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PLANNING FOR REDUCED STRESS IN THE HERRINGBONE

John Gerring

Mount Pleasant Farm, Buckland, Faringdon, Oxfordshire, SN7 9PY
THE PROBLEM

Recent trends in the dairy industry have resulted in the need to produce milk at a lower cost, without increasing demands on people and cows. This has resulted in Farm Animal Welfare becoming a dominant issue in order to achieve these objectives, alongside the need to introduce systems that will provide our people with a much-improved working environment. Reducing costs can be achieved from short-term gains. The secret for long-term survival is to ensure that the gains are achieved in harmony with the welfare of the cow and its productivity, and enhancement in the lives of our people. 

BACKGROUND

Mount Pleasant Farm is situated in the central part of the country, in an area not ideally suited for milk production but it is ideal in that it is an area of high population density.

The farm consists of 500 acres in total, supporting 400 cows and 150 followers. The cows are divided into two mobs, one calving in the late summer and the other in the late winter. The cows will average in excess of 8000 litres per cow this year. All of the milk is processed and retailed to local shops and homes.

In 1995 we decided to invest in a new milking parlour, having seriously outgrown our 16/16 low-line system. It was causing problems typical of many farms today, i.e. unhappy cows, unhappy milkers, unacceptable mastitis and lameness, and very poor throughput.

With the assistance of ADAS we set out the following objectives for our future parlour:

1. To milk 150 cows per man-hour

2. To have very low stress on cows

3. To have very low stress on people

4. To have minimal mastitis

5. To minimise investment to £80,000

Many farms were visited throughout the UK, where we set up a system to measure the efficiency of these units.  I have to say that we were disappointed by what we saw.

Our next move was to interview the British manufacturers of milking equipment. The result of this was that we were faced between some wanting to help us meet our objectives, although they had no experience of doing so, to others who just walked away from the interview.

THE SOLUTION

At this time panic was encroaching into our team, so it was decided that I would take a four week sabbatical in New Zealand, having already spent time examining cow behaviour, and cow flow in Australia and the USA.

During this period I visited almost 50 milking set-ups, and milked in many of them. They ranged from herd sizes of 150 to 1500, almost all were swing-over herringbones ranging from 16 to 100 sets of cups, throughput ranged from 100 to 180 cows per man hour, and in the milking period animal welfare and husbandry were of a very high standard.

In New Zealand the sale and installation of the stall-work, and the milking equipment is quite separate. So I interviewed both stall-work and milking machine manufacturers. The result was that we commissioned Colin Millar from Reporoa Engineers to install the stall-work, and Waikato Milking Systems to install the milking equipment.

The parlour was working within six months, and consequently Waikato Milking Systems have set up in the UK. Added to this, Colin Millar and I now work together fabricating Parlours and Backing Gates.  Our company is called “Mount Pleasant Milking”.

MOUNT PLEASANT MILKING

The philosophy

The Mount Pleasant philosophy is to produce milk at the lowest possible cost in a stress free environment for both people and cows.

To improve performance radically, this requires a completely different approach to milking.  We take a greater consideration of the effects on the cow and milker and seeing matters from their perspective.

We always consider the total design. 

General position of parlour

How the parlour fits into the farm and all of its need has to be considered.  This includes all the practical aspects of its operation for the staff and the cows. The cows will be exiting in our systems to the paddocks and to fresh feed, that should be as easy as possible. We want to have an in parlour slope of 1.5 degrees.

The parlour-related facilities have to be in the correct place. For us these include toilets, the office and the crèche! We consider where the bulk tank has to be and how the tanker will get to it.

Collecting yard

The collecting yard should be rectangular and about 10 metres wide.  It is essential to have a good backing gate but this should not be electrified.

Stray voltage

To avoid any problems of stray voltage we install welded mesh over the whole site of the parlour and extend this into the collecting yard.  It is important to keep electric fencers well away too.

Parlour entrance

Lead-in rails aid entry of cows to the parlour. There should be no corners.

Light and vision

To see properly in the parlour there has to be good light and shadows should be avoided.  We have one side of the building open and all site artificial lighting is directed towards the udder

Obstructions

Good cow movement requires a safe and unobstructed route.  This means no steps, no grids in the floor and good repair to the concrete, so that there are no holes 

Parlour design

I believe in keep electronics in the parlour to a minimum.  There should be no feeding in the parlour if possible. ACR are a hindrance. Generally it is important to cut down on noise in the parlour.

The spacing in our parlour is 760 mm between cows.  The parlour has a zigzag rump rail and an adjustable breast rail.  The pit width is 1500 mm and the pit is 900 mm deep.  The other requirement is for a good washdown system

Exit

Cows need to exit from the herringbone race by going straight forward.

Operators

It is important that the operators are fully and properly trained.  When in the pit they have to stay forward at all times. 

In parlours where these features have been given full consideration, then the stress levels on cows, and particularly on milkers, have been seen to be dramatically reduced. One can use simple methods to measure the improvement in the stress level on the cows. Make a few observations.  Are significantly fewer cows dunging in the parlour?  Are the cows standing contentedly, and cudding while being milked?

The first three, of the type of parlour described, have now been in operation for at least one year.   The benefits that have occurred from improvement cow throughput and the reductions in mastitis and lameness are shown in Table 1. The added benefits from this changed environment have come from the better overall health of the cows.

Table 1. 
Parlour performance and effect on cow health

PARAMETER
INSTALLATION

Throughput (cows/h)
Before
After

Herd 1
65
150

Herd 2
70
180

Herd 3
65
150

Lameness

(feet lifted)
Before
After

Herd 1
30
6

Herd 2
34
4

Herd 3
Not available
Not available

Clinical mastitis (cases/100 cows)
Before
After

Herd 1
33
8

Herd 2
11
2

Herd 3
25
14

The stress removed from milkers is much more obvious.

“My milking time has reduced by 40%. 

“My life has changed dramatically”

“I am not tired all the time”

SUMMARY

There is enormous pressure on dairy farming at the present time, and that pressure will not go away. Inevitably herd size will increase quite dramatically.  Many farmers will cease production; others are looking positively at the future. To stay in milk we must rethink our objectives and strategies.  A major part of the rethink is to consider the people that milk our cows and the welfare of the cows themselves. We need a new direction and new vigour to find a way forward. It is essential to reduce the stress on our cows and particularly our people.

Our answer lies in adopting a new philosophy to milking and training our teams to adopt new processes that will enhance their lives and the lives of their cows.
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