Agri News, MN

03-28-06

Low-cost parlors are option for some dairy producers 

By Jean Caspers-Simmet 
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RYAN, Iowa -- Larry Tranel calls it the Trans Iowa Low-Cost Milking Parlor.

And while it was once his nickname, "Trans" in this case is short for "transforming."

Tranel, an Iowa State University Extension dairy field specialist, said that well-designed low-cost milking parlors are transforming Iowa's dairy industry.

"The goal is to make the parlor option available to every dairy operation's budget situation,'' Tranel said.

Three things are apparent when comparing Iowa's dairy profits to other parts of the country and the world, Tranel said.

"The labor efficiency in many current milking facilities is very low,'' he said. "Rather than milking in the 25 to 40 cows per person per hour range, the aim is to be able to milk 60 to 80 cows per person per hour."

The cost of milking a cow on a per-hundredweight basis is 30 percent to 150 percent higher in Iowa than in other areas, Tranel said. The annual labor cost alone of milking in a stall barn versus a well-designed parlor could justify a $10,000 to $20,000 low-cost parlor expense with the labor savings realized in one year.

Beyond economics, Tranel is concerned about dairy farm family health and safety.

"The physical strain on the operator's knees and back resulting in long-term health problems is a critical area for dairy producers, especially those who milk in tie-stall barns or outdated parlors,'' Tranel said. "The goal is for producers to milk cows without bending their knees, neck and back so physical strain is reduced while properly positioning a kick rail for milking safety. Reduced milking time also improves personal and family life.''

Tranel and his Extension counterpart, Dale Thoreson, meet with dairy producers and help them assess where they're at, where they want to be and how to get there.

"Many old stall barns and parlors can be renovated into labor-efficient, low-cost and ergonomically-sound facilities more easily than many people would believe,'' Tranel said.

Many stall barns can be retrofitted into a swing 8 or 10 head parlor with holding area for 100 to 250 cows. Many old parlors can be remodeled from a double 6 to a swing 10. The measurements and slope of the floor are important to providing a comfortable facility for the cows and the milkers.

"One Iowa herd remodeled their parlor for $2,000,'' Tranel said. "Parlors can be designed to fit most any budget. One operation built a swing 6 parlor for just $3,300. Many parlors have been built for $20,000 to $30,000."

Many operations do some or all of the work themselves. They often buy used equipment to keep their costs down.

"Low cost parabone parlors can milk cows as fast and effectively as the best parallel, rotary and herringone parlors for a fraction of the cost,'' Tranel said.

One of the best ways to get started is to look at what other producers have done. The Northeast Iowa Community-Based Dairy Foundation renovated its stall barn into a low-cost parlor last year. That parlor is available for tours and the renovation was documented through photos. ISU Extension sponsors low-cost parlor tours each year like the ones hosted recently near Ryan by Dan and Sarah Gudenkauf and Rick Helmich.

"Getting producers out of stall barns and into milking parlors opens their minds to milking more cows and different ways of doing business," Tranel said.

