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Analysis of the South-West 
England dairy sector:
skills and dynamism
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PART 1

PRODUCTION & STRUCTURE 
OF THE SOUTH WEST ENGLAND 
REGION
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The South West region comprises Cornwall & 
Isles of Scilly, Devon, Somerset, Dorset, Wiltshire, 
Gloucestershire and Bristol / Bath area (Fig. 1). 
Dartmoor and Exmoor Nati onal Parks are within the 
region. 
Agriculture in the South West region in 2016 contributed 
0.85% to the regional economy and employed 2.36% of 
the regional workforce. In comparison, England overall 
contributed 0.42% to the nati onal economy and 1.12% 
of the workforce in 2016.
The dairy industry is a very important contributor to 
the economy of South West England, with the region 
home to over 38% of England’s breeding dairy cows 
(and 23.5% of the UK’s) and 37% of England’s dairy 
holdings and producers. The share of dairy cows in the 
South-West has progressively increased since 2005, 
when it was 36.5% of England’s dairy cows.
In 2016 the South West had just above 432,000 dairy 
cow1 : there has been a decline compared to 2007 
(-5%), which is however smaller than the decline in 
England in the same ti meframe (-9%). Since 2013, the 
number of cows in the South West has increased by 
2%, while in England the increase in same period has 
been 1%.
In 2016 there were 2426 dairy holdings2. Since 2007 
there has been a signifi cant decline (36 and 39% for 
South-West and England respecti vely): between 2013 
and 2016 the decline has been 8 and 9% for South-
West and England respecti vely.
The calculated average herd size is 178 and 174 for 
SW and England respecti vely and it has progressively 
increased since 2007 (refers to commercial dairy 
holdings of greater than 10 cows only). 

FIG.1: THE SOUTH WEST ENGLAND REGION

1Dairy cows in the breeding herd – data sourced from Defra Agricultural Surveys in 
conjuncti on with BCMS, from 2010 on the updates broken down by county occur 
every 3 years. Figures relate to commercial holdings of greater than 10 cows only.
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FIG.2: NUMBER OF COWS IN ENGLAND AND IN 
THE SOUTH WEST SINCE 2005 
(Source : AHDB Dairy data)
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FIG.3: NUMBER OF REGISTERED DAIRY HOLDING
IN ENGLAND SINCE 2007
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FIG.4: AVERAGE HERD SIZE IN ENGLAND AND 
IN THE SOUTH WEST OF ENGLAND SINCE 2007
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A region returning to historic production 
levels
In 2017, the dairy production was 3.625 million 
tonnes (delivered volume) (Fig.5). Milk deliveries in 
the South-West have been trending upwards since 
2009, reaching 3,625k tonnes in 2017. Deliveries 
increased by 10% between 2007 and 2017. 
However, from the mid-90s to 2009 production had 
been in decline in line with the trend seen across 
England and as a result of a sustained period of 
milk prices below the cost of production. From 
2007 milk prices increased and production finally 
started to rise as a result, with 2017 production 
back up to what it was twenty years previously. 
There is some fluctuation within the overall trends. 
Most recently, production grew strongly between 
2013 and 2014, thanks to record high milk prices 
and in anticipation of quotas coming off in 2015. 
However, production then fell between 2015 and 
2016 due to the following pricing crisis. Thankfully, 
volumes bounced back in 2017.

The calculated production/cow/year in 2016 for 
the South West was slightly above 8,000 kg. The 
whole South West milk production accounted for 
23.1% and 23.5% of the total UK milk production in 
2016 and 2017 respectively.

The distribution of cows and milk 
production
In 2016 and 2017, 65% of SW milk was produced in 
Dorset, Somerset and Devon (the central areas of 
the region), with 17-18% produced in Gloucester/
Wiltshire and Cornwall respectively. This is reflected 
by a similar distribution of dairy holdings and dairy 
cows (Fig. 6). 

The production of milk and milk products accounted 
for an estimated £750 million of output in 2016, 
about 25% of total farming output, a significant 
value if compared to the output of cattle reared for 
meat, which accounted for £399 million. 
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FIG.5: SOUTH WEST ENGLAND ANNUAL MILK 
PRODUCTION SINCE 1997 
(Source : EUROSTAT - 2006 data is unavailable)
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FIG.6: NUMBER OF DAIRY CATTLE BY 5 KM² 
GRID SQUARES (ENGLAND 2010)
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THE PROCESSING SECTOR
In the 2015/2016 milk year, approximately 1.5bn 
litres of the milk produced in the South West 
was utilised as liquid milk, with a retail value of 
£710m per annum; in the same period, 37.4 
thousand tonnes of butter were produced, with 
an estimated retail value of £198m per annum. 
In 2015, approximately 160,500 tonnes of cheese 
were produced, with a retail value of £1.02b per 
annum.

Most milk in South West England is sold to a dairy 
processor, with the milk normally collected every 2 days 
from the farm. The principal milk processors operating 
in the region are Arla Foods (liquid and cheese), Dairy 
Crest (cheese) and Müller (liquid and butter/powder). In 
addition to these, other smaller processors operate in 
the region. Due to the peculiar characteristics of most of 
these operators, they play a significant role for the South 
West rural economy. 

Milk processor Product Key characteristics (most recent data)

Trewithen Dairy Milk, cream, butter, yogurt,  crème 
fraiche and buttermilk

Very local (80% of milk from Cornwall, 20% from Devon), supplies several local and 
national retailers

Blackmore Vale Dairy Milk, soft cheese, yogurt, creams Dorset- based, uses 34 million litres of milk per year

Wyke Farms Cheese and butter Approximately 15,000 tonnes of cheddar cheese per year; national and interna-
tional market

Barber’s Cheese 
Oldest surviving cheddar-maker, producing 21,000 tonnes of cheese per year 
from 100 farms in addition to their own enterprise

Alvis Brothers Cheese Approximately 4,000 tonnes per year of the brand Lye Cross Farm cheddar cheese. 

Lynher Dairies Cheese Artisan cheese (Cornish Yarg and Wild Garlic Yarg), 250 tonnes a year

Parkham farms Cheese Around 9,000 tonnes of cheddar cheese per year

Quicke’s Cheese and butter Artisan cheese manufacture of traditional cloth-bounded cheddar cheese and 
butter

Premier Products-Ambrosia Dessert products Custard and rice pudding made from locally sourced milk, very famous brad 
throughout the UK

Rodda’s Clotted cream, custard, crème fraiche, 
butter milk, pouring cream Produces the famous Cornish clotted cream, awarded the PDO status in 1998.

Kelly’s of Cornwall Ice cream During peak season, 17,000 lt of milk per day from Trewithen

Roskilly’s Ice cream Ice cream is made from the farms’ milk from jersey cows

OMSCo (Organic Milk  
Suppliers Cooperative) Milk, cream, butter and cheese Organic – producer of the Kingdom Cheddar brand, the only organic cheddar 

available in the USA

Yeo Valley Yogurt, butter, ice cream and milk Organic – in addition to its own farm, it takes milk from another 90 organic farms 
mostly in the region (from OMCSO)

TAB.1: DETAIL OF MILK PROCESSORS IN THE SOUTH WEST ENGLAND
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SWOT OF THE SOUTH WEST ENGLAND DAIRY SECTOR

PART 3

S W O T
STRENGTHS

• High production 
potential related to good 
grass growing potential

• Many jobs in the industry 
and significant expertise 
in ancillary industries 
(animal nutrition and 
health, agronomy,..)

• Knowledge Exchange 
and educational centres 
specialising in dairying 
e.g. Duchy College

• Strong milk processors 
in the region, including 
the 2 largest in the UK 
(Arla and Muller) and the 
biggest branded cheddar 
producer (Dairy Crest)

• Good mix of co-ops, 
DPO and private-owned 
processors giving 
competition for milk

• High reliability on 
cheese, and in particular 
cheddar production 
compared with rest of 
the UK

• Good range of 
products with special 
characteristics, included 
a PDO product, which 
makes them attractive 
for the international 
market

• Wide ranging production 
systems, high input/
high output through 
to extended grazing. 
Opportunities to adapt 
as necessary 

WEAKNESSES

• High reliability on 
cheese, and in particular 
cheddar production 
compared with rest of 
the UK

• There is more milk 
produced in the south 
of the region than is 
processed in that region, 
although announced 
investments will help re-
balance this

• Transport routes can get 
jammed up in summer 
seasons due to holiday 
traffic and can be 
hazardous in snow and 
icy conditions in winter; 
also, a number of roads 
(hilly terrain) are difficult 
to navigate with milk 
tankers

• No motorway East of 
Exeter

• Distance from main 
centres of population

• Environmental risks: with 
rapid rise in herd size, 
investment  in slurry 
storage and processing 
has not kept in line 
with investment in cow 
accommodation and 
milking facilities

OPPORTUNITIES

• Brexit potential to 
encourage other sectors 
(e.g. lamb) to switch to 
dairy

• A number of large, 
proactive farmers 
operate in the region 
and have grown rapidly 
in recent years – further 
growth could bring 
benefits

• Processors have been 
willing to invest in the 
region (e.g. Dairy Crest 
increase capacity by 
c200m litres per year)

• Impact of planned 
purchase of Dairy Crest 
by Saputo

• Direct sales or adding 
value for home tourism 
market (Cornwall had 
highest ever tourist 
numbers in 2018). The 
far South West is a 
major internal tourist 
destination (perhaps 
more so post-Brexit)

• Growing interest in 
agricultural production 
systems and organic 
products due to concerns 
about climate change 
and biodiversity loss 
(SW has a large number 
of organic farms, and 
potential due to Omsco’s 
location in Weston-
Super-Mare)

THREATS

• Questioning of the food 
and health quality of 
milk. Increasing influence 
of flexitarian movements 
and vegans on health 
concerns, welfare 
concerns and climate 
change concerns. 

• Climate change could 
lead to more severe 
weather conditions in 
certain regions, with 
higher severity and 
uncertainty of weather 
conditions (wetter 
summers which would 
impact on grazing and 
forage conservation.)

• Strengthening 
environmental 
constraints

• Growth in production 
costs (energy, inputs, 
labour possibly lacking 
after Brexit) 

• Brexit impact on export 
markets, especially 
cheese, and import 
competition

• Lack of labour pool post 
Brexit

• Lack of support post 
Brexit both in direct 
subsidy to farmers and 
grants to milk processors 
for additional facilities

• Impact of planned 
purchase of Dairy Crest 
by Saputo
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