
High-tech Heritage – a first in voluntary milking systems 

  

The field trip following the ODPG AGM in March 2013 was to an organic dairy farm in Karaka, just 

south of Auckland. Heritage Farm has been certified organic since 2005. When it came time to 

upgrade an old rotary dairy shed that was past its use-by date, farmers David and Cathy Yates and 

their son Brian opted to be pioneers and be the first farm in New Zealand to install a DeLaval 

voluntary milking system. 

  

A totally new dairy shed was built in 2010, with a graceful concrete arch facing south, and a view of 

the Manukau Harbour and Auckland city to the north. 

  

                    

                     The south side of the Heritage Farm dairy shed. 

 

                    

                     Cathy and David Yates are pleased with their new dairy shed 

  



The new shed has two milking stations, which is enough for the 180 cow herd. Training the first lot 

of cows to milk themselves was a bit of a mission, but now it only takes a couple of weeks to get a 

new cow used to the system. The Yates report that it has been well worth the effort. As well as 

freeing the humans from the labour involved in 'involuntary' milking systems, the cows seem to like 

it better and do better with it too. They have become more gentle and easy to handle. Left to choose 

for themselves when they need to be milked, they prefer a much longer average interval (16 hours) 

between milkings than the traditional twice daily milking schedule would allow. 

  

                    

                   The cows all pass through a sorting lane before entering the 'waiting 

                   room' at the milking shed. The transponders on their necks are read 

                  by a sensor on the gate which sorts them into 'ready to be milked' 

                  or 'not ready' categories - based on the time of last milking - and 

                  opens the gate to the milking shed or the paddock accordingly. 

  

Once the cow is in her hyper-tech bail, the teat cups are attached by a robot arm, which uses a beam 

of light to guide the cup on to the teat. 

  



                    

                     Teat cups are attached to the cow automatically 

  

A computer in the milking machine provides a variety of read-outs on the status of the cow, from 

how much milk is coming from each teat at each moment through to her overall history of milking 

and her health status. It also detects if there are any contaminants (such as blood) in the milk, and 

diverts tainted milk away from the day's collection. 

  

                    

                     Bryan Clearwater and David Yates examine the screen on 

                     the milking machine 



 

                    

                     David shows the internal workings of the milking machine 

 

                    

                    A screen read-out while milking is in progress, showing how much is 

                    coming from each teat. It also predicts, based on the last milking, 

                    how much  is likely to be produced at this milking 

  

The milking machine computer is linked to another one upstairs in the comfortable office cum tea 

room above the milking shed. The farmer can operate the shed from this computer (or indeed from 

a  smart phone anywhere in the world). He or she can also analyse the data collected on each cow at 

each milking, and make informed decisions about future feed requirements, veterinary treatments, 

etc. 

  



                    

                     David shows Vanessa van Marle the range of data available on 

                     his dairy shed computer 

  

Time saved on milking thanks to the VMS is time that the farmers at Heritage Farm put to good use 

by managing the pasture and feed requirements of the cows better. The farm is divided into three 

30ha sections, for morning, afternoon and night breaks. The cows are rotated around the sections at 

7-8 hour intervals. The amount of pasture available to them in each section can be controlled 

according to how many cows are there, and what their specific needs (determined at milking time) 

are. David has found that this means that he is able to grow more and better pasture at a more even 

rate than he could before. This is a particular plus for an organic farmer who has a limited range of 

organic certified supplementary feeds available, all of them costing a lot more than non-certified. 

But even without this cost saving the VMS is worth it for the way it contributes to creating happier 

cows on better-managed land. 
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