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Introduction

By Shelagh Hancock, Chief Executive

As we approach the end of a year it is a
time for reflection and anticipation. This
time last year, with stories of a strange
pneumonia-type illness emerging in
Wuhan, China, who would have imagined
it was to become a global pandemic with
such an impact on all our lives? As a
result, 2020 will certainly not be a year
many look back on fondly. Sadly, there will
be families known to all of us that have
suffered as a result of the pandemic, and
our thoughts are with them, particularly at
this time.
But First Milk has much to be grateful for.
COVID-19 has caused significant disruption
to society and has impacted dairy markets.
We have been fortunate however, our
product mix and business model has
meant we weren’t overly exposed to the
shockwaves sent through the foodservice
sector and benefited from increased
demand for Cheddar in retail.
We have also been fortunate COVID-19 has
not materially affected our staffing levels
during the year nor our ability to operate
our processing sites at full capacity.
Some of this is due to our creameries
being in rural areas and, until now, not

seeing significant infection rates. But
much is down to the careful planning and
significant focus we gave to ensuring the
business operated in a COVID-secure
way. I acknowledge the hard work and
commitment of all our colleagues to ensure
business continuity has been prioritised.
As we approach the last days of this
turbulent year, there is, perhaps, more
uncertainty than ever. COVID remains a
significant threat, despite the start of the
vaccination programme. And as the clock
rolls around to a New Year, we’ll face a new
future as Brexit is implemented. At the
time of writing, with less than two weeks to
go, it is concerning we still lack any clarity
on the shape of our trading relationship
with the EU from January. At this stage,
even if a deal is agreed in the coming days,
we anticipate some disruption, but we have
taken measures to mitigate the potential
impact for your business as much as we
can. Of course, with Brexit comes the
additional uncertainty of a new framework
for agricultural support. We await the detail
and while we obviously support improving
the environment, we will do all we can to
ensure a productive and sustainable dairy
industry is maintained.

But there are also reasons to be optimistic.
As we look forward to a new year, we can
take some comfort First Milk has a firm
foundation, and we have a clear plan to
drive business performance. We have
exciting plans, with significant capital
investment scheduled at our Lake District
Creamery. We have a clear focus on
improving long-term financial resilience
and we’ll continue to develop long-term
relationships with our customers
and partners.
Consumer focus on sustainability is
intensifying, particularly around the
environment and climate change.
Our First4Milk activity, and the fact 92%
of you have signed the First4Milk Pledge,
provides a great platform for the business
in this area. But we know we’ll need to
further develop our sustainability position if
we are to secure value for you in the future.
And so, as this extraordinary year ends,
I look forward to continuing our work
together to deliver dairy prosperity in
2021 and beyond. May I wish you and
your families a happy, safe and peaceful
Christmas and all the very best for the
New Year.

We wish all our members a very happy Christmas
and best wishes for 2021

Farmhouse meetings
Over the last few weeks, Council members have
carried out ‘virtual’ farmhouse meetings. Even online,
these small meetings offered the opportunity to have
down-to-earth conversations with your local Council
member and Area Manager, as well as other First Milk
farmers in your area.
Farmhouse meetings are two-way with feedback
from previous meetings influencing subsequent
activities. Recent examples include changes to
the manufacturing schedule and the successful
introduction of the F4M pledge.
At the latest meetings, we’ve been sharing updates
on the following areas relating to the First Milk vision,
‘Together, we’ll deliver dairy prosperity’.
1) We have a firm platform from which to build
Over the last two and a half years we’ve built a
firm platform for the future, with solid financial
performance, efficient manufacturing, strengthened
commercial relationships and improved returns to
members. We continue to improve productivity in
manufacturing and supply chain operations, and
maintain strong relationships with our members and
customers. We have a solid foundation and a clear
plan to go further in strengthening our balance sheet
to provide additional stability and security, while
accelerating our capital plans to invest in the future.
2) We are focused on driving business performance

create smarter working and a positive mind-set
to drive the business forward. We also continue
to sponsor the RABDF apprenticeship places and
focus on further developing our Next Generation
programme.
3) The world is changing so we are agile and
responsive to ensure we deliver success
Beyond what’s happening within First Milk, we
continue to monitor the changing marketplace
dynamics. While liquid milk sales are falling here in
the UK, there are growing markets in areas developing
a taste for dairy, e.g. Asia, Africa, Middle East. We
have grown our export business and are in a good
position to take advantage of new opportunities. We are
well placed to move forward through our strong and
collaborative relationships, while looking to broaden
our base. We remain adaptable and have the scale to
be competitive.

The meetings also provided updates on
other current First Milk initiatives and
market influences:
First4Milk Pledge – a big thank you to the
92% members who have committed to
this initiative

Our plan for the future involves five focus areas with
specific projects to drive business performance:

Graduated BSC & SCC payments explaining the benefits of this new system
being introduced in April 2021

i. Being indispensable to our customers and partners
by delivering great service and demonstrating our
responsible business practices through First4Milk.

Every other day collection incentives - how
we are going to encourage more members
to have the capacity for this in the future

ii. Capturing greater value by working to maximise
returns, moving our focus more towards value
than volume. We are driving productivity by
improving efficiency, and reducing waste and
energy consumption to deliver a least-cost focused
operation.

Every collection testing - exploring the
merits of testing every sample and
the possibilities of using them for payment
testing

iii. B
 uilding longer term financial resilience by
managing our cash proactively and where possible
reduce exposure to our volatile and unpredictable
marketplace. Our capital investment projects
ensure best-in-class competitiveness.
iv. Preparing and supporting our members for the
future by addressing areas of concern proactively.
The First4Milk programme, including the Pledge,
is our commitment to responsible sourcing and
sustainable dairy farming.
v. Developing our people capability is key to the future
of our business. Our investment in training helps

Member meetings and communications
Women in Agriculture groups
Council elections and the importance
of voting
COVID-19 and the excellent controls in
place at our sites resulting in minimal
impact so far
If you were unable to attend a meeting, do
not hesitate to contact your Council member
or Area Manager to discuss any of the above
and give your input.

Council elections - use your vote!
Don’t forget voting in the Council elections is still open.
You will have received an email from Civica Elections
Services on 25th November with a link to the voting
website and instructions on how to vote. If you
receive postal communications from First Milk, you
will have received a voting form by post.
As a reminder, here are the five candidates’ election
statements:
Willie Campbell
I am a lifelong
supporter of cooperative marketing.
Having completed two
terms on Council and
currently its deputy
Chairman, I bring
experience, knowledge, energy, drive and enthusiasm
to moving the company and membership to a better
place. I have assisted in the turnaround of First Milk
and would dearly like, in the next two years, to assist,
inspire and enthuse the staff and management to
further improve the performance of First Milk, and
hence, the members’ milk price.
Christine Kelsall
I am a fourthgeneration dairy
farmer, milking 300
cows near Garstang,
Lancashire, with my
husband Phil, our
son Sam, his wife Hannah and a small team of mainly
young staff. I grew up on a small dairy and poultry
farm on the edge of the Lancashire Bowland Fells, and
then studied agriculture and agricultural economics
in Aberystwyth. Through this, I developed my strong
belief in the importance of farmers working efficiently
together, through thick and thin, to deliver progressive
long-term benefits.
Jess Mills
I am a thirdgeneration dairy
farmer working
alongside my
father and sister
in Derbyshire. We
currently milk 90 cows, increasing to 120 now the
business can look to the future again as First Milk
members. We are at the beginning of a long-term
investment on the farm with robotic milking as the end
goal. Developing cow families and genetics within our
herd of Polled Holstein Friesians is a particular passion
of mine.

“Your Member Council is an integral
part of the governance process at the
heart of our cooperative structure.
It’s very important this works as
effectively as possible so, as members,
we all have the responsibility to
exercise our democratic right and use
our vote. The online platform makes
it quick and easy - just the click of a
mouse away!”
Robert Craig, First Milk Farmer Director

Peter Rees
My family farming partnership is
based at Llandovery in South Wales.
We are currently milking 320 cows
fulfilling a First Milk/Tesco cheese
contract and have always been First
Milk suppliers. Alongside being
directly involved in our farming enterprise, I have also
held senior posts at the Welsh Agricultural College and
Coleg Sir Gâr – Gelli Aur. I sit on the Strategic Advisory
Board for Farming Connect and on the AHDB Dairy
Board.
Alan Trainer
My family have farmed Byretown
Farm near Lanark since 1919. Since
completing an Honours Degree in
Chemical Engineering in 1995, I have
run the tenanted unit in partnership
with my parents and wife. We milk
200 cows, rear our own replacements and grow a
small area of cereals. The Member Council needs to
make sure the members’ views drive the direction of
the cooperative. Having successfully held various roles
within the NFUS, I feel I am well placed to do this.

Voting
closes
Friday 8
th
January
2021

Food industry stalwart joins First Milk
First Milk’s new Chief Operating Officer,
David Seeckts, joins the team with
extensive food industry experience. He tells
us a little about his background and his
aspirations for the role:
I’m Yorkshire born but home is in the North
West of England where I live with my wife
Pamela and daughter Aimee. Living in the
North West I’ll have to confess right now to being a lifelong, but
no longer frustrated, Liverpool Red. My passion outside work,
besides being a part-time family taxi driver, is skiing; a pastime
that may need to take a back seat this season.
I’ve worked in the food industry in operational roles for over 20
years having actually started my career as an engineer. I was
in manufacturing making cables and circuit boards originally,
leading engineering teams working on capital, reliability and
efficiency projects. Once I moved into the food industry though

there was no looking back and it’s become a real passion. It is
such a crucial, dynamic and challenging industry. I’ve worked
for some large food businesses such as Mars, Premier and
Dairy Crest, operating across many different food categories
and serving a wide variety of customers. Across the years my
roles have focused on areas such as driving sales growth and
delivering cost efficiencies to name two, but the common theme
has been working with people in the business to deliver lasting
improvements.
Since joining First Milk, I’ve been very impressed with the passion
and energy of the people I have met, and with the business values
and vision. I’ve seen first-hand the result of recent investment
and its impact on quality and consistency, helping us become
indispensable to our customers and partners. It’s clear to
me there is a fantastic dairy knowledge base in the First Milk
business with many years of experience. I hope to provide a new
perspective to build on what we already have so we can continue
to drive business performance forward.

Adverse weather procedures
Before each winter, we review our comprehensive adverse weather
contingency plan in partnership with our hauliers. This plan aims to
ensure all First Milk sites and depots are well prepared and follow
robust procedures in the event of bad weather.
Following this review, we make the following requests to all
members:
• Check First Milk has up-to-date contact details for you, i.e. phone
numbers and email. These can be checked on the First4Milk app.
• Tell us of any changes to your farm tank size(s)
• Please do your best to clear farm roads of snow and ice

• Make sure you have insurance to cover any milk run to waste if
we cannot collect

• Please have stocks of grit/salt available to help your tanker driver

• Please check texts, emails and the First Milk website for bad
weather messages

• If milk collections are missed, please contact your Tanker Depot

• The use of emergency tanks is not allowed

Video competition
If you were inspired by the Next Generation vlogs featured in last month’s newsletter
and think you could do as well or better, let’s see.
We’d love to have more short, eye-catching videos of everyday activities of you, your
cows and your farm for use on social media and the website. In return, you’ll go
into a prize draw for a First Milk body warmer. Please send your videos to one of the
Membership Team via WhatsApp. Receipt of a video indicates permission to use.
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