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Andrew Slack
A new rotary parlour has
cut milking time in half
and freed up valuable
time to manage the 600cow herd at his Cumbriabased unit
Number of cows:
Average yield:
Parlour spec:
Investment:

Carlisle

600
7,500 litres
Fullwood 50-point rotary
£500,000

Andrew Slack and some of his 600-cow herd

The backing gate moves cows
forward at the push of a button

Rotary set-up saw an end to the milking ‘treadmill’

A completely different spin
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Cows in the collecting yard — they don’t
have long to wait before being milked

Milk recording equipment is part of
the parlour’s management system

Milking is now a two-man job — not three

We take you on a virtual tour
of a brand new rotary parlour
at Andrew Slack’s Cumbriabased unit and find out why
this set up has changed his
life – and his business – for
the better.
text Rachael Porter

L

ess time in the parlour and more time
to manage his 600-cow herd. That was
the ultimate goal that Cumbria-based
producer Andrew Slack set himself when
he began looking for a new parlour two
years ago.
“We installed a new parlour in 2001 – a
20:40 herringbone – but we were only
milking 119 cows back then. We’ve
pushed cow numbers up by around 100
head per year since and we hit a crisis
point back in 2007,” says Andrew, who
farms in partnership with his father
Ronnie at Cockley Bank Farm near
Carlisle.
“It got to the point where we just
couldn’t manage any more. It was taking
eight hours to milk the herd each day
through the herringbone parlour and I
got to the point where I knew we had
to either get a new parlour or reduce
herd size. The situation just wasn’t
sustainable.”
Andrew wanted to maintain cow
numbers, having worked so hard to
build up the herd, which is currently
averaging 7,500 litres at 4.22% fat and
3.42% protein.
And right from the off he thought that
a rotary parlour would be the ideal
solution, but he was apprehensive about
the cost. Many people had told him they
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The new 25,500-litre bulk tank

The automatic teat sprayer control unit

were very expensive, without actually
quoting a price. “But I knew that they
were the answer to milking a large herd
quickly and efficiently, so I bit the bullet
and got a rough cost figure.”
He says he was pleasantly surprised by
the answer – the cost was less than he
thought. So he embarked on a period of
research.
“We visited units with rotary parlours in
Yorkshire, Shropshire and Scotland and
seeing them in action was the clincher
for me. They were all fantastic parlours
doing a fantastic job. They made milking
a 300-cow herd look like a doddle – it
only took one hour. I knew this was the
solution that we’d been looking for.”
So Andrew set about designing a rotary
parlour set up to meet both his and his
herds’ needs. “Saving on labour was
imperative and this wasn’t just about
milking itself, it was also about handling
and monitoring the herd for signs of
heat and disease. This was a chance for
me to address several herd management
and husbandry issues.”
They decided on a Fullwood 50-point
abreast rotary, which can milk 300
cows per hour, and Andrew customised
it with automatic in-parlour feeding,
Afilite milk meters, a milk rejection line,
retention bars, a three-way segregation
gate, pedometers for cow ID and activity
Pedometers aid heat detection
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There’s less stress on staff — and the cows

ICAR-approved milk meters have been fitted

december

Three-way segregation gates

Activity levels are evaluated by Crystal software
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(Above) Automatic teat spraying is another
labour-saving device
(Left) Cows are fed to yield, with an
automatic feeder, as they enter the parlour

monitoring, a backing gate with scraper,
and an automatic teat sprayer. All these
additions serve to reduce the work load
on Andrew and his staff, as well as acting
as aids to heat and disease detection.
And the £500,000 investment means
that what was previously a four-hour
job, at each end of the day, now takes
just two hours – milking time has been
halved. And what was a three-man job
now only requires two.
“We’re saving the equivalent of a man’s
salary each year in labour costs, so the
figures stack up too. The investment was
well worth it and we should see a return
on our investment in 10 years.”
The new parlour also means that there’s
less stress on staff – and the cows. “It’s
difficult to quantify that. But it’s
obviously going to be easier to retain
staff if they have an efficient and fast
parlour to milk cows through. And it
also frees up more time to spend
managing the herd, rather than standing
in the pit.”
And Andrew should know. Prior to
installation, he was doing most of the
milking, alongside two other staff. Today
he’s the relief, while the lion share of
the milking is done by herdsman Michael
Dewhurst and his assistant John Crotty.
“They have a good environment to work
in – there’s even rubber matting for the
operators to stand on to cushion their
feet,” adds Andrew.
Things are certainly much more
comfortable to manage now – freeing up
more time has created some breathing
space. Rapid expansion during the past
decade means that for now cow numbers
are expected to remain stable. “We’ve no
immediate plans to expand the herd
further. The herd has grown very quickly,
so we need a period of consolidation. But
I’d never say ‘never’. And with our new
parlour, who knows.” l
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