Interview of Garry Carpenter on Automated Milking Systems
Hello I’m Bruce Reynolds from Reynolds Communication. The following Podcast is an initiative of the NSW Department of Primary Industry’s Dairy Group. I’m talking today with Garry Carpenter, a dairy farmer from South Riana in Tasmania about the adoption of automatic milking systems on his dairy farm.
Well Garry can you tell us a bit about your operation and what you actually run?
Thanks Bruce, we operate a fairly large farm at South Riana which is 30 minutes south of Burnie on the northwest coast of Tassie and on this one we run around 600 cows through a 52 unit herringbone dairy. Three years ago we took on another farm five minutes away on Gunns Plains which is also based in the same area, and in there we set up an AMS system where currently this coming spring we hope to milk 180 cows through. So all in all we run about 1,200 head of stock on about 450 hectares.
Why on the second farm did you look at moving across to an automatic milking system?
Bruce the farm was an old hop farm and we converted it back to dairy and it basically had a huge shed 60 metres long and 15 metres wide and 10 or 12 metres high, so there was some infrastructure already there and it was set up with irrigation and everything else and we had done a fair bit of costings on it. The return between building a retrofit herringbone and the AMS was only about a quarter of a per cent difference and when we worked through that, and of course my wife said if we’re going to employ the labour I wasn’t allowed to do it. That was basically the catalyst of it. It is a retirement plan for us we’re both in our mid-fifties and we sort of want to wind out of dairy but still sort of be involved and that seemed to be the logical choice for us.
Did you actually do an economic analysis then and get a consultant in to review the difference between the two operations?
Yes we did. Because the shed was there and the power and everything was there, the major infrastructure was there all we had to do was buy the units, put them in and fit them out. The difference between that and the retro-fit herringbone and paying labour was about point 25 per cent difference on return on investment so that was what really put us over the line. My wife wouldn’t have gone down there if we would have had to employ labour, so it was really close. I think it might have been different if we’d had to build the whole shed and do everything, the figures might have been different. But we were in a very luck situation where the bulk of that infrastructure was already in place.
Now a lot of people perceive that there is a very high capital cost for an intensive technological solution with the AMS systems, so what do you see as benefits versus the costs of this type of system?
Look, I think for us its certainly been enjoyment, now whether you can measure put a dollar term on enjoyment moving into the second phase of our life, which we did you know I think that’s a lot to do with it. The labour cost is probably not as great as what you might imagine first up because you find your doing different things and you’ve still got to have people on site, people doing the outside work anyway but it’s the drudgery of milking cows that I believe that allows this system to be financially viable. You might take a bit less of a return at the end of the day but the actual enjoyment of the system and seeing what it does for cows, cow health and cow wellbeing, I think people would be prepared to take a little less on that return on investment. I also believe the longevity of the system is going to be OK, we know they’ve only be around for a couple of decades.  We were in a different situation where we wanted some enjoyment in our industry, we wanted to stay involved and this place suited the AMS farming. So I’ve just got to make it work now Bruce.
Now you’ve had it operational for around seven months, what have some of the biggest challenges been with your AMS?
We’ve been very very fortunate and I think talking to other guys we’ve been extremely lucky, starting up on Wednesday morning, by the Friday afternoon all the technicians and all the staff had gone and everything was running quite smoothly. We’ve had no real technical issues with the machines, probably the main issue is the trafficking of the cows, within about four months that just all of a sudden clicked into gear. I think initially walking them through the gates and getting myself, my own head around the system working. I don’t care how many times you go and talk to other farmers that are doing it, you just can’t mentally see how it does work until its set up, so I think that was the hardest thing to get my head around. 
But we’ve had no issues with cows and no technical issues, as I’ve said I think we’ve been one of the lucky ones. But the farm is flat as a table and the shed is smack bang in the centre, so everything suited down to the ground for the AMS. We still find today Bruce, we take any new cows down, getting them through the sort gates and through the bar gates are harder than getting them into the milking unit, so they’ll adapt to that within about 12 hours. It’s incredible what they learn, and you think they are so dumb sometimes what they won’t do. We have been very lucky.
What about feed management and underfeeding and over feeding in the animals that are going through the system?
Yes, that was a concept again which both my wife and myself have done a lot of pasture courses over our career in dairy and we basically are pasture based. We’d heard guys farming say you’ve got to basically starve them first up to get them to move, well we wasn’t prepared to do that so we fully fed our cows out in the paddock and then brought them in, so for the first few months went and brought them backwards and forwards to make sure they didn’t go back in production, didn’t fall away. 
The whole concept in that is knowing what your animals eat, knowing how much grass you’ve got in your paddock, the science and the maths behind knowing how to measure pasture and having your farm mapped out is critically important. I don’t think it’s the be all and end all, but I think it’s extremely important to know that you’re giving the right amount of feed to be able to get them to come home. 
We still twice a day head out about 7:30 and there might be about six in the night paddock to bring in, if its beautiful weather there’ll be none. And the same again in the afternoon about 4pm you’ll head out, move the fence, and there might be about the same amount. We would be collecting about five percent of the cows on a nice average day. If its rough weather Bruce, we might have to get 20 or 30, they’ll tuck up into a corner. The cows, getting to know the farm and the difference of the layout, that takes time and that’s not the AMS system that’s just cows and we find if we bring in a new cow it takes them four or five months to get to know the farm and the layout and after that they’ll traffic well on their own.
Managing that pasture, Bruce, back to your question, is extremely important but to know what you’re putting down their throat, to be able to measure it, how many tonnes of dry matter, how many kilograms of dry matter you want to give them and all that stuff is something that you could learn before you put the AMS system in.
Now you are running two dairies, you are running a conventional and an AMS system, so with regards to milk production then what have you been able to achieve with your AMS system and how does that compare with your conventional system?
Fortunately Bruce, we’re still the same, I think most people saw a reduction when they first started and we’ve moved cows down mid-lactation, and we started a tad after Christmas, moved them down mid-lactation so at the finish a month ago both herds were nearly doing the same per cow, fat and protein tests were around the same. So I think it’ll be next year before we really see any real advantage in milking more than twice a day. I’m not convinced we’ve got to run them home three times a day, I think if we can get them around that 2.4 – 2.5 average across the herd we’ll be sufficient. I think sometimes if we’re going to force them in three times a day we’ll be burning more energy up just walking them backwards and forwards all the time.
We also monitor our cows so if they drop down below a certain amount of production we’ll put them on twice a day milkings program so they can only be milked twice a day to save that energy requirement. 
The amount of software and the amount of data it collects, Bruce, is just unbelievable and if you’re prepared to look at that occasionally and think about what your cows are doing and treat your cows on a little bit of an individual case you can monitor each cow so can get the right amount of production out of her that she’s capable of doing. So that’s what we’re really looking forward to doing this spring so we’re sort of fairly excited about going into this spring and trying to manage that a lot better.
You talked about the information output that you get from your system, so it’s reasonably technically complex, what sort of skills basis do you think you need to be able to analyse and actually utilise that data to improve performance?
You definitely need to be computer literate and you need to be confident enough in yourself that you’re not going to blow anything up. We basically only look at eight or nine really important information/data sets every morning or every night from home here. I think the skill level that you can pick it up, the younger generation would definitely be a lot better, like I can’t even turn my wife’s laptop on so I’ve got no computer skills whatsoever but I can manage that down there to the level I need to manage for what I need to know. My wife Bev does a lot better at it and our new guy would probably be better at it again. So I think that you need to be able to be computer literate, be confident when you go into it and then to analyse the feed given to the milk ratio received and this sort of capability I think that’s an ongoing process that you’ll learn the more you play with it, the more you’ll learn. You’ll breakdown different little things on each cow. I think you can make some money out of that.
I don’t think I’ll go back to school to learn that, Bruce, I reckon that’ll be the next guys job I think.
With the complexity of a robot doing the milking, have you had many alarms or callouts in the middle of the night and early morning?
Initially we did, and we still get one or two a week, so that is an issue and I think it’s an issue going forward that can be sorted. If your machines are not at full capacity you can afford to turn your phones off once everything’s running and just check them night and morning. Make sure you check all your machines night and morning before you leave, and most times it’s pretty good but it just becomes annoying Bruce.
Would that be the biggest downside to the system?
For sure. If you’re not, have a real passion for them, a real passion for your job, you would find that you wouldn’t answer the phone. It would just rack up and it would drive you around the bend. And I could see that happening on some people that after a while, why is this machine doing this to me and there’s really nothing wrong with it, I can fix it tomorrow. So that’s an issue that I believe all companies have got and they need to work on it sooner rather than later because that would turn any young person off if you were out and you’re getting these phone calls and it’s just really annoying, extremely frustrating. It’s just the system working to its maximum and doing what it’s supposed to do but it’s not relevant for the farmer of today.
So for someone listening to our conversation at the moment, what would you recommend to that individual who was potentially thinking about putting in an automatic milking system into their dairy operation?
You’ve got to have a passion for your cows. I think the system will definitely get the best out of your cows if you’ve got a passion for cows. You really do need to understand about pasture management, if you’re going to be a pasture based with a grain feed type system, you definitely need to understand that. 
I would suggest to anyone to make sure they visit as many as they can and really get a feel of how the farm’s laid out, so forget about you go and talk to people and we hear about the problems and probably forget about the little intricacy problems that people talk about and have a good look at the way the farms structured and see how the cows move freely and can move freely to and from the shed without any hindrances or corners or blind spots that might hold them up. You see that on some farms, cows are very easily taught but if something goes wrong they can get very easily lost. They can walk past a gate ten times and not see it and then one day see it, and it makes you so wild.
The setup of the farm really enhances how the robots perform. So I think getting out and about and probably taking a couple of years to plan it is probably my best piece of advice. I think every robot will milk a cow, then you’ve got to decide what type of farming system you are going to marry to that. Whether pasture based, feedlot, big barn or whatever, and you’ll learn that as you go. I think the software you’ll learn, but Bruce, I think you’ve also got to take someone with you, be prepared to employ someone if you are a husband and wife or a family because once you put them in, and if you’ve got nobody else learning that system, you’re tied there 24/7 on any given time of the day. So if you’ve got somebody else you can have some time off, and I think that’s very important to do that also. 
It’s an amazing type of technology and they’re well worth the investigation for anyone to look at.
Garry Carpenter from South Riana, Tasmania thanks for talking to us today about your automatic milking system.
Thanks Bruce and I wish any new people coming into it all the best.
For this Podcast and many more podcasts, fact sheets and videos I encourage you to visit the dairy section within the NSW Department of Primary Industry’s website.






