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Business update
There is considerable talk at the
moment about a ‘new normal’, as we
all adapt to life during the COVID-19
pandemic. What that ‘new normal’
will look like, and how long it will last,
remains to be seen, but it seems certain
that life will not return to what we’ve all
been used to in the past.
Of course, COVID-19 has caused varying
degrees of disruption to people’s lives
and businesses. As well as impacting
the economy and pushing us towards
recession, the current situation is having
an impact on dairy markets both at
home and globally.
In the UK, the lockdown has resulted
in the foodservice sector effectively
closing down overnight, and this has
dramatically impacted on demand,
particularly for fresh liquid milk.
Retail demand, meanwhile, spiked
initially, as consumers rushed to secure
food in anticipation of shortages, and
then settled again, but remains higher
than normal. For example, AHDB weekly
retail figures for early May showed
that butter and cream sales were up
around 50% on the equivalent week
last year – thought to be driven by more
home baking – whilst cheese sales have
continued to grow, with volumes up
more than 25% on the equivalent week
last year. Milk volumes in retail are also
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up almost 20% on the equivalent week
last year.
At the time of writing it would also seem
that we have passed spring peak milk
production, which brought less drama
than was perhaps anticipated across the
UK processing sector. The combination
of the weather, and producers in some
supply chains reducing milk production
in response to requests from their
milk buyer, appears to have eased the
capacity pressure typically seen around
peak.
Having fallen sharply during April,
skimmed milk powder and butter prices
have stabilised somewhat, and the
opening of Private Storage Aid by the
EU will hopefully help to put a floor in
some markets. There are also recent
encouraging signs on the dairy futures
markets, with a weakening £ currency
helping. What is clear is that those
farmers that have been impacted by the
ramifications of the pandemic on the
market have been hit hard, and time will
judge how that impacts on the structure
of the industry in the months ahead.
Overall, it remains difficult to determine
what the total impact of COVID-19
will be on dairy markets in the UK or
globally going forward and, as we are not
completely insulated, we expect some
impact on our returns in the months

ahead. Of course, we will continue to
work to provide as much stability as
possible to you, our members.
Within our own business, we continue
to be vigilant in our business continuity
response to protect our operational sites
and our milk collection infrastructure.
To date, we have been very fortunate
that absence levels at sites have
remained very low. This is, in part, due
to the professional way our colleagues
have adapted to the stringent COVIDsecure practices at Haverfordwest and
Lake District Creamery, which we’ve
implemented to protect our colleagues
and the business. All of our colleagues
that can work from home are doing so,
and will continue to do so until it is safe
to return to office working.
Whilst we are dealing with the
challenges and uncertainties that
COVID-19 brings, we are also focused
on continuing to deliver our FY21
business plan. Our priorities remain
being indispensable to our customers
and partners, capturing greater value
from the market and building long term
financial resilience. There are a number
of internal projects that have kicked off
in recent months to advance each of
these areas, and I am confident that we
will continue to drive progress across the
board in the year ahead. We will continue
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investing in our sites to drive efficiency and quality,
with £5m of capital expenditure planned in FY21 to
include investment at LDC and Haverfordwest, as well
as IT infrastructure improvements.
As outlined in our last newsletter, our trading and
financial performance was solid in the last financial
year, putting us on a firm foundation for the future.
I am delighted to confirm that we have recently
completed refinancing with Wells Fargo, which sees
us extend our financing out to July 2024, providing
a secure platform for future development, and
enhancing the financial stability of the business. The
conclusion of this refinancing process is a key step
towards accelerating our capital plans, enabling us to
invest and build resilience for the long term.
As you’ll be aware, we also completed the sale of
our Campbeltown Creamery site to local business,
McFadyens Transport, back in April, securing
employment opportunities for the local area for the
long-term.
Our commercial partnerships continue to strengthen,
and as we move into a new year, we have successfully
confirmed new contracts with a number of customers
in recent weeks across cheese, milk and cream.
We are pleased to have an update from our largest

customer, Ornua, in this newsletter, highlighting our
close collaboration and positive relationship.
We are also committed to preparing and supporting
you, our members, into the future through the roll-out
of our First4Milk Pledge to protect and promote dairy
and, whilst on the theme of the First4Milk Pledge, I
am delighted that so many of you have already signed
up to this initiative and would encourage those of you
that haven’t yet returned the Pledge to do so in the
coming weeks. By signing the Pledge, you are
helping us to protect your long-term interests and
promote your co-operative. If you have any queries
about this then please speak to your Area Manager in
the first instance.
Finally, you may have seen in the press that the dairy
industry has launched a major £1m promotional
campaign with government support, which we are
delighted to be supporting. You can read more about
it below and I encourage you all to get involved in this
campaign to promote dairy in the weeks ahead.
Despite the uncertainty around what a ‘new normal’
may be, rest assured that our commitment to
delivering as much stability as we can for you, whilst
progressing our business plan, remains resolute. Stay
safe and well.

Dairy industry unites to launch
£1m ‘Milk Your Moments’ campaign
AHDB and Dairy UK
members, including
First Milk, have
joined forces and are
also working with
Defra, the Scottish
Government, the
Welsh Government
and the Northern
Ireland Executive on the 12-week campaign, which
will appear on social media, digital and, for the first
time in over a decade, on television.
Dr Judith Bryans, Chief Executive of Dairy UK said:

The UK dairy sector, in partnership with Government,
has announced a new joint-funded campaign to
highlight the importance of ‘human connections’
during the current coronavirus crisis.
The £1 million promotional campaign taps into
the need for personal moments during lockdown
– highlighting the role fresh milk and dairy plays
in these challenging times. It also aims to support
mental health and, as part of the campaign, £100,000
is being donated to Mind’s Coronvirus Mental Health
Response Fund.

“Everyday moments of human connection are
especially important during this crisis. With this
campaign we want to highlight the central and
sometimes forgotten role that dairy plays as part of
our everyday lives. We want to remind people of the
importance of taking a moment to connect with each
other while enjoying the foods they love, even if it is
remotely. We can still take a moment for ourselves
and others in these most challenging of times and we
can still enjoy nutritious dairy.”
Find out more at milkyourmoments.co.uk or check
out the campaign on social media @Milkyourmoment

A maturing partnership
Bill Hunter, Managing Director of Ornua Foods
UK, gives us his thoughts on their strategic supply
partnership with First Milk...
It is now some six years ago that Ornua Foods UK
and First Milk entered into a strategic partnership
with regards to the supply of British cheese. In that
time, First Milk has supplied us with over a quarter
of a million tonnes of high quality cheddar and hard
territorial cheeses that we have cut, packed and
distributed to a growing customer base of leading UK
retailers. Through increasingly close collaboration,
both businesses have benefited hugely and this has,
I believe, provided a strong and stable foundation for
sustainable growth moving forward.
An increasing amount of First Milk members’ milk
is now being made into cheese for Ornua. This year
alone over 50,000 tonnes of great tasting Cheddars,
Red Leicester, Double Gloucester and reduced fat
cheese made at Haverfordwest and LDC will arrive
at our state-of-the-art cheese packing facility in
Leek. Here we will cut, slice and grate this into a
comprehensive range of consumer pack formats to
meet the growing own-label cheese requirements of
our customers which now include Tesco, Sainsbury’s
and a number of other leading food retailers.
At Ornua we very much see our partnership with First
Milk as being highly complementary and mutually
beneficial. From Ornua’s perspective, the partnership
provides us with a secure supply of cheese, with a
clear provenance and requisite quality to meet the
exacting needs of our customers. The quality of the
milk that First Milk members supply is of course a
key factor in this. However, I’d also recognise the
significant investment that First Milk has made at
its creameries which has helped to deliver greater
efficiencies, enhanced cheese quality and consistency
and enabled innovation such as the major steps
forward made in the production of reduced fat cheese.
From First Milk’s point of view, we would like to
think that the scale, depth and long term nature of
the supply partnership allows you to optimise your
production plans and invest for the future. In addition,
we believe the partnership enables First Milk to
benefit from the quality and mix of our customer
base; our position as being the category leader in
retail cheese packing and our significant and ongoing
capital investment at our Leek facility which is
recognised as being best in class both here in the UK
and across Europe. Above all, we believe we provide
a secure, sustainable and valuable outlet for much of
the milk produced by First Milk members.
Of course the test of any relationship is when there
are challenges to face and needless to say the
COVID-19 pandemic has required us all to address
significant and unprecedented issues. From a dairy

“At Ornua we
very much see our
partnership with First
Milk as being highly
complementary and
mutually beneficial.
From Ornua’s
perspective, the
partnership provides
us with a secure supply
of cheese, with a
clear provenance and
requisite quality to
meet the exacting needs
of our customers.”
perspective we have seen considerable sales volatility
with initial surges in retail demand being counter
balanced by foodservice sector sales falling off a cliff
and although things have become more stable we
are still in what could be described as choppy and
uncharted waters. Against this backdrop I’m pleased
to say that the team at First Milk have worked closely
with us to balance cheese profiles and demand
to help ensure that we have maintained our core
customer service and product quality levels.
Looking forward, despite the impact of COVID-19, I
feel that the prospects for the cheese and wider dairy
sector are good. Indeed one of the very few positives
to take out of the pandemic is that consumers,
I believe, are much more appreciative of core
foodstuffs such as cheese – its versatility, availability
and great value.
From an Ornua and First Milk partnership perspective
I’m also optimistic that the underlying fundamentals
remain strong. We’re seeing ongoing growth in
cheese sales within our key customers and I think
we are also well placed to make further customer
gains in the market. To do so, it will be important
to continue to work closely together to deliver best
in class product quality and service levels; drive
efficiencies; add value through product and packaging
innovation and leverage our sustainability credentials
through such welcome initiatives as the recently
launched First4Milk pledge. In doing so, I think we
will be well placed to continue to grow and secure
sustainable returns for the future.

Executive profile - Rhona McGuinness
Rhona McGuinness has recently joined
First Milk as Head of HR. We caught
up with Rhona to find out a little more
about her and her new role…
Rhona hails from South Uist, an island
in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland. The
youngest of four siblings, her father
is a crofter and her mother is a Gaelic education support
worker. A fluent Gaelic speaker, she moved to the mainland
to study when she was 16, completing a degree in Business
& Management at Glasgow Caledonian University before
moving on to an MSc with distinction in Human Resource
Management. Clearly a high-flier from the start, Rhona won
the university student of the year award, the CIPD Scotland
student of the year and the HR Network Scotland graduate
of the year award whilst studying for her MSc.
Before joining First Milk right at the start of the COVID-19
lockdown, Rhona worked across multiple sectors including
construction, manufacturing, contact centre and retail,

with over 15 years’ experience in HR management. Her
specialisms during this time have been leading and directing
HR strategy through alignment to business objectives,
managing change, developing collaborative working
relationships and developing and deploying employee
development and talent management strategies. Most
recently, she worked at Balfour Beatty, where she led all
aspects of the people agenda of the merger of two separate
businesses to form a new business of 3,000 employees.
Rhona joins First Milk in a newly-created role, where she
will design and deliver our people strategy to help ensure we
operate as best in class, maximising returns to members.
When she’s not at work, Rhona enjoys spending time with
her husband, Robbie, and their young daughter, Iona, as well
as getting back to South Uist to spend time with her family.
She’s a big football fan and her favourite cow breed is the
Hereford (because that was the first calf she had herself
when she was small) although she’s hoping to get out and
visit some members once lockdown has eased, and is open
to being persuaded that dairy cows are better!

New farmer director appointed…
As you will be aware, we have been
looking for a new farmer director as
Jim Baird, current vice-chairman, has
reached the end of his third term as a
farmer director and must, therefore, stand
down from the Board under the rules of
the co-operative.
Following a selection process overseen by a Nominations
committee comprising the chair of the Nomination and
Remuneration committee, another director and two Member
Council representatives, we are pleased to confirm that Mike
Smith has been appointed as a farmer director.

autumn block calving herd. Mike has previously Chaired the
Welsh Assembly Dairy Strategy Group, and been a member of
its Dairy Task Force.
Commenting on the announcement, Chris Thomas,
Chairman, said:
“I am delighted to be welcoming Mike to the First Milk Board.
His contribution to the business in the last 9 years as an area
representative and Council member has been considerable,
and I know he will represent members’ views and help drive the
strategic direction of our co-operative in the years ahead.

Mike will be known to many of you as he is a First Milk
member farming near Haverfordwest in Pembrokeshire,
who has represented members since 2011, firstly as an area
representative and latterly on the First Milk Member Council.

“I would also like to extend my huge gratitude to Jim Baird for
his significant contribution to First Milk over many years. Jim’s
commitment, drive, and steadfast focus on delivering for our
farmer members has been invaluable, and I know I speak for all
my Board colleagues when I say he will be missed.”

Mike farms in partnership with his brother Peter at Pelcomb
Farm near Haverfordwest. The 650-acre farm runs a 450-cow

Mike’s appointment is subject to member ratification at the AGM
later this year.
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