[image: image1.jpg]ust 7,000 years ago, the first settled
communities, with their new-found genius for
growing crops and domesticating animals, were
able to create a relative heaven on Earth, verily a
“land of milk and honey”. But dairy culture was
largely confined to the Caucasian minority,and
today most of humanity still thinks it a very
peculiar practice to consume milk beyond the end
of weaning, and even more peculiar to drink the
milk of another species.A handy measure here is
lactose intolerance. For 7 out of 10 people
worldwide, drinking cow’s milk would bloat them
uncomfortably, if not give them the squits.

But we milky few stuck at it,and selective
pressure gradually knocked out the genes
responsible for our severest reactions to milk. Not
that everyone approved of the white stuff.
Hippocrates, the father of medicine, swore by
milk-exclusion diets for curing all sorts: enfeebled
babies, diarrhoea, skin complaints, wheezing,
painful joints. In the main, however, once it was
twigged that putting a cow serially into calf keeps
the milk flowing, her fertile, maternal glamour
became synonymous with tribal good. Today, the
New Zealand dairy industry invokes that same
sense of bovine blessing with images of blonde
Jerseys batting their soulful eyelashes. For us, of
course, dear old Daisy will for ever be a black-and-
white friesian grazing on lush grass.

But there’s no Easter bunny, either. In reality, the
modern high-yield dairy cow is a pitiful,
ramshackle embodiment of market-driven
exploitation. The new UK model, so help us, is the
American holstein battery cow.A shed-housed
fermentation vat on legs, teats dragging on the
ground,it’s a sight to frighten children —a giant,
650-kilo, emaciated ectomorph resembling
Frankensteins goat. Kept hungry by the demands
of its genetically uprated metabolism, it eats more
or less round the clock and produces 100 pints of
milk a day, twice as much as Daisy ever managed.

Trouble is, after years-long genetic selection for
ever-increasing milk yield, today’s holsteins blow
up or break down at the slightest glitch in feeding
or welfare. In the larger American herds, they're fit
only for culling, done and busted, by the age of
three. They rarely manage two calves, and the
average number of lactations — periods of milk-
giving —is down to 1.8 and dropping.

The holsteinisation of the UK dairy herd is
already under way, however. Farmers have not
been able to resist the genetic promise:a 2%
compound increase in milk yield annually. So it is
that the holstein-friesian mix is our commonest
dairy creature. Welfare wasn't too good when
Daisy was supreme, but fully 80% of UK dairy
cows now go for what’ called “involuntary”
culling. “It’s not cost-effective and it’s cruel.”

says Professor John Webster of Bristol university’s
veterinary school, and Britain’s leading

authority on animal husbandry.“I'm not going to
dissuade farmers from going for genetic
improvement, but going for every improvement
Jjust doesn’t work. We see farmers already down to
two lactations as an average lifetime performance
—as opposed to five, six, even eight””

So much for the poor cow. Now to the milk: the
current crisis facing the western dairy industry
centres on whether or not the white stuff is the
right stuff for optimising human health. Of all

‘Once acow is milked, the fat
from that milkis inthe

food supply, and someone ends
up drinking or eating it’

DR WALTER WILLETT, HARVARD SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

sacred cows, even milk as the supposed ideal
source of calcium for bone health has come und:
the stun gun.As never before, the dairy industry i
fighting a pitched battle to uphold consumer
belief in the “essential goodness™ of its products.
Consider some recent exchanges of unfriendly fir
On breast cancer:“To discover that lifelong milk
drinkers have a reduced risk of breast cancer is an
exciting step forward.” Dr Anita Wells, of the UK
Dairy Council, on a recent Norwegian study.
“The contradicting results may indicate that
any association between milk and breast cancer
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