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With 20 robots milking close to 1300 
registered Holstein cows, Halarda Farms 
Ltd. at Elm Creek is one of Manitoba’s largest 
dairies, and the largest milked by robotic 
units. Owned by Anton and Cheryl Borst and 
family, this progressive dairy farm’s use of 
the latest milking system technology and 
automation, combined with exceptional 
management skills, has kept them moving 
forward.

Anton Borst, 50, was 12 years old when his 
parents moved their family from Holland 
to Canada in 1984 and bought an existing 
Manitoba dairy farm with 80 cows. “Our 
farm name and prefix, Halarda, comes 
from the first letters of my parents, myself 
and siblings’ names,” Anton says. “I have 
always worked on the farm. In 2013, my wife 
Cheryl and I officially took over the farm.” 
The Borsts have nine children ranging in 
age from 9 to 29, plus nine grandchildren. 
One son, Michael and his wife Janique, are 
already part of the farm company. They 
have 17 full-time and a number of part-time 
employees, and crop 4500 acres of land, 
growing alfalfa, corn and barley.

Investigating a New Direction
In 2008, the Borsts were milking 635 cows 
in a double-10 parlour with one person. 
With the parlour getting old, they went 
touring to see what kind of new parlour they 
wanted. They also stopped at a couple large 
robot barns. “Very quickly,” Anton recalls, 
“it was: How can we do this? How can we 
incorporate robots? We were convinced 
that if other people could make robots work, 
we could too.” He continues, “We also knew, 
and suspected, then that it was going to be 
very hard in future to find labour, especially 
milking labour. We aren’t close to any large 
centres and so had limited staff availability. 
I knew I didn’t want to milk an 8-hour shift, 
so I could hardly expect other people would. 
We also saw the information about how your 
management could change with robots. We 
were very much intrigued by that. Three 
months later, we decided we were building 
a robot barn.”

Managing with Robots
In 2009, the Borsts moved into a new 
barn and started milking with eight Lely 
Astronaut A3 robotic milking units. They 
continued to add more new and used Lely 
robots as herd numbers increased. In 2019, 
they installed 20 new Lely Astronaut A5 
robotic milking systems. Their 1300 milk 
cows, who wear activity/rumination collars, 
are housed in two barns. The one barn 
has 12 robots. It houses second lactation 

and older cows in four groups with three 
robots each in a “tollbooth” configuration. 
The second barn, for first-calf heifers, has 
eight robots with heifers divided into four 
groups with two robots each in a “tandem” 
configuration. Of the two robot designs, 
Anton says, “I prefer the tollbooth over the 
tandem. In the tollbooth, cows walk straight 
in and out and once they have been through 
the robot they are removed from the area 
and funnelled to a sort gate. They can’t circle 
back and try to get in the robot. This means 
less robot refusals and wasted robot time.”

When cows reach the sort gate, they are 
either returned to the main pen or routed 
into separation pens where all of the herd 
management tasks are performed, like A.I., 
health, hoof trimming, vaccinations, etc. “A 
lot of the decision making of who to put in 
the separation pen is ‘automatic’ and done 
by the robot’s computer software system 
which is continually monitoring the cow’s 
health,” says Anton. As a result, rather than 
produce a list of cows and have staff search 
for them in the main pens, which can delay 
treatment by 8-10 hours, the computer 
software and gates are programmed so that 
cows needing attention automatically end 
up in the separation pen, making the whole 
process faster and more efficient. Once in 
that pen, Anton and his staff combine as 
many tasks as possible which makes for 
better results and translates into more rest 
for the cows and better cow visit behaviour. 
“We basically manage by exception. The 98% 
of the cows that are having an average day, 
we try to leave them alone,” remarks Anton. 
“Our focus is on lean management. Let the 
software and equipment do the work and let 
the cows come to you. If you just use robots 
to milk cows, I don’t think you are using them 
to their total capability. You are only getting 
part of the labour savings.”

The Details
Having the right barn layout and pre-robotic 
training are essential for success in a robot 
barn. The Borsts have computer feeders in 
with their breeding age heifers to get them 

used to the idea of going into a robot box 
and being rewarded. The first week after 
calving, heifers are kept in a separation pen 
to ensure they go through the robot 3X/day 
before moving into the main group. That 
training definitely pays off, with the Borsts 
recording only three “fetch” cows/day (0.4%) 
in the 12-robot barn with 780 cows.

Excellent mobility/hoof health is also crucial 
to good cow-flow through the robot units.

“We work with Rippleview Hoof Care who’s 
a very progressive hoof trimmer, trimming 
one day per week, those cows about to go 
dry, mid lactation and any cows that may 
have an issue developing,” Anton explains. 
Automatic footbaths are run four days a 
week, with cows routed through the sort 
gates. They use formalin and copper 
sulphate in alternating weeks.

In the robot, cows receive a pellet of 44% 
barley, 25% corn, 21% canola meal and 10% 
wheat, plus roasted soybeans. In the free-
stalls, cows get a PMR of corn and alfalfa 
silage, prepared protein supplement, potato 
waste and pea cream (a liquid by-product 
after extracting pea protein). An automatic 

bedding system deposits chopped straw 
and hydrated lime in the main pens where 
stalls are water beds with foam underlay.

The farm’s old milking parlour continues to 
be put to good use, being used to manage 
their fresh and sick cows and for drying 
off cows. “We are happy to have a parlour 
to deal with our special needs cows as it 
saves robot time and ensures we have only 
saleable milk going through the robots,” 
says Anton.

The average milk production per cow/day at 
Halarda is 41 litres with 4.0% fat and 3.3% 
protein. The herd is enrolled on Lactanet’s 
eDHI service. To accelerate genetic 
improvement, the Borsts genomic test 
all of their females and then use only the 
highest genomic animals to produce their 
replacement females. Sexed, conventional 
and 30% beef semen is used in the herd, 
with genomic results dictating those 
usages.

The Borsts’ keen attention to management is 
evident throughout the operation. Newborn 
calves are raised in a climate-controlled 
facility for the first eight weeks. From there, 
weaned calves move into a non-insulated 
barn until 5 months old, after which they 
go to outside corrals until breeding age. 
The farm’s older facilities house pregnant 
heifers and dry cows. All heat detection is 
done by activity, with zero time spent on 
visual heat detection. Defined and set work 
schedules, systems and processes ensure 
the farm runs smoothly and efficiently.

Anton Borst attributes Halarda Farms’ 
success to being focused and always 
looking for ways to improve and become 
more efficient. “We never really stand still,” 
he says. He also credits the “great people” 
who work with and for them, many of 
whom are long-term employees and also 
extended family members. A proud father 
and grandfather, Anton says, “We are just 
really happy with the way we have been able 
to grow and build up a nice farm and a nice 
place to work. We are a family farm, just 
bigger.”
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Halarda Farms Ltd., 
owned by Anton and 
Cheryl Borst and 
family, currently 
milk 1300 cows 
with 20 robots on 
their attractive Elm 
Creek, MB, farm.

One of the 20 Lely Astronaut A5 robots that the Borst family utilizes in 
their large Halarda herd.

The Borst family came to Canada in 1984 and today their Halarda Farms’ 
operation encompasses 4500 acres of land and some 1300 registered 
Holstein cows plus young stock (located midway between Brandon and 
Steinbach).


