Robotic Milking

For UK dairy farmers considering a move from a parlour to robots, one of
the first decisions is whether to run a free access or guided system but
what are the pros and cons of each? Wendy Short finds out more.

Free access versus guided
in robotic milking system

bout 0% of UK
robetic systems
are designed for
¢ free aceess, sags
v e independent ad-
viser Gareth Jones, of Rebetic
Aillang Systems.

He esplains thar free access
systevns alfow cows tomove frecly
between feed, cubicles and ro-
bots, with concentrates used to
attractvisits.

In contrast, a guided system
controls cow movement through
the building using one-way
selection gates.

Cows move From the cobicles
iowards the feed fonve, buttoget
there they must pass through 2
yobot i the software determines
they are not ready o be milked,
they are diverted straight to the
feed femce.

Choice

Bir Jomes savs: “Decisions be-
tween the two optivss are partly
inffecnced By mamelactarer
choice. Not a2ff supplicrs offer
guided systews awd free poress
easier o refvofis inte existng
ezshicle howsing,

“Retrofitting 2 guided system
movezn forther biyowt changes ™

Fer producers whao are weigh-
ing up the two options, herd size
is often the searting point,

“On smaller uoits with up
aboat 126 cows in mik, free
anress is widely seen as the s
pler and more practical option,”
sags M Jones,

“A typical set-up would nor-
mally freubne ronsing the cousin
oncgroup, wherecow Boweanbe
need for additional infra-
structure. if herd sive increasss
beyond this Irvel, guided systems
may be worth copsidering,
aithough they are not amto-

“The suteome is esoally bosed
on Isbour availability, feeding

“As cow movement is con-
olled, there islinle ermoneed e
Feteh cows for milking,

“Telargerherds, des comrepre-
sent a2 meaningfid labour saving,
particolarly where staffing is -
ready stretohed.”

With feeding strategy, suided
systems offer the chance o re-
duce concenirate Jevels fed
through the robot, or potentally
remove them altogether.

Instead of gsing concpnirates
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On smaller units
with up to about
120 cowsin
milk, free
access is widely
seen as the
simpler and more
practical option
GARETH JONES

as the visit incentive, the motiva-
T e arvess 1o e feod fomre.

This has led to the develop-
ment of “no feed” systems,
sometimes adopied inthe US and
ConcentrEies I the robot ac el

Instead, ¥ their nutitonal
meeds are defiverad via the sotsl
mixed rutios.

Wr Jomes swps: “These sysbams
work well in North America
fargely because producers com
grow large guastites of muize

Vields

“This high-energy, highly digess
tzin exvellont yiclds withoot the
concenirates, theveby reducing
purchased feed fnpars.”

in the UK is more difficalt, says
Ty Josgsess,

“Wizny vmits are heavily reliont
on grasssilage, particalarivin the
west of the cowmtry, where con-
sistency and ewergy levels can
aptions and aot o units hove the
Iznd baseor sofl (ypetogrow high
proporions of muize or other
‘high energy forages.

“However, that does not mean
the principle cannot be applied.

“In eastern UK regions, or on
units with a strong arable base,
there may be an opportunity to
move towards lower concentrate
e i the robots.

“This could 2pply on farms
growing a significant maize acre-
age or itk areess tee consistent
Reduce
“Even whese 2 foll ‘oo feed sys-
temm & motr achicvable, guided
set-ups can St aflow faroers to
reduce concenirate inpat t rela-
dively Jow fevels, Improving feed
tovokzile feed cosis ™

Amother claimmed advammge of
grided sysrems isimproved robat
effiviency. besed on the ks dey
welly cowes ready to be milked are
alfomed o the vobat,

Bl Jones says: “In theory, this
shoald increase millk owpar per
volbot per day.

“However, 1 bave found no

aged free 2oress setaps. As 2 e
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z relizhls reason for choosig
puided ovey frecarcess”™

Cost differences betwees the
tep systemms are relatively small
im perventage tevms.

A goided system might add
about 5% to the cost of a typical
installation for 2 248-cow herd
wiish four robots,

The additonal expense comes
muinly from sclection gates and
the infrastrocture reguired fo
create 2 one-vway o flow.

VWhiere cosis can InCreRse aEe
shpniBcansly is i budiding dhesion,
Easier
Br Jomes says: “Free acoess sy5-
s ave generally eacier to retro-
it fwtn ewisting sheds,

“Io pany cases, it is sinply 2
maiter of cresting space for the
rolots, either by removing cu-
Bicles or extending the buliding,

“Guided systems are more
oomplex to reivelit becanse they
require & defined cow flow
through the building.

“Fhis means addivionsl space i
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meeded not only i fromt of thera-
Sots, but also for preselection
gates znd controlied passsge-
ways. As 2 rule of thumb, abset
fvemetresof space isrequiredin
fromt of the robot in any sysiem,
with guided setups needing at
feast 2n additional two metresto
accomsnedate selection gates.”
For farmers considering con-
verting an cxisting free access
sysiem @ guided, this structunad
reguirement 1S often the main
$ris norsimply & case of adding
gates; the system needs to be inte-

In terms of management, My
Jomes says both systems rely
beavily on data from the yobetr
and there is fitle difference in
workinad asseciated with inter-

Every cow Is identified a2t each
visit, snd mitking frequency &s

comtroiled by software I both
systems, The main difference
weith guided systemms & thuay seloc-
tion decisions are made before
the core rezehes the vobor, rather
than at the point of eniry.

For afarmer currently running
free access robots and consid-
eving a switch w guided, the key
question iswhat probiem theyare
rymg tosolve, suays Mr Jones.

He says: “H the main Ssae is
Isbour, particalarly me speat
ferchong cows, guided systems
camoffer adlear beuelfie.

Home-grown
“Iffeed cosis are high and therels
scope 1o improve forage guality
groven feed, gnided may 2iso be
warth exploring.
“However, if the expectation is
1o Sigmificanily mrrease ik ot-
put per vobot, the cvidence for
rhis is less convincimg. In
well-managed free access sys-
tems, ferching rates can be kept
fow, tygically about 5% of cows,

provided the balance between
feed fence ration and robot con-
comiuie S ovuTert
“Overlozding robots with o
many cows ik more Hiely to in-
crease ferching than the iype of
system itself.”
free access and guided comes
diown to farm-specific priovites.
and Hexibiity, particalarly in
erds. Guided systemms offer tight-
er comired over cow Hove, with
potentiat benefits @ bbour and

He recommends taking
ferarspeciic advice before mualk-
ng an nveshment.

“Far farmers moving from a
periowr to robors, it is better to
ke independent advice and
vonsider lnng-verm feeding strat-
egy. fwage potentis! and kibowr
availabiity, rather than focusing
gains.” says Mir Jomes.
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