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A RETURN TO THE LONGHORN
BREED HAS BOOSTED BIODIVERSITY
AT LOWTHER ESTATE

When it comes to restoring natural woodland habitats, the typical
benefits include encouraging biodiversity,as well as an influx of wildlife
and for the team at Lowther Castle on the outskirts of Penrith, there
was no breed more suited to the job than Longhorn cattle.

In fact, Longhorns could be seen grazing on
the estate in days gone by, but a focus on more
intensive farming systems in the late 1970’s resulted
in the dispersal of the herd and a new focus on
sheep production as ewe numbers grew to 4500
Mule and Texel crosses, as well as Aberdeen-Angus
cross cattle for fattening.

With a view of restoring natural grazing habitats
across the estate, ewe numbers were halved in the
2010’s before the flock was fully dispersed in 2019
and the first Longhorn cattle arrived back on the
estate to found the new Lowther Park herd.

Now managed by Laura Mackey, who originally came
to Lowther as farm secretary before taking on the farm
manager rollin 2023, the herd has grown significantly
over those six years with 95 females calving down in
2025, making the Lowther Park herd one the largest
registered herds in the country.

In order to build numbers up to the current levels,
the team at Lowther have invested in mixed age
herds of cows, with a focus on selecting animals from
high health status holdings, particularly those free
from Johne's Disease and Bovine Viral Diarrhoea.

In order to build humbers,
the team have invested

in mixed age herds of
cows, with a focus on high
health status

Females were bought from a number of herds
as they became available, including Aberdeen,
Barlings, Brittmors, Crake Valley, Ellwood, Garford,
Harold, Leighton, St Osyth, Tanfield, Thoresby and
Wheatlands.

“As an estate we made the move into woodland
pasture managementin quite a big way as it creates
a more natural landscape rather than the bowling
green pasture we had created for the sheep,”
explains Laura, who is helped by Stephen Forrest,
as well as herdsman Tom Hamilton, on behalf of
owner, Jim Lowther, and CEQO, David Bliss, who are
both actively involved.

SR iy L oK 28 B N LA IS DN e L ARV G o KRR DA LR BN LGN L ARVK A Ly G K S DB B LA BN LMl

a 30 A Longhorn Cattle Society Publication



GPS cow collars enable
us to run as one herd and
move them easily around
the estate.

“As for the Longhorns, we have quite a harsh, open
environment here at Lowther and so even the
Angus cattle have to come in during winter, but the
Longhorns are able to stay out all year. They were
the obvious choice really when we looked to bring a
native breed and with them having been here in the
1970's, it's nice that they have returned,” says Laura.

The herd is run under the Lowther Park prefix since
the Lowther herd was previously dispersed and,
therefore, the team could not use the same name.

Cow numbers quickly rose to 50 breeding females
and Laura initially thought they would remain at
that number, but as estate land came back in hand,
and more acreage became available and with
Laura now managing some 4500 acres, some more
purchases were made and virtually every heifer has
been retained.

“Management wise we were running three groups
of cows with three bulls, but this year we are
running as one thanks to the GPS cow collars which
enables us to move the herd round the estate as
well as keep an eye on where they are at all times,”
Laura points out.

This has resulted in up to 230 animals in the group
at one time as the steer calves from the previous
year are kept in the herd. Yearling heifers are kept
separately in a group with older females or any not
suitable for breeding and some graze the fell too
as two-year-olds alongside similarly aged steers.

Lowther Park

Running such a large group of cattle helps create a
natural herd dynamic and Laura notes they do still
tend to make their own little family groups within
the herd. To avoid in-breeding every single female
has been DNA profiled and calves are sire verified
with DNA in order to keep their pedigree accurate
and correct. While this comes at a cost - about
£15 per animal - it not only means they can look
for unrelated stock bulls, but also means the DNA
profiles of the entire herd are on a database should
any information be needed in the future.

With the majority of heifers retained for breeding
in order to build up numbers, Laura is now more
selective about what will join the herd in the future
and any heifers deemed unsuitable for breeding
will be fattened and sold to Dunbia abattoir.
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“We were originally buying as many as we could
and by securing whole herds it meant we truly did
get the good, the bad and the ugly,” said Laura.

“Now we have the numbers we can afford to be
a bit more selective with our retained females so
we're looking for cows that are easy calving and easy
fleshed asthey're out all year so have gotto be hardy.”

Although the herd is mixed in colour, Laura does
prefer the darker sorts and likes it when a lighter
cow produces a darker calf. “For management |
prefer the bonnet horns as they go through our
handling system easier, but you've got to watch for
them growing into their faces.”

Bulls are carefully selected to click with the herd'’s
pedigrees and the first purchase, Riverlands
Sauron, did just that, but had the added bonus of
being exceptionally quiet, so much so he easily
walked in to the trailer in the field.

Similarly another from the early days, Fishwick
Phantom, did really well and was only just sold
on at 11 years old. The majority of the home-bred
females will go back to Sauron and Phantom.

“We also tend to go for darker bulls and their horns
must be even,” highlights Laura. “They've also got
to be big framed, but with calving in mind need

to have slimmer shoulders and they've got to be
good on their feet as they have a lot of females and
ground to cover.

“It can be hard to find an outcross, but | make
good use of the Grassroots database and the
CheckMate feature has been great. | get really
into it and have an excel spreadsheet with all the
possible crosses for each cow.”




Bulls have to be big framed,
but with slim shoulders

and good on their feet to
be able to cover plenty of
cows and ground.

Highlighting the need for cattle to be quiet and
easily managed, Lowther Park sits in a TB1 area and
so the whole herd - as well as the 10 water buffalo
brought in to establish a wetland area by the river
- is tested every six months. While it may seem like
a handicap, it actually enables the team to cast
a close eye over the herd twice a year, as well as
pregnancy testing the breeding females.

A mixed sample of the herd is also blood tested for
any deficiencies, with the decision taken this year to
bolus the herd. It also allows for dung samples to be
taken as Laura likes to operate a test and treat method
for worming etc rather than blanket treatment.

Calving typically takes place from March through
to September. Calves are tagged within the first
few days as the team try to do this twice a week
and hair samples of every calf born are also taken
at this stage.. All females are named and Laura tries
to follow family themes.

Calves also have their navels dipped in iodine
which Laura says is essential as the calves tend to
spend a lot of time laying down in long grass. They
also have samples taken for BVD testing.

www.longhorncattlesociety.com 33 (N
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Male calves are castrated at this time which means
they can stay within the herd dynamic before some
move to fell ground where they are typically finished
and sold direct to Dunbia at 28 to 30 months of age.

“We always try to sell locally, but are always on the
lookout for new leads. There's currently no premium
like the Aberdeen-Angus or Beef Shorthorns which
is a real shame as Longhorn meat is fantastic,” said
Laura, adding cattle typically grade R3 and O2, at
around 320kg deadweight.

It's not justthe Longhorn herd that is utilised to help
restore natural grazing habitats and biodiversity as
the cattle work hand in hand with small herds of
Konik and Fell ponies, as well as the Buffalo and
six Tamworth pigs that work particularly well for
woodland management.

“It has been amazing to see how much bird life and
wildlife has returned to the estate in the relatively
short while we've been managing it this way. We've
had ecologists here compiling data, but we've seen
for ourselves the increase and it was great to see
our first pair of lapwings back,” points out Laura.

A return to a more natural grazing management
system has been welcomed by the Lowther Estate
and its wildlife and for the team there is no better
breed suited to the job than the Longhorn.
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