supermarket contract.  

“My aim was always to get a Co-op contract through Muller Wiseman Dairies – and 

we did it. We consulted the dairy throughout the development of the new unit because 

we wanted a transparent relationship with our milk buyer.” 



 

Keeping a close eye on the monthly cost of production analysis helps maximise 

efficiency for the ‘year-round’ calving herd and profit for the business currently stand 

at 5.8ppl. 

The herd yields 10,445kg of milk at 3.9% fat and 3.29% protein on three times a day 

milking.  

 

Together with herd manager, Neil Graham, the family works hard to maximise herd 

health and fertility. A number of KPI targets are set and the percentage of cows in-calf 

at 100 days post-calving stands at an impressive 50% and calving interval stands at 

382 days. A nutritionist also visits weekly to assess the herd for condition score, 

cudding and dung scores. And Fergus is aiming for zero lameness on farm. All cows 

are routed through a footbath every day and the unit’s two newest sheds have rubber 

matting in the feed passage.  

Fergus is also passionate about the environment and the farm is currently involved in 

Rural Stewardship Schemes and maintains wild bird covers, extended hedges, beetle 

banks and fenced water margins. “I enjoy working in the countryside and helping to 

create wildlife habitats, for bird species in particular, greatly enhanced the pleasure I 

get from dairy farming,” he adds. 

The McDowell’s dairy business will be judged this year by RABDF Chairman, 

former Gold Cup winner and Lancashire-based Jersey producer Ian Macalpine, NMR 



Board member and Isle of Anglesey-based producer Trevor Lloyd; and 2012 Gold 

Cup winner from Worcestershire, Mike Miller. 

The winner of the 2015 NMR/RABDF Gold Cup and the runner-up, who receives the 

NMR Silver Salver, will be announced at 4pm on the NMR stand at the Livestock 

Event, NEC Birmingham on July 8.  

Unit facts  
 

• 850-cow Holstein herd, plus 500 followers 
New set up built in 2010 

• Expanding to 1,050 milkers in 2015/2016 using bought-in and home-bred 
stock 
Three times a day milking – 24:48 swing-over parlour in use 18 hours a day. 

• Milk sold to Muller Wiseman Dairies 
• Good fertility – 50% in-calf 100 days post calving 
• Focus on health – 7.5% mastitis rate 
• Profit – 5.8ppl 


