Tradition with a touch of technology

Traditional cheese makers, Belton Cheese have a golden touch when it comes to winning
prizes and grabbing premium shelf space at multiple national and international outlets.
Analytical technology is helping to preserve and enhance the quality.

If there was such a thing as a cheese mak-
ers’ league, Belton Cheese would surely
be among the top teams. The traditional
producers won a record 109 awards in
2009, including supreme champion at
the Great Yorkshire show and prestigious
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prizes from the Nantwich International
cheese show.

Based in the heart of English cheese
country, where the Shropshire hills level
out into the fertile pastures of the Cheshire
plain, Belton Cheese is the proud champi-
on of a local cheese-making tradition dat-
ing back to Roman times. With the main
office and reception in a solid 18th century
farmhouse, and the production integrated
into the former farm buildings, the first
impression is a perfect match for the com-
pany slogan — ‘Hand made on the farm’.

Talking to technical manager Kevin
Henderson, it soon becomes apparent
that there is another aspect to the busi-
ness though. Technology carefully applied
in step with tradition is giving the cheese
makers a helping hand that their ancestors
could only have dreamt about. The tech-
nology includes a FOSS MilkoScan™
FT120 milk analyser and a FoodScan™
analyser, both of which were installed in
2009. These instruments are helping the
on-site laboratory to enhance the tradi-
tion by checking incoming milk and the
final products before they leave the plant
destined for prime spots on supermarket
shelves.

From Cheshire to Shropshire blue
The instruments are used in the produc-
tion of a variety of products including
crumbling cheeses such as Cheshire (con-
sidered to be the oldest British cheese),
hard cheese classics such as Cheddar and
some additive varieties such as Port Wine
Derby.

In the early seventies, Belton Cheese
was one of first farmhouse producers to
make 20kg Block Cheshire and the inno-
vative approach is stronger than ever, for
example, a new addition to the product
portfolio in the form of a Shropshire blue
cheese is being tried out.

“We are traditionalists, for example, we
make additive cheese in the vat for better
quality, but if we can bring in something
new that aids the process, like new tech-
nology, we do it,” says Henderson. “There
are often new hygiene requirements to
consider; we are constantly under review
and audit from our customers and we are
accredited to a number of quality stand-
ards which are considered a prerequisite
for our customers. You have to keep mov-
ing forward.”

Theinvestmentintheanalytical solutions
is one good example of how the forward-
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“It 1s about taking those elements
that routine control can do for you,
but keeping the elements that you
need a cheese maker’s brain for.”

looking approach is paying off.

The FoodScan has replaced various
traditional analysis methods with a much
faster, more convenient and just as reliable
option. For instance, the test for total sol-
ids, which used to involve drying a sample
in an oven for four hours, can now be per-
formed simultaneously with other param-
eters such as fat and protein in a matter of
minutes. Chemicals no longer have to be
used, and the routine nature of the testing
has released the quality assurance man-
ager to take on the growing list of quality
management tasks common to all modern
dairy producers.

The results with the FoodScan were
checked against standard methods to cor-
relate results and then it was put into im-
mediate operation. “It was usable the same
day; it does the job, and the service was
excellent,” says Henderson “If you make
something easier, then you can delve a bit
deeper.”

This ability to look more closely at as-
pects of production is a timely option for
taking on new demands such as the ongo-
ing push by UK food standards authorities
to reduce salt levels in food. But adjusting
levels of salt needs careful consideration.
Salt is intrinsic to certain cheeses and has
other purposes than taste such as inhibit-
ing bacteria for example. The ability to
do regular testing with the FoodScan is
allowing production staff to monitor av-
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erage salt levels, giving them the compre-
hensive information they need to make
any required adjustments.

Fresh local milk

The quality of products starts with careful
selection of the milk supply from 63 lo-
cal farms, 12 of which supply exclusively
for organic products. Milk is brought in

Technical manager Kevin Henderson.

daily and tankers bearing the distinct Bel-
ton Cheese logo are a common sight on
the roads around the area. Farmers are
paid on a fat and protein level for cheese
production and are actively encouraged to
produce milk from breeds such as short-
horns, prized for milk of the right quality
for cheese making.

Cont’d on page 14

In addition to speeding up compositional testing, the MilkoScan™ offers a valuable
new ability to test whey for protein content and permeate.
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Cont’d from page 13

Compositional testing of the milk is im-
portant for both fair payment and know-
ing the nature of the raw material and the
MilkoScan FT120 has made an impact in
speeding up the tests and improving proc-
ess control. Henderson explains how the
information was always there before, but
that it was much harder to get it. Now, rel-
atively unskilled users can perform tests,
and this makes production staff more ac-
countable. As with the FoodScan, the in-
strument is freeing up resources to tackle
growing quality assurance requirements.

Around 85% of milk purchased goes
out as whey and the MilkoScan offers
a valuable new ability to test this easily
and quickly for whey protein content and
permeate — the lactose rich liquid that
can be used for animal feed. Variations
can be monitored and adjusted if neces-
sary. “The door has been opened to look
at the process going forward,” says Hend-
erson. “The reliability of the instruments
is excellent and they remove the human
element, which, in the case of testing, is
a good thing.”

Enhancing tradition
Just a few decades ago, many farms in
this region used to convert their excess
milk into Cheshire Cheese and virtually
every town in the area had a creamery.
“That’s all gone now,” says Henderson.

Despite the decline in the number of
producers, the success of Belton Cheese
is witness to the fact that, whatever the
state of the economy, people are prepared
to pay that little bit more for something
they consider to be good for a special oc-
casion. Local producers can still win at
the big shows with cheeses produced on
a small scale and it is exactly that gold
medal-winning human touch that Kevin
Henderson is determined to maintain.

“What we are doing here is enhancing
tradition and continuing the hand-made
aspect, but doing it more consistently us-
ing the right tools” he says. “It is about
taking those elements that routine con-
trol can do for you, but keeping those
elements that you need a cheese maker’s
brain for.”
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by Richard Mills (rim@foss.dk), FOSS

Belton Cheese

Award-winning farmhouse cheese
has been made at Belton Farm for
centuries. The farm now produces
many different varieties, including
the local speciality: Cheshire. Qual-
ity is paramount in fulfilling the dis-
cerning market requirements set by
all the major UK supermarket cus-
tomers, as well as export customers
in Canada, USA, Australia, Europe
and elsewhere.

Methods include the use of curd
tables and pressing in the traditional
fashion, which can take anything up
to 18 hours. This is a more time con-
suming and labour intensive than al-
ternative process methods, but gives
much better results and helps Belton
Farm cheeses to win many awards.

More information about methods
can be found at
www.beltoncheese.co.uk

From big multinationals to small, one-man operations, feed pro-
ducers across Spain are making use of near infrared analysis
with the same degree of reliability and accuracy regardless of
size of operation, location or experience with the technology.
Feed & Forage Product Manager, Enrique Hernando, reports
for In Focus.

Javier Lallana Romero is Operational Manager at the Biochemi-
cal Lab of Trouw Nutrition, Spain, located in Tres Cantos (Ma-
drid). As a chemist with broad experience in near infrared (NIR),
he is in a good position to explain the many benefits of Remote
INternet Analysis (RINA) — the networking software that allows
near infrared analysis instruments to be connected in networks.
Javier Lallana has been using the system for around a year and
can point to advantages for both the Trouw nutrition organisa-
tion and the many feed producers connected to the network.
One of the main advantages he describes is the ability to sur-
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vey instruments. RINA means peace of mind for all concerned
because it is possible to control the individual performance of
the whole network and so avoid results from out-of-spec instru-
ments getting into the quality control process. Another remarka-
ble advantage is the ability to update instruments simultaneously
with new calibration, parameter and product adjustments with
a single ‘Synchronise’ operation. This is leading to significant
savings in terms of time and money.

Javier Lallana (JLR) also provided some more specific com-
ments for In Focus (IF).

IF: When did you first start using the RINA software and why?
JLR: \We started a year ago. We wanted to monitor our NIR
network in a secure and dynamic way. Besides that, we wanted
to take advantage of the possibility to survey individual instru-
ments and ensure proper performance.
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