
Bright farming is yours by choice.

Steven and Tracy Holden farm a 120-cow herd based near Preston, Lancashire. “We’ve found that 
robotic milking and grazing go hand in hand. Last year we invested in a Lely Grazeway selection box 
and provided the herd with an opportunity to strip graze paddocks close to the shed. We found the 
number of visits to our two Lely Astronaut A5 milking robots remained virtually the same,” says Steven.
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Yes, grazing can be perfectly combined with automatic milking and the two systems are successfully working for an 
increasing number of our Lely Center Longtown customers. We’ve introduced some of them to this British Dairying 
insert and we hope you will find their stories of interest.

The Lely Center Longtown FMS team is here 
to support you investigating your farm’s 
grazing options. We can discuss the various 
strategies available and see which is most 
suitable for your unit and your preferences. 
Diane Metcalf and Kevin Stringfellow

The steading is central to the farm with good 
tracks which makes it practical to introduce a 
grazing system. The cows have access to a fresh 
block of grass twice daily which is back fenced 
and there is the option of a buffer feed at the 
feed face that goes hand in hand with our Lely 
Astronaut A4 robot which we installed in 2014. 

The whole project is a continuous work in 
progress; it has taken time to develop tracking, 
field layout, electric fencing and water supply in 
the right place, and there has been trial and error 
to find what works best for our cows and on our 
farm. We now have the confidence in our cows to 
readily return to the robot for milking from the 
furthest field on the farm which is almost half a 
mile away. Together the two systems – the Lely 

Finding a management style that suits each 
individual farm, producer goals and preferences, 
along with environmental circumstances is 
among the keys to success. The Lely Grazeway 
selection box is an essential tool towards 
developing the correct strategy.

Grazing with the Lely Astronaut automatic 
milking system will bring a fundamental 
shift to the daily routine. Unlike conventional 
milking systems, cows visit the Lely Astronaut 
individually and at a time when they choose. 
Less time is wasted standing in the collecting 
yard and pressure on their feet is reduced. Less 
time wasted waiting for milking also creates 
more time for resting, grazing and drinking and, 
ultimately, producing milk. The objective with 
automatic milking is to attract the cows to the 
milking robot on a regular basis. When cows are 
housed, they are motivated to visit the robot by 

concentrate which complements feed at the feed 
fence, rather than the desire to be milked.
 

This ‘free cow traffic’ principle 
extends to grazing management, 

however in a grazing-based system 
the motivation is access to fresh 

grass. Consequently, grass allocation 
is key in order to have a good cow 
flow between pasture and robot.

Grass budgeting: measuring pastures on a 
weekly basis is important to determine which 
will be suitable for grazing. Target grazing 
fields with covers between 1,200kg to 1,400kg 
DM/ha. Towards the end of the grazing 
season, be aware of lower energy densities; 
a larger allocation area may be required. 
Fundamentally, the biggest changes to get to 
grips with are your herd’s group dynamic and 
the cows’ environment which has extended 
from the Astronaut to the cow track and into 
the paddock. All herds have a hierarchy or 
‘pecking order’; at least 30% of cows in any herd 
are dominant whilst around 70% are passive. 
The system should subsequently allow for these 
lower ranking cows in the herd to have stress 
free access to milking, grazing, drinking and 
resting areas. 

Ultimately, the cow tracks must be designed to 
allow the lower ranking cows to feel comfortable 
and make an unhindered journey to and from 
pasture and the milking robot. Alongside this 
you need to look at the roadway infrastructure 
- good roadways sit hand in hand with good cow 
flow. Surface type will affect movement so using 
a fine material to top tracks off is advisable.
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The Lely Grazeway has given us the flexibility 
to combine robotic milking with grazing for 
seven months of the year. Together they 
work well for us. Whilst grazing, the herd 
is averaging up to 30 litres from 2.5 to 2.8 
milkings per day.

Achieving 
efficient grazing

Welcome!

Graham and Alison Lough

Choice of grazing strategy also takes in the following
•   Do you wish to graze your herd all day or for just part of it
•   What percentage of the total diet do you wish to take from grazed grass 
•   What is the distance between the cow shed/robots and pasture 
•   How much time are you prepared to allocate to grassland management

FMS : Diane Metcalf and Kevin Stringfellow

THE LELY GRAZEWAY

The Lely Grazeway features a double gate system installed at the exit point of the barn where the cows go 

to pasture. The galvanized steel selection box is a pneumatically operated system, like the Lely Astronaut 

milking robot. The Grazeway is compatible with the same compressor and steering device.

Cows choose for themselves if and when they want to go out to pasture. When entering the open selection 

box, each one is recognized by her neck responder. The Grazeway then determines whether or not she is still 

to be milked or allowed out to graze using the Lely Qwes cow-recognition system which is linked to the Lely 

T4C management programme. This link provides you with total control over each individual cow’s grazing.

Furthermore, by linking the selection box to your cow’s milk yield data, you can manage both feeding 

and grazing much more efficiently. Successful grazing involves dividing the allocated grazing area in to 

two clearly defined grazing areas, block A and B, on a time related schedule. Cows will automatically be 

sent from one to the next paddock after a set time period. Grazing block times and other settings can be 

modified from a phone App, tablet or PC.

Astronaut A4 robot and the Grazeway have given 
us a lot more opportunity both to manage the 
job and provide a work life balance. Furthermore, 
being able to continue grazing has been a bonus, 
it is the most efficient way to utilise forage and it 
is what cows are designed to do - graze grass.

Graham Lough, Stamfordham, Northumberland 
80 cow Friesian herd



“This time we bought two Astronaut A4s, and 
within weeks saw another lift in performance 
- an average extra 1,500 litres per cow over a 
lactation which again has contributed towards 
covering the investment cost,” says Alan who 
manages a 265-cow pedigree Holstein herd 
based near Collin, Dumfriesshire.

“We’ve also got Grazeway gates installed outside 
the shed which enables the cows to choose 
whether and when they want to go out to graze 
or come in for milking. If we couldn’t graze our 
cows, then we wouldn’t have robots. Whilst the 
robots are saving on labour for milking, we 

continue to employ three people, we just give 
them different jobs to do, for example we’ve 
started DIY AI and we are now strip grazing 
which requires moving the fence two times a 
day in an attempt to keep the area as tight as 
possible, make best use of grazed grass and 
encourage the cows to come back for milking. 

“We’ve also got more  
quality time to spend with the  

cows and to rear calves."

"Equally important, we’ve also got more family 
time - I no longer have to be back at a certain 
time of day to milk cows. We no longer have that 
rush at each end of the day.

“In fact, the robots have not only taken the 
pressure off myself and my Dad, Johnstone, 
but also the cows. They are no longer standing 
in the collecting yard for two and a half hours 
twice a day. The cows are doing more useful 
things - eating, ruminating and making milk 
and we’ve less feet issues.” He adds: “Ever since 
Dad went off with David Henderson from Lely 
Center Longtown to investigate robots working 
in Cumbria well over 10 years ago, we’ve got on 
really well with the Center’s staff. They’re a steady 
group and provide a very professional service.”

The Rae family’s main reasons for grazing cows

• A real joy in seeing cows out grazing in the sunshine

• Health benefits

• A welcome change in the routine and workload 

• Maximising milk from grass to reduce inputs and costs 

“The Grazeway gate system enabled us to 
implement robotic milking alongside a grazing 
system, the rest is history, and we installed 
our Astronaut robots in 2007,” explains Sam 
who together with his father, Ian, manages a 
140 Ayrshire cow herd calving all year round, 
based near Northallerton, North Yorkshire. “We 
restocked with Ayrshires post FMD in 2001 and 
we’ve found the breed fits well in to our organic 
system. They’re smaller cows regularly exceeding 
seven lactations - in fact we currently have 15 
cows on eight lactations and more, and producing 
higher quality milk; the herd is currently averaging 
4.2% butterfat, 3.4% protein, and 8,000 litres.

“We turn out in April on to an 80-acre grazing 
platform which is split in to 10 acre blocks for 
strip grazing. Depending on the season, 10 acres 
can be grazed over 10 days. We operate an A, 
B grazing system, back fence by moving the 
fence once a day in each block at approximately 
12 hour intervals; this helps to maintain cow 
flow through the robots. Ayrshires are good 
grazers and we find the cows vote with their 
feet. We very rarely have any collect cows in 
the morning, whilst we may have a few towards 
the end of the day. Once they’ve adapted to the 
routine, and it can take a couple of weeks to get 
in to it at turn out, they then relax and settle 
down to an average 2.5 visits compared to 2.9 
visits during the housing period. It takes around 
one week to train the newly calved heifers, they 
soon learn from the rest of the herd.”

The Hutchinsons have laid three-metre wide 
tracks using concrete sleepers with the furthest 
paddock being 1,000 metres from the robot shed. 
A water trough has been installed in each block. 
Grassland management on their 310-acre unit 

The Rae family was amongst the first in their region to introduce milking 
robots a decade ago. “We installed two Lely Astronaut A3 automatic 
milking systems back in 2011 and then carried on milking the rest of the 
cows through the parlour,” Alan explains. “Four years later, such was our 
confidence in the robots that we decided to invest in another two and milk 
the entire herd through the automated system.”

Offering  
optimal grazing

Returning from college over a decade ago, Sam Hutchinson says the unit needed a new parlour 
and amongst the options were milking robots. “They provided the opportunity to improve our 
lifestyle and offer a lift in milk yield. But we knew we could only consider robots if we could 
continue to graze. We manage an organic unit supplying OMSCo and our ethos is to graze 
outside as much as possible which also fits with our sales contract.

Providing the 
freedom to choose
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Alan and 
Johnstone Rae

“We do buffer the cows with silage on the  
season’s shoulders, feeding a few kilos of silage  
per head late morning and late afternoon before 
the Grazeway switches to the next paddock."

features a six-year rotation; 20 acres of grazing 
platform are reseeded each year with a ryegrass 
clover mix following wholecrop wheat. Ian says 

"This helps to ease the cows on to a new diet at 
turnout, drive them around the system when 
the grass quality is lower and it also keeps 
milkings per day up”.

Sam and Ian Hutchinson
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Towards the end of 2020, Mac and his father, John 
who milk a purebred Normande herd near Penrith, 
Cumbria installed two Astronaut A5 robotic 
milking systems in to existing accommodation, 
whilst their second piece of equipment, the 
Grazeway is ready for operation at turn out. “Two 
big tickets finalised the decision - the massive 
level of support from the Lely Center Longtown 
team during our three-year journey from initially 
exploring the robot concept to switching on, plus 
the fact Lely provided us with the opportunity 
to keep on grazing - with Grazeway. Our cows, 
believed to make up the only purebred Normande 
herd in the UK, are natural, aggressive grazers; it’s 

what they’re best at and we were taking almost 
50% of their average 6,700 litres from grazed 
grass,” Mac explains. 

“Also, one of the first questions 
we were asked by First Milk 

when we were exploring signing 
up was ‘do you graze?’.”

The Findlays say they wish to keep the grazing 
plan as simple as possible by introducing an A, B 
system to provide a fresh bite every 12 hours. “We 
have a 70-acre grazing platform which we are 
splitting in to three acre paddocks, and accessed 
via tracks with 600 metres of astro turf rolled 
out over the main track.” In the meantime, they 
are watching herd performance continuing to 
improve. “Within three months of installing the 
A5s, we’ve seen yield lift by 12% and we believe 
there’s potential for another 5%, and all without 
compromising milk solids which have continued 
at 4.8% butterfat and 3.5% protein. We’ve also 
maintained fertility; conception to first service 
continues at 61%.”

The robots have also introduced labour savings. 
“Whilst our herd manager of 30 years, Ivan Nixon 
works a 12-hour day continuing to look after the 
herd’s day to day management, we’ve been able 
to take one person out of the operation. I spend 
a similar amount of time with the herd, but now 
checking the system’s T4C software programme 
for heat insemination, udder health and health 
attention whilst having more time to manage the 
calves and youngstock and my sheep enterprise 
with 150 Lleyn ewes." Mac adds: “Technology 
is there to be embraced; it’s helping to keep the 
small family farm in business and that’s what I 
believe British agriculture to be all about whilst 
for me I’m the sixth generation to farm dairy 
cows which have been here on this unit for over 
150 years. It’s a great feeling to be able to keep 
improving performance, health and welfare, and 
the robots are helping us to continually go uphill. 
We’re very happy with our decision.” 

The family farms 330 acres in total from which 
Josh has allocated a 100-acre grazing platform 
split in to five to six-acre block paddocks. “We 
manage an A, B, A system, each day allowing 
an eight-hour grazing interval per block. I feel 
this encourages more visits and keeps the cows 
more content than using an A, B alternation. 
The system requires me to move the electric 
fence three times a day, a job that takes 
approximately 10 minutes each time,” he says. 
“I’ve just got a plate meter and this season plan 
to make even better use of grass - my target 
is to take the grazing covers from 2,800kg to 
1,600kg DM/ha in one allocation.”

The Leggott’s steading is located in the centre 
of the farm which makes for easier grazing 
management. Cows have a maximum 750 
metres to walk to an allocated paddock; 
concrete tracks were already in place, whilst 
the main route has been covered in astro turf.” 

• Increased yield 

• Improved health 

• Enhanced cow welfare

• Better quality of life

Fact file: Cockleton pedigree Holstein herd average 

performance

• 11,525 litres, 4.23% butterfat, 3.25% protein

• 5,010 litres from forage

• 387-day Calving Interval

• 61% of herd classified either Excellent or VG 

Developing a  
well-designed 
grazing system
The Leggott family’s decision to introduce three, Lely Astronaut A4 
robots four years ago was totally dependent on the ability to continue to 
graze the herd in spring and summer. “Grazed grass is the cheaper form 
of feed, so being able to install a Grazeway gave the go ahead,” explains 
Josh who farms the 175-cow pedigree Cockleton Holstein herd alongside 
his mother, Joanne and wife, Rachel, near Croft, North Yorkshire.

Mac Findlay says the future of the family’s 120-cow dairy enterprise 
depended on their decision to invest in a robotic milking system with the 
continued ability to graze. “Dad and myself had battled for years over 
swapping our herringbone parlour for robots; it came down to being a case 
of I’d stay on the farm if we were prepared to embrace technology. We finally 
did, and we’d now say it's the best thing that’s happened on this farm.”
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The family has also adapted herd management 
to maintain a 387-day calving interval. “We have 
tightened the calving period to guarantee 80% of 
the herd calves between July and February, hence 
ensuring the vast majority of the herd is already 
back in calf before April turn out, so we are 
grazing what are essentially late lactation cows. 

“I’m happy they’re making an average 2.6 visits 
to the robot during the grazing period, compared 
to 3.1 visits whilst housed. Maintaining cow flow 
to and from the robot is all about offering fresh 
grazing. We entice them back to the robot for 
milking after they’ve grazed down their allocated 
area knowing they’ll be going back out to fresh 
grass. Haylage is fed during inclement weather.

The in calf heifers are brought into the herd two 
weeks before their due date and trained on the 
robots and Grazeway gate; they soon get the 
hang of things, he says. 

“Overall, the system’s success  
is down to mindset - having  

that determination to make the 
system succeed.”

Since installing the robots, herd size has slightly 
grown to 175 cows and Josh says there’s now 
more time to spend on herdmanship. “With 
some part time help, we run the entire operation 
ourselves including all AI and foot trimming. 
Switching to robots has led to a 10% yield 
increase - an average 11,525 litres of which 
5,050 litres are from forage, and a well-designed 
grazing system plays a key role in achieving 
those figures.”

Gearing 
up to offer 
the cows  
a choice

Mac Findlay and herd 
manager, Ivan Nixon 
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The Lely Center Longtown team

Covid-19 Update: LCL would like to ensure all our customers that it is ‘business as usual’. We are still out servicing 
all of our existing customers’ requirements. Please be assured that our staff are following the strictest of social 
distancing measures. If you are interested in investing in Lely equipment, then we are only a phone call away. 
Please contact us on 01228 792735 and we will be pleased to discuss with you.


