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50–60: Recommended cows per milker.               ///                3: Typical “self-steering” milkings per day.                 ///         3 weeks to 3 months: Time to train cows.

i
t’s just one of those talks that you have while you’re milking 
the cows,” says Todd Schnarr. “You know, ‘What do you want to do next?,’” he recalls 
asking his dad and business partner. “‘Where do you think we’re going?’ As soon as 

a piece of cows busts o� a piece of stabling, it gets you thinking a bit about, well, how 
long’s this barn going to last and stu� like that.” 

�e exchange got both Todd and his dad, Murray, talking about things they’d been 
thinking for some time. To survive in the dairy business, they knew they needed to 
make adjustments. Not that they were strangers to change, however. For instance, 
slightly more than a decade before, Murray had asked his son to join the business, and 
the two Schnarrs doubled the size of their dairy to accommodate 98 cows. 

But the changes the two dairymen began to discuss this time around were more 
revolutionary than evolutionary. More transformational than just a revision of the 
current model.

At the time, the Schnarrs, who live and work near Alma, Ontario, were working out 
of a tie-stall barn, and, says Murray, “I’d been milking cows for 40 years and [my knees] 
just wore out. Last eight or 10 years I had to use a stool just because I couldn’t get up 
and down as well anymore. I had to do something di�erent.” 

In addition, he says, “We were just way too overcrowded. We had to get these ca�le 
moved into an area where they had a lot more freedom, a lot more space and a lot more 
cow comfort.” 

A�er a�ending an open house at a neighboring dairy, the Schnarrs found what they 
hoped would be a solution consisting of two main parts, each working hand in hand 
with the other. One was a compost-pack barn that would give the cows the freedom to 
move about inside, which, in turn, would allow them to essentially milk themselves at 
the second part of this equation: a robotic milking system.

Two dairymen discuss the upside, downside and the promise of automatic 
milking systems. �e bo�om line? It’s not all about dollars and sense. 

S T O R Y  B Y  R I C H A R D  B A N K S  ///  P H O T O S  B Y  Y V O N N E  D U I V E N V O O R D E N  &  R I C H A R D  B A N K S

1 Sanitizing brushes clean the teats. 2 A laser scans the udder and each quarter connects 

independently. 3 Milk quality is constantly monitored; sub-standard milk gets �ushed. 
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