MILKING EQUIPMENT SPECIAL BACKING GATE USE

Slow and steady
Using backing gates with care eases the squeeze through
the collecting yard and improves cow flow through the
parlour. We spoke to a cow flow expert to find out more.
TEXT RACHAEL PORTER
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acking gates can sometimes do more harm than
good when it comes to improving cow flow
through the parlour. “And it’s not the gate itself –
but it’s how it’s used,” according to New Zealand-based
vet and cow flow expert Neil Chesterton.
“Cows are not grains of sand, so a backing gate won’t
push them through the parlour more quickly if it’s used
aggressively,” he says. “There’s an art to using a backing
gate to improve cow flow and it’s actually about creating
more space for the cows to move around freely, rather
than limiting it.”
He adds that many producers install a backing gate,
thinking it will solve their cow flow problems. “But it
will never improve cow flow if it’s used incorrectly.”
He explains that the gate is there to take up space – not
to directly push the cows. “By taking up space, gradually
and quietly, the gate will do it’s job. But many producers
misinterpret this and use the gate too early to try and
‘push’ the cows through. This takes up too much space
too soon, often just as milking starts. And that just
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creates stress for the cows and can actually slow down
cow flow.”

Backing-gate rules
Mr Chesterton has developed a set of rules for producers
and the first is not to use or move the backing gate until
they’re at least 20 minutes into milking. “This gives the
cows time to re-order and find their place in the collecting
yard. There’s a lot of rearranging that goes on in the
collecting yard – producers don’t see it because they’re
down in the pit. Cows are creatures of routine and habit.
They come into the collecting yard in a particular order
and it’s the same when entering the milking parlour.
They need time to ‘get in order’.
“We operate seasonal calving in New Zealand and studies
have shown that within two weeks of the last calving the
herd has set their order for the rest of the season.
“On UK units there will be some additional disruption
as cows and heifers calve and join the milking herd. But
the basic order is there and animals will find their place.
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“There’s a hierarchy, with more dominant cows pushing
their way to the front. So it’s important to give the cows
time to ‘settle down’ and find their place. They can’t do
that if the available space is under pressure.” Once the
first two rows, if operating a herringbone parlour, or the
first two rotations if a rotary shed, are through then it’s
OK to start using the gate.
“But the next rule is just as important as the first – only
move the gate forward a metre. Again it’s important not
to put too much pressure on the cows.”

Push button
The best system is a push button that’s set to move the
gate one metre at a time. “Often there’s a switch that
operates the gate and there’s a tendency to hold it down
for too long. It’s easy to accidentally move the gate two,
three or even four metres forward. And that’s too much.
It’ll cause more problems than it solves.
“So I always recommend a button that’s set to move the
gate, automatically, just one metre at a time. I plead with
some of my producers to install one and when they do
they really see the benefit in terms of cow flow.”
He says that on units where cows are afraid of the backing
gate and it’s causing stress, putting in a push-button
control quickly calms the herd.
For the cows, it’s all about routine. “They’ll soon learn
that the gate will only move a metre so they won’t
become skittish or panic. They’ll just take a step or two
forward. Nothing rushed, but they’re moving in the right
direction.”
For producers with rope pull systems, he says that using
them should be part of the milking routine – just like
dry wiping or pre-dipping. Once that first 20 minutes or
two rows have passed, add it into the process and pull
gently and stop to watch the cows, to ensure you’re
not creating pressure. “It should be part of the routine
and not just when you need to move cows forward.
Remember, cows love routine and continuity.
“And what you do with the backing gate should be barely
noticeable by eye. If you wait to see movement at the bail
entry it’s too late and you’re creating pressure. It’s all
about creating a smooth flow of cows.
Gate speed is also important and third on Mr Chesterton’s
list of backing gate rules. “Keep the speed at which the
gate moves forward to six metres per minute for a
rectangular yard, or 12 metres per minute for a round
yard. This looks incredible slow, when you watch the
gate. But when you watch the cows and how they react
to the moving gate it’s easy to see that it’s the optimum.”
He adds that many backing gates are set to move at

Neil Chesterton:
“The cows will soon tell you
if the backing gate is moving
too quickly”
double that speed: “And they ‘scoop up’ too many cows
and create stress and pressure. Slow it down.”
One sign to look for, to check to see if cows are too
bunched up or stressed in the collecting yard are raised
heads. “They’re hard to spot if you’re down in the
parlour pit, so get up and look. Check for cows with their
heads in the air.
“When I’m teaching producers about cow signals it’s
one of the things I get them to do – actually look at the
cows. They’ll soon tell you if they don’t have enough
space or if the backing gate is moving too quickly. Heads
up are a sign of pressure on the cows – you want to see
heads down.”

Dominant cows
Another sign of pressure to watch for is heifers or less
dominant cows that face the backing gate, with their
backs to the rest of the herd. “Again, this is a sign that
the gate is being used too hard. If there’s not enough
space in the yard they’re forced to go in and among the
more dominant and aggressive cows in the herd and
they get a whack on the head.
“They’re smart so, if there’s not enough space to avoid
these cows, they put their backsides in harm’s way
instead.”
A sign that you’ve mastered the use of the backing gate,
aside from a smooth and steady flow of cows through
the parlour, is being able to not use it. “Some herds that
have really mastered the art of a quiet and calm milking
routine – and use of the backing gate – will only use it
for the final two rows each milking. Some of this will be
that the cows have really mastered the routine.
“I have one client who milks 380 cows and he moves his
gate twice for the final two rows. That’s all that’s
required and he’s proud of that. It is possible, if you get
everything else right. And I tell producers that yes, they
could do it too.
“But to get there they need to master the basics of
backing gate use and milking routine to ensure smooth
and steady cow flow. The cows will do the rest, if you
give them enough space.” l

Success with backing gates – key pointers
• Only use after the first two rows are through
the parlour or 20 minutes into the milking
routine.
• Move just one metre at a time – preferably
with a push button that’s set to move the
gate by only one metre.

• Gate speed should be six metres per minute
for rectangular yards and no more than
12 metres per minute in round yards.
• Watch for signs of pressure on cows from
excessive use. One sign is seeing cows’
heads up or cows facing the backing gate.

• Remember cows like a routine, so be
consistent in using the backing gate. And in
many cases, cows will adapt to the backing
gate routine in a couple of weeks. So if you
have several people milking, make sure
they’re all following the same routine.
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