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Why 

Consider 

Robotic 

Milking 

Systems?

Existing conventional parlor 
worn out?

Looking to reduce labor costs

and increase efficiencies?

Desire more free time/flexible 
work hours?

Cow health/data collection



Interested in a Voluntary Robotic Milking 

System?

What is your desired 

barn design?

What is your desired 

cow flow design?

What is your desired 

return on investment?



What is your desired barn design?

Natural/tunnel ventilated barns

4 or 6 row freestall barn

Central or perimeter feed drive lane



Natural vs. Tunnel 

Ventilated Barns

 Tunnel Barns approx. 40% more expensive

 Naturally ventilated barns do well in 

Southeast US

 Challenges to ventilating around robotic 

milking units/operating pits



What is your desired barn design?

Natural/tunnel ventilated barns

4 or 6 row freestall barn

Central or perimeter feed drive lane



4 or 6 Row Barn?

Feed drive location?

 Cost difference?

 Feed face difference?

 Can affect overall cow flow 

decision

Hybrid 

Guided Flow

Free Flow

Guided Flow 



Interested in a Voluntary Robotic Milking 

System?

What is your desired 

barn design?

What is your desired 

cow flow design?

What is your desired 

return on investment?



What is your desired cow flow design?

Guided flow

Free flow

Hybrid flow



Cow Flow Design: 
Guided Flow

 Higher initial cost

 Lower labor cost

 Lowest refusal rate

 Highest level of 

management control

Commitment 
pen

Commitment 
pen

Commitment 
pen

Commitment 
pen

Feed drive lane

Feed lane

Feed lane

Feed drive lane

Finger gate

sort gateCow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

Finger gate



Types of Guided Flow Design

FEED FIRST OPTION MILK FIRST OPTION



Guided Flow - Feed First Option

 Approx. 8-12lb/cow/day grain in robot

 Cows access feed face via finger gates

 Cows access robot after entering feed lane

Stalls

Robot
Feed

Face Sort 

Gate

Copyright Delaval 2014



Guide Flow - Milk First Option

 Approx. 3-4lb/cow/day grain in robot

 Cows must walk through sort gate to gain access to either robot or feed 

face

Stalls

Robot
Feed 

Face
Sort Gate

Copyright Delaval 2014



What is your desired cow flow design?

Guided flow

Free flow

Hybrid flow



Cow Flow Design: 
Free Flow

 Lowest initial cost

 Highest labor cost

 Highest refusal rate

 Lowest level of 

management control

Feed drive lane

Cow alley

Cow alley

Sort pen
Waiting 

area

Stalls

Feed 

Face
Robot



What is your desired cow flow design?

Guided flow

Free flow

Hybrid flow



Cow Flow Design: 
Hybrid Flow

 Moderate initial cost

 Moderate labor cost

 Moderate refusal rate

 Moderate level of 

management control Commitment 
pen

Feed drive lane

Finger gate

sort gate

Cow alley

Cow alley
sort gatesort pen

Stalls

RobotFeed 

Face Sort 

Gate

Stalls



Guided vs. Free vs. Hybrid Flow

Cow Flow

Design

Initial

Investment

Labor 

Costs

Feed 

Costs

Refusal 

Rates

Management 

Control

Guided Highest Lowest Lowest Lowest Highest 

Hybrid Middle Middle Middle Middle Middle

Free Lowest Highest Highest Highest Lowest

Ultimate deciding factor: management philosophy



Interested in a Voluntary Robotic Milking 

System?

What is your desired 

barn design?

What is your desired 

cow flow design?

What is your desired 

return on investment?



What is your desired return on investment?

RETROFIT? NEW BUILD?



Retrofit vs. New Build

Assess

• Assess existing 
facilities

Evaluate

• Evaluate the 
assessments 
(dealbreakers?) 

Communication

• Talk to industry 
experts, dairymen



Assess 

existing 

facilities

Cooling/Ventilation design

Freestall barn design

Retrofit vs. New Build

Location for robots/gates etc.



Evaluate 

Assessments 

from Step 1

Retrofit Dealbreakers?



Talk To 

Others

Other Dairymen

Designers

Retrofit vs. New Build

Manufacturers



What building components and equipment do 

these type of barns consist of?



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns -
Building Components

 Milk House

 Common Room Types

Milk Room

 Equipment Room

 VMS/Robot Room

 Toilets (ADA)

 Herdsman's office

 Viewing room

 Storage closets



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns -
Building Components

 Milk Room

 Similar to conventional parlor 

milk rooms

 Encourage use of at least (2) 

tanks (backup plan)



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns -
Building Components

 Equipment Room

 Vacuum Pumps

 Water heaters

 Air compressors

 Air tanks

 Water storage tanks

 Electrical panels

 Refrigeration compressors

 Chemicals



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns -
Building Components

 Robotic milking unit room

 Positive pressure ventilation in VMS 

rooms

 Size based upon equipment mfg. 

recommendations for robots

 Operator pit depth

 Range of 7-28” (depends upon 

mfg.)



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns -
Building Components

 Robotic Platform

 No steps, ramps ONLY in and 

out of unit 

 Equipotential plane-stray 

voltage



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns – Building 
Components

 Commitment pens (guided/hybrid 

flow)

 Fetch pens (free flow)



Design Components for 
Robotic Milking Barns –
Building Components

 Separation Pen/Exception Cow Pen

 Sort pen after robot

 Can be short or long term



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Voluntary Milking Unit

 Building is designed around chosen 

manufacturer 



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Finger gates - guided and 

hybrid flow designs

 NOTE: Prefer placement in 
middle of crossover-allows cows 

from both sides access to water 

trough



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Counterbalance gates – free flow 

designs

 Assist with bedding 

application/cleaning stalls



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Sort gates/Smart Selection gates

 Preselection sort gate



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Sort gates/Smart Selection gates

 Post milking sort gate



Design Components for Robotic 
Milking Barns - Equipment

 Exit gates at Robots

 Prevent cows from entering 

robot via exit



Design Components for 

Robotic Milking Barns -

Equipment

 D-swing gates at exit sort 

gates

 For dual purpose sort gates



Possible design challenges…



 Existing facilities can be used (existing 

parlors/working areas)

 New build-place management 

rails/head catch/foot trimming areas 

next to sorted pen (post milking sort 

gate)

Where to work cattle:

Challenges to Robotic Milking Barn Designs



 When to apply bedding?

 When to clean beds/scrape floors 

(if applicable)?

 Scrape vs. flush system?

Manure Management 

System:

Challenges to Robotic Milking Barn Designs



Foot Bath location:

 After the post milking sort gate 

(guided flow or hybrid free flow only)

 At the last barn cross over (requires 

more labor) 

 Perfect time to apply bedding 

to stalls 

 Avoid placing in or near the robotic 

milking unit

Challenges to Robotic Milking Barn Designs



Design examples



New Build - Hybrid Flow:
Hickory Hill Milk, Edgefield, SC  3 robots for 196 milking cows

 2-way pre-selection sort gate

 3-way dual purpose pre/post selection sort gate

 Commitment pen/finger gates

 Working area with head catch/foot trimming area

 8 stall exception cow pen

Commitment pen

Sort gates
Finger gates

Head catch

Foot trimming 

area

Sorted pen

196 milk cows

Cow alley

Feed drive lane

Cow alley



New Build- Hybrid Flow:
Martin Dairy, Bowersville, GA
 4 robots for 256 milking cows 

 (2) outer feed lanes

 Centralized VMS room

 (2) pre-selection gates and (2) dual 
purpose pre/post selection sort 
gates

 Far-off and Close-Up dry cow stalls/maternity 
bedded pack 

 Working area with head catch

 (2) 8 stall exception cow pens

 (2) commitment pens

Cow alley

Cow alley

Feed drive lane

Cow alley

Cow alley

Feed drive lane

Commitment pen

Commitment pen

128 milk cows

128 milk cows

Dry cows

Central 
working area

Maternity pen

Finger gate

Sort gates

Sorted pen

Sorted pen



New Build- Milk First Guided Flow Option: 
Martin Dairy, Bowersville, GA

 Same as hybrid with addition of (2) outer feed lanes

 Finger gates relocated to feed lane, out of cross overs 

Cow alley

Cow alley

Feed drive lane

Cow alley

Cow alley

Feed drive lane

Commitment pen

Commitment pen

128 milk cows

128 milk cows

Dry cows

Central 
working area

Maternity pen

Feed access lane

Feed access lane

Finger gate

Finger gate



Retrofit - Hybrid Flow:
Clemson University-Lamaster Dairy, Clemson, SC

 Existing Facility

 Bedded pack

 126 Holstein cow freestalls

 55 Jersey cow freestalls

Cow alley

Cow alley

pack

Feed drive lane

126 Holstein stalls 55 jersey stalls



Retrofit - Hybrid Flow:
Clemson University-Lamaster Dairy, Clemson, SC

Commitment 
pen

Finger gate Cow alley sort gate

Cow alley

sort gates

pack

robots

Feed drive lane

 Retrofit Portion

 (2) VMS units for Holsteins

 (1) VMS unit for Jersey cows

 Pre and post-selection sort gates for Holsteins

 (1) dual purpose pre/post selection sort gate for Jerseys



Retrofit – Free Flow:
Hillcrest Farms-Dearing, GA

 Existing Facility

 4-row freestall barn with central feed drive

 182 stalls/side of barn

 Outer travel lanes both sides of barn

Feed drive lane

Cow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

182 stalls

182 stalls

Outer travel lane

Outer travel lane



Retrofit – Free Flow:
Hillcrest Farms-Dearing, GA

 Retrofit Portion-total milk herd of 325

 (2) VMS units on north side for 142 stalls

 (3) VMS units on south side for 182 stalls

 Maternity building with 30 c/u stalls & bedded pack for 5 
maternity cows

 40 existing stalls for dry cows

Feed drive lane

Cow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

Cow alley

Maternity area

Fetch pen

Fetch penManagement rails

Management rails

142 stalls

182 stalls

40 stalls



Is Robotic Milking Suitable for you?

 What is your preferred barn design/cow flow design?

 How do you want to manage your herd and people?

 What is your desired return on investment?



Questions/Comments?



SECURING THE DAIRY INDUSTRY’S FUTURE: 

ANTICIPATING & MITIGATING ACTIVIST THREATS

HANNAH THOMPSON-WEEMAN, ALLIANCE VICE PRESIDENT OF 

COMMUNICATIONS



MISSION: BRIDGING THE COMMUNICATION 

GAP BETWEEN FARM & FORK



ALLIANCE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Alltech

Cattle Empire

Charleston|Orwig

Cooper Farms

Diamond V

Elanco Animal Health

Farm Journal

Genus- PIC/ABS

Hy-Line North America

Iowa Soybean Association

Merck Animal Health

Morning Fresh Farms

New Mexico State University

Nutrien

Smithfield Hog Production 

Texas Cattle Feeders Association

Zoetis

American Farm Bureau Federation

American Feed Industry Association, chair

American National CattleWomen, Inc.

American Sheep Industry Association

American Veal Association

Dairy Management Inc. 

National Cattlemen’s Beef Association

National Chicken Council

National Corn Growers Association

National Pork Board

National Pork Producers Council

National Turkey Federation

North American Meat Institute

U.S. Poultry & Egg Association

United Egg Producers

United Soybean Board



WHY DO WE EXIST?

THE FUTURE OF ANIMAL AGRICULTURE IS UNDER ATTACK 

FROM ACTIVIST GROUPS WHO WANT TO END THE INDUSTRY.



ANIMAL RIGHTS ACTIVISTS TARGET CONSUMERS, 

CUSTOMERS, POLICY MAKERS, INVESTORS…

YOU ARE 

HERE

ANTAGONISTS

ARE THERE

REASONABLE

MAJORITY IS HERE

ANTAGONISTS



TODAY’S ACTIVIST MOVEMENT

$4.3 
BILLION+



ACTIVISM IS BIG BUSINESS



THEIR AGENDA: VEGAN/ANIMAL RIGHTS

“We’re preying on emotions to push our vegan agenda. We do not give our consent 
to enslave meat, we do not give our consent to murder.” 

- David Coman-Hidy, The Humane League, Nat’l Animal Rights Conf. 2016

“Sometimes you have to be aggressive, and it doesn’t matter what form.” 

- Inga Fricke, Humane Society of the U.S., HSUS TAFA Conf. 2016

"My goal is the abolition of all animal agriculture.”

- John “J.P.” Goodwin, HSUS, quoted on AR-Views discussion board

“We are trying to destroy animal agriculture.” 

- Wayne Hsiung, Direct Action Everywhere, Nat’l Animal Rights Conf. 2016



TACTICS 
TARGETING 

ANIMAL 
AG

Undercover
Employment

Videos

Violence
Terrorism

Lawsuits &
FTC 

Complaints

Celebrity
Activists

Humane
Education

Youth/
College 

Campuses

Social
Media/

PR Campaigns

Religion

Environment
Sustainability
Campaigns

Legislation
Regulation

Ballot
Initiatives

Food/
Health

Scares/Anti-
TechnologyPressure on:

Retailers
Restaurants

Brands

Purchasing
Stock/

Investors



TACTIC: “UNDERCOVER” EMPLOYMENT & VIDEOS

Animal Recovery Mission (ARM)

• Owns “undercover training facility”

• 4 dairy & 1 egg “investigations” and 

videos in Florida in November –

December 2017

• Targeted Publix Supermarket

• Encouraged viewers to avoid dairy 

and eat plant-based diet

• Now offering to partner with retailers 

to “investigate”



TACTIC: “UNDERCOVER” EMPLOYMENT & VIDEOS





UNAUTHORIZED VIDEOS/PICTURES



DXE LAUNCHES “FRONTLINE SURVEILLANCE PROGRAM”

• Describes the program as “essentially open rescue but in a different way.”

• Says the purpose is to “to accumulate an extensive amount of investigatory 
footage, evidence, data…and basically all of this is to showcase that criminal 
animal cruelty is happening all the time, everywhere”

• References sending “documentation” to law enforcement, legislators and 
political figures

• Specifically mentions dairy cows in extreme weather and cow/calf separation as 
some of the standard industry practices that they want to show the public, law 
enforcement and legislators.

• They want law enforcement to take immediate action, want this “criminal animal 
cruelty” to be prosecuted. They also want the industry to know that efforts to 
“oppress” them will not work, and they want to inspire others to take action. 



TACTIC: PROTESTS & “OPEN RESCUES”

DXE Protest after Animal Liberation Conference May 29, 

2018 –

• 500 Activists stormed Petaluma, CA Egg Farm

• Livestreamed 3 hour event

• Presented misleading “legal opinion” to gain access to 

farm

• Stole birds

• Trashed farm with litter, human waste

• 40 arrested 



TACTIC: PROTESTS & “OPEN RESCUES”



TACTIC: PROTESTS & “OPEN RESCUES”



TACTIC: TARGETING TRANSPORT



TACTIC: EVENT DISRUPTIONS



RESTAURANT/RETAIL PRESSURE
“Driving Institutional and Corporate Change” – 2019 Animal Rights National 
Conference

• “We can create a more vegan world by adding institutional campaigns.” – Alan Darer, 
Mercy for Animals

• “We exist to end the abuse of animals used for foods.” – Kelly Myers, The Humane 
League

• “An incremental approach is used to gradually switch companies over to veganism.” 
–Myers

• “You want to put direct pressure on the decision makers in the company; know how 
the business functions and what will frustrate the decision makers the most.” –
Myers

• “You don’t want to give your target time to catch its breath.” –Myers

• “We took over Ronald McDonald and made him into an evil animal abuser.” –Myers

• “We surround buildings so that employees have to see and feel guilt anytime they 
leave.” --Myers



RESTAURANT/RETAIL PRESSURE





TACTIC: USING CLIMATE CHANGE TO ENCOURAGE REDUCTION 
OF MEAT CONSUMPTION



TACTIC: ANIMALS & RELIGION



“WHAT WOULD JESUS REALLY EAT?”

A new book, “What Would Jesus Really Eat? The 
Biblical Case for Eating Meat,” is now available to 
help arm farmers, ranchers and others in the 
animal agriculture industry with the information 
they need to have informed conversations about 
the complex subject of religion and eating meat. 

The book, edited by Palm Beach Atlantic 
University’s Wes Jamison, PhD and Paul Copan, 
PhD, looks at what the Bible has to say about 
using and eating animals from several different 
perspectives and tackles topics including the 
challenges to Christian meat-eating, human 
exceptionalism and humanity’s dominion over 
other living creatures.

Copies of the book can be purchased from the 
Alliance at a discounted rate. 



WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?



START ON THE FARM- “YOUTUBE PROOF”

• Implement science-based animal care and 

environmental policies

• Seek advice from experts

• Strive for continuous improvement

• Create a culture of care and professionalism 

for all job levels

• Train employees thoroughly and have refresher 

courses; zero tolerance for mistreatment of 

animals

• Conduct self audits; 3rd party audits



ANIMAL CARE AGREEMENT



PROFESSIONAL CULTURE



GENERAL SECURITY TIPS

• Locks/keypads on doors and gates

• Motion-sensor lighting

• Cameras if feasible

• No Trespassing signs

• Process for employees to determine if 

someone is a legitimate visitor 

• Report suspicious activities or visitors to 

the Alliance, state association, co-op, local 

law enforcement



• Employment application

– Use a written application form for 

all employees and require a 

signature

– Work with local legal counsel to 

ensure compliance with federal 

and state laws

• Keep an eye out for red flags

FARM SECURITY - HIRING



• NEVER take an application at face value. ALWAYS check an 

applicant’s references!

– Never call a cell phone for a company reference, always dial the 

company directly and ask to be transferred to the referenced 

employee.

– Be vigilant!

– Search for all applicants online to see if they have public social 

media profiles (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, etc.) or 

websites/blogs. Look for any questionable content or connections 

to activist organizations.

REMEMBER…



TRUST YOUR GUT

• If something does not seem right, explore it further. 

• Never take employees into parts of your operation where they wouldn’t 

normally have access—even if they tell you "I’ve always wanted to see 

how that was done.”

• Procedures involving pain and/or dealing with moving sick and injured 

animals should be done by your most senior employees and NOT your 

new hires.



FARM SECURITY - VISITORS

• Ensure all of your family members or employees know how to handle an 

unexpected visitor

– Don’t be afraid to ask for credentials or verification of identity

– Do not take them at their word – verify all claims with proper contacts 

– Gather as much information as possible 

– Immediately report any suspicious activity to your state association

• Escort visitors at all times



FARM SECURITY - TRANSPORT

• Notify transport companies/drivers about potential for activist activity

– Number one guideline – DO NOT ENGAGE

– Contact law enforcement if approached 

– Make sure trucks are locked 

• Be mindful of safety concerns  

• Do not allow anyone to access trucks for any reason



FARM SECURITY - PROTESTS

• Avoid confrontation & engagement

– Keep your cool – you are probably being livestreamed/recorded (have someone 

look for a livestream and watch it)

– Do not respond to inquiries or answer questions

• Contact law enforcement immediately 

– Let them handle any conversations with protesters

– Make sure they are familiar with animal welfare laws in your state/area – make 

sure you are familiar with them!

• Turn the camera on them

– Record protesters. Write down their vehicle descriptions and plate #s



FARM SECURITY - PROTESTS

• Make sure EVERYONE knows policies and procedures

– Neighbors, employees, family members, vendors 

• Know your property boundaries & local laws

– Usually, people can assemble on public property but cannot cross onto private 

property (in some places they need a permit to assemble)

– They cannot be in the road or blocking entrances/exits from your property (they 

will try to do this to get drivers to talk to them)



FARM SECURITY - EVENTS

• Have a “Principles of Animal Care” 

statement that visitors/exhibitors 

must read and sign

• Designate spokespeople and 

prepare messaging

• Contact law enforcement and local 

officials to raise awareness of 

potential activist disruptions

• Ignore disruptions/protests



• Watch for warning signs

– Increase in requests for 

information

– Calls/letters

– Unusual interest in gaining 

employment

• Monitor media and social 

media

– Google Alerts

– Check local/national activists’ 

Facebook regularly

THREAT MONITORING



PUT A FACE ON ANIMAL AGRICULTURE

• People are hungry to learn about where their 

food comes from

• Help them get answers from people who work 

in agriculture instead of the internet or activists

• Media training

• Community engagement

• Share on social media

• Be willing to answer genuine questions



PUT A FACE ON ANIMAL AGRICULTURE



WHAT IS THE ALLIANCE DOING?



MEDIA ENGAGEMENT



INFLUENCER ENGAGEMENT 



POSITIVE RESOURCES ON KEY ISSUES



MONITOR: MEDIA, LEGISLATION & 
ACTIVIST ACTIVITY



ACTIVIST MONITORING & SECURITY RESOURCES

• Group profiles

• Conference reports

• Book and movie overviews

• Advice for protests

• Farm security recommendations



2020 STAKEHOLDERS SUMMIT
May 7-8 | Arlington, VA

It’s one thing to talk about engaging in the 
public dialogue about animal agriculture. 
But what really makes the Stakeholders 
Summit special are the actionable tools 
that attendees walk away with. Attendees 
will leave the 2020 Summit primed and 
prepared with the tools they need to take 
action and be part of any and all 
conversations that could impact the future 
of animal agriculture and their business.

MORE DETAILS: SUMMIT.ANIMALAGALLIANCE.ORG



STAY IN THE KNOW Sign up for our newsletter:

AnimalAgAlliance.org

Snapchat: AnimalAg

Facebook: Animal Agriculture Alliance

Twitter: @AnimalAg

Instagram: @AnimalAgAlliance

Pinterest: Animal Agriculture Alliance

LinkedIn: Animal Agriculture Alliance

Blog: AnimalAgEngage.com

Follow us and share our posts!



MEET THE REST OF OUR MIGHTY TEAM ONLINE AT

animalagalliance.org/about/staff/

THANK YOU
HANNAH THOMPSON-WEEMAN

VICE PRESIDENT OF COMMUNICATIONS

@BuckeyeHannah

HThompson@animalagalliance.org


