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Just Farmers:  an informal agricultural newsletter 

Vol. 7, No. 3             
 

We affirm. . . the need to 
practice curiosity and we “consider 

research, discussion, learning from our 
neighbours and regular walks through our 
property as essential to our vocation.”   (From 
Just Farmers’ statement of principles.)   
 

News and Views: 

 
 If you’d like to hear the famous radio 

broadcaster, Paul Harvey, read “And 

God Made a Farmer” (first broadcast in 

1978) please check out Official Ram Trucks 

Super Bowl Commercial "Farmer" With this 
copy you get an advertisement for trucks.  
Apparently “God made a farmer” who 
needed pickup trucks.   

 Are you looking for a rumen by-pass 

feed supplement to increase production 

by increasing the energy to your dairy 

cows?  It’s time to ask your nutritionist 

to check out the benefits of black-oil 

sunflowers—whole, no processing, just 

dried.  “The greatest potential for 

sunflowers in the dairy ration is as a 

source of bypass fat for direct energy to 

the cow. Trials have demonstrated 

sunflowers to be cost effective and 

nutritionally sound when fed according 

to specific guidelines. Sunflowers are a 

practical on-farm source of fat energy 

for dairy cattle; although production 

risks must be considered, the sunshine 

crop's bright returns may give dairy 

farmers something to smile about.” 
Source:  

https://eap.mcgill.ca/MagRack/SF/Summer

%2091%20I.htm  

 Comment:  Regarding the previous item 

about black-oil sunflower seeds for dairy 

cattle energy requirements:  It seems to me a 

no-brainer to grow oil sunflowers in Canada 

which require only drying compared to 

clearing forest in Africa or Asia, harvesting, 

building structures to do the elaborate 

processing required, and then shipping the 

product to Canada before distribution within 

Canada.   

 

 Palm oil (refined) is a popular 

supplement for dairy cattle.  Here are 

two articles that give some more 

information about palm oil:  one is a 

caution and the other raises ethical 

issues.     

 https://www.grainews.ca/cattlemans-

corner/dont-overdo-palm-fat-in-ration/ 

 https://www. noted.co.nz/ 

money/money-business/the-true-price-

of-palm-oil 

 If you’d like to produce more of your 

cows’ mineral needs through herbage, 

here’s an article about doing just that.  It 

comes from Denmark (2011):   

 “Provision of an adequate mineral 

supply in the diets of ruminants fed 

mainly on grassland herbage can present 

a challenge if mineral concentrations are 

suboptimal for animal nutrition. Forage 

herbs may be included in grassland seed 

mixtures to improve herbage mineral 

content, although there is limited 

information about mineral 

concentrations in forage herbs.  

 To determine whether herbs have 

greater macro- and micro-mineral 

concentrations than forage legumes and 

grasses, we conducted a 2-year 

experiment on a loamy-sand site in 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AMpZ0TGjbWE&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AMpZ0TGjbWE&feature=youtu.be
https://eap.mcgill.ca/MagRack/SF/Summer%2091%20I.htm
https://eap.mcgill.ca/MagRack/SF/Summer%2091%20I.htm
https://www.grainews.ca/cattlemans-corner/dont-overdo-palm-fat-in-ration/
https://www.grainews.ca/cattlemans-corner/dont-overdo-palm-fat-in-ration/
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Denmark sown with a multi-species 

mixture comprised of three functional 

groups (grasses, legumes and herbs). 

Herb species included chicory 

(Cichorium intybus L.), plantain 

(Plantago lanceolata L.), caraway 

(Carum carvi L.) and salad burnet 

(Sanguisorba minor L.) . . .  In general, 

herbs had greater concentrations of the 

macrominerals P, Mg, K and S and the 

microminerals Zn and B than grasses 

and legumes.  

 Slurry application indirectly 

decreased Ca, S, Cu and B 

concentrations of total herbage because 

of an increase in the proportion of 

mineral-poor grasses. Our study 

indicates that including herbs in forage 

mixtures is an effective way of 

increasing mineral concentrations in 

herbage.”    Source:  http://orgprints.org/ 
19333/1/19333.pdf      

 The Beef Cattle Research Council 

has produced an article and analysis 

of alternative feeds for beef cattle.  

You can find this useful guide at 

http://www.beefresearch.ca/research-

topic.cfm/alternative-feeds-100    

 The website mentioned just above 

does not mention sunflower seeds.  I 

don’t know why not.  Neither does it 

mention hemp products as a 

possibility.   
 
 

 

***** 

Feature: 

Three Young Farmers and Two Robots   (3 + 2 =  ? ) 

The farmers are all named Vandenberg:  Daniel, Rudy, and Nathan.  The robots are both named Lely—

probably identical twins.   I had the privilege of visiting Vandenberg Dairy, Ltd., at the invitation of Rick 

Vandenberg.  Rick and his brother Warren1 are now the elder statesmen whose advice helps the three 

new farm owner-managers as they run the 100 cow dairy located near Telkwa, British Columbia.  

Nathan showed me what the robots could do:  tracking cows’ production (quarter by quarter2), bacterial 

cell count (often just abbreviated SC for somatic cell count), temperature, and rationing out the 

supplements (home-grown barley plus commercial supplement), and many more things.   The robot 

washes the udder, attaches to the hind quarters of the udder first (they have more milk) and takes the 

cups off as each quarter nears its proper level (not sucking it dry).   

                                                           
1
 Daniel and Rudy are sons of Warren and Jenny Vandenberg.  Nathan is the son of Rick and Kathleen.   

2
 If you’ve never been near milking cattle, “quarter” refers to each of four sections of the udder, each with its own 

teat.   

http://orgprints.org/%2019333/1/19333.pdf
http://orgprints.org/%2019333/1/19333.pdf
http://www.beefresearch.ca/research-topic.cfm/alternative-feeds-100
http://www.beefresearch.ca/research-topic.cfm/alternative-feeds-100
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Hybrids in Dairy Cattle 

In New Zealand, Jersey-Frisian 

(Holstein) crosses are popular.  Robin 

Creek farm has had some of this 

hybrid type in their milking herd.  I 

believe that Lecroix dairy had 

Holstein = Ayrshire and Holstein + 

Norway Red in their herd some years 

ago.  Other breeds that are 

sometimes crossed with Holsteins in 

the U.S. and Canada are Norway Red, 

Swedish Red, Montbeliarde, Brown 

Swiss, Milking Shorthorn, and Dutch 

Belted.  The list goes on. . . .   

 

The one hundred six milking cows produce an average of about 30 litres (30 kilograms) of milk per day 

for the 305-day lactation, which equals 9,150 kilograms of milk per lactation.   Although all Holsteins at 

present, the Vandenbergs might introduce other breed bloodlines into their herd in the future.  At 

present the cows are producing 4.5% butterfat which is very 

high for Holstein cows.  Some years ago milk protein was  

given the premium price but now butterfat is given a 

premium.   The increase in butterfat is produced by the 

ration and by careful breeding.   

Robots are only part of the Vandenberg’s new operation, 

however.  It was too cold the day I visited for the cows to go 

outside, but normally they have access to an outdoor lot.  

What they don’t have is a “holding area.”  With many milking 

systems, cows are herded into a cement-floored holding 

area and then are let into the milking parlor:  eight- or 

twelve- or twenty-four-at a time to be milked.  This means 

that some of the herd is standing around on cement for 

quite a while.   

With the robots, cows “go visit the robot” whenever they 

feel the need to be milked, although some try to enter before their udders are full enough (they are 

probably hoping for some grain).  So cows are being milked all around the clock.  The cows determine 

when they are milked and so there is hardly any line-up at all:  from the bedding stall, down the alley 

and into the milking area.   Daniel says that since this system has been working the incidence of foot and 

hoof problems has dropped to almost nothing.   

Another benefit of eliminating the holding area is that cows don’t have to be driven, pushed into that 

area.  Nathan says he’s noticed that the cows are calmer with the robotic system and the barn design.   

Rick explains that some heavy producing cows may choose to be milked up to five times a day at the 

beginning of their lactation when they are producing the most.  This corresponds with the large number 

of times a calf would need feeding.  “It’s more natural, more the way God intended it,” Rick says.  Later 

in the lactation, the cow may feel the pressure to be relieved and enter the robotic stall fewer times—

three is common.    This self-regulation also improves udder health, especially lowering the incidence of 

mastitis.   

The cows eat a ration of mixed-grass haylage, says Rudy.  Really high-protein, second-cut alfalfa, would 

be too rich for the present total feed mixture.  Minerals and grain are provided while being milked and—

you guessed it—the computer “knows” each cow and tells the robot how much is about right for each 

milking and per day.   
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Milk Production, past and 

present 

If, like me, you still think in pounds, 

the Vandenberg Dairy production of 

9,150 kilogram/per lactation,  would 

be 20,172.297 pounds of milk.  The 

Canadian average is about 10,500 kg 

or just over 23,000 pounds. When I 

first starting paying attention to dairy 

farming, 14,000-16,000 pounds was 

an average herd production to strive 

for.   Back in 2018, a Holstein herd 

from near Waldo, Wisconsin (my 

“backyard” when I was a kid)  shows 

how things have change:   “[Mr.] 

Kestell, owner of Ever-Green-View 

Dairy at Waldo, Wis., and his long-

time nutritionist Steve Woodford 

shared their strategies with more 

than 200 live attendees” at a 

conference.  Kesell’s herd “The herd 

currently averages more than 44,000 

pounds of milk per cow on 85 head. 

The Holsteins are milked three times 

a day in a tie stall barn.” 

The grain is fed through two overhead pipes.  One contains the purchased supplements which are 

provided for the cows after hearing the recommendations of the feed consultant.  The other grain line 

contains barley grown on the farm, combined, and then flattened with a mill.   At present the purchased 

grain concentrate may be 16% or 18% protein, depending on analysis of home-grown feed, milk 

production, and so on.  

Growing barley on the farm lowers the expense of 

imported supplements and is also part of the soil health 

program.  With dairy manure spread on some fields, the 

phosphorus levels get pretty high and out of balance with 

other soil nutrients.  Growing barley with low- or no-

phosphorus fertilizer—mostly just some added nitrogen—

uses up some of that surplus and gets the soil closer to a 

balanced state for when it is rotated back into forage 

production. 

One of the most useful aspects of the new barn and robotic 

system is the ability to monitor herd health.  When the 

computer screen in the office reports (via graph) that a cow 

is not eating enough or has an elevated temperature the 

herdsmen can act quickly to address the need.  Sometimes 

the decline in consumption is because the cow is going into 

heat and then it is time to “get the glove and straw”—

inseminate the cow with the semen of the bull that is 

desired for the traits desired in a calf.  Sexed semen is used 

so that more than 90% of the time, farmers can be assured 

of getting the valuable heifer calves to be used as 

replacement stock in a few years.  If there are too many 

heifers in the herd (something that was relatively rare 

before sexed semen) older cows may be bred to beef bulls 

via artificial insemination and the resultant calves can be 

raised and marketed for beef.   

***** 

It would be easy to write lots more about the advantages of robots (and the disadvantages).  For me, the 

story that needs to be told is a story of people, people managing a transition in farm ownership, for 

example.  A younger generation with zeal and some new ideas, being advised by their elders.  The 

average age of farmers in Canada is—I’m told—about 56 years old.  This is a cause for concern for the 

Canadian food system.  In the case of the Vandenberg Dairy, Ltd., the new owners’ age averages out to 

23 years old.   
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Finally, this is a family farm, contributing to the community in many ways besides producing milk.  It is 

not a family farm owned by one or more people who hire 23 “workers”; families with farms in 

Abbotsford, the Okanagan, and Saskatchewan.  It is a family farm operated by the owners who use  

complicated machinery and have manure on their boots as they walk the alleys checking on cows while 

cleaning up.  

It is a family farm that contributes to the local community health.   The retired farmers and their families 

are active in education, child care, and works of charity, motivated by Christian faith.   

I suppose the formula goes something like this:   3 + 2 = 1   dairy farm that provides food for the local 

community and a sort of stability necessary especially for those of us living in rather isolated areas.   

Thanks to Rick Vandenberg for the invitation to visit, Kathleen for the cup of tea and snacks, and to 

Nathan, Rudy, and Daniel for their patient, informative, helpful tour.   

Note:  We’ll have a photo essay of the robots and non-robotic humans and cows in the next edition of 

Just Farmers.   We’ll also correct any errors made in this report and/clarify any information that needs 

amplification.  

***** 

Poultry Predators—Birds   

What you said. . .  
 We’ve had a bald eagle [immature] taking 

our black laying hens one at a time; once 

we switched to brown hens she didn't 

recognize them as prey, according to a 

local biologist. 

 

 A whole family of great horned owls 

preyed on our meat birds; they could slip 

in between the smallest of cracks in the 

snow fencing we'd put up around the pen 

right up to the roof. They finally moved on 

when they couldn't get in after our repairs, 

but the male died when he landed on our 

transformer pole and blew both himself 

and the transformer up. 

We had an owl in the turkey shed; more 

chickens died due to fright and piling up in 

the corners than she actually killed; owls 

only eat the neck and crop of the bird so 

it's easy to diagnose which bird is the predator. 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10158402067605931&set=gm.2551813808409994&type=3&eid=ARC67kt4_-QV5fA53wSQsE7DSxRT87-qPuydP19DFqjbk1XFkoMDl_A7yMuUcCtTYu-FnIjO_KKUP0AI&ifg=1
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 A great horned owl got so brave as to fly directly into our little duck house; it wasn't until 

the snow came and we could see the brush of the wing tips in the snow that we could 

confirm it as an owl; again, only the neck was eaten, which was how we learned the 

eating habits of owls on poultry. 

 

 [The best thing is fencing and a coop] that is locked up at night. (maybe a fake owl as a 

deterrent--I doubt that would work-- or recorded sounds of a predator playing in the coop;  

I wonder if a radio on would make any difference? it would probably get used to that too.    
[Ed Note:  Play hip-hop and the owl would get so interested in trying to understand the lyrics 
that it would forget why it was there.] 

 

 We put wire on top of the runs also as we don't kill golden eagles or bald eagles or owls.  

Our Pyrenees are the king & queen & keep everybody well behaved.   Martens, weasels 

are afraid of the dogs also as they tend to be fast.  -- Granny Garlick   

 

 A owl got in my coop and killed 5 of my chickens!  Jasmine Dawn Cox (photo on 

previous page).  

 

 I once had some extremely serious adult losses.  One or two birds a day does not seem 

like many but it took me several weeks to finally catch the culprits, a family of ravens 

that stalked and killed the chickens by running them on the ground until fatigued then 

leaping on them and eviscerating from both ends.  Once a raven carried off 50 week-old 

chicks.  The chicks were in an incubating pen in a closed barn except for a ventilation 

space under the roof that the raven used for access. One day we were away a couple of 

hours and upon our return could not hear the peeping of the chicks on our 

approach.  Inside there was nothing! No blood, no feathers, no sign of struggle.  Later 

that day I saw a raven take numerous flights each with a little yellow fluff ball in his 

beak. 

 

 We also had a small saw whet owl that would come into the chicken house through a 

small space near the roof to rest on cold winter nights. It roosted on a rafter above and the 

chickens slept peacefully below.            –Harriet Hall    
 

 Sometimes keeping cat that has been raised with domestic fowl in the coop will help 

deter predators (or kill them).   This one (photo below) tries to look like an owl herself.    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10158402067605931&set=gm.2551813808409994&type=3&eid=ARC67kt4_-QV5fA53wSQsE7DSxRT87-qPuydP19DFqjbk1XFkoMDl_A7yMuUcCtTYu-FnIjO_KKUP0AI&ifg=1
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 Danger:  great horned owls kill kittens and may also decide to try at an adult cat.  After 

all, anything that can kill a skunk. . .   cg 
 

 Photo (right) by Don Ruzicka, 

Killam, Alberta.  Apparently great 

horned owls like albino pheasants as 

much as restauranteurs do.   

 

Don’s comments: “We raised these 

pheasants for a few years.  Many visitors 

came to see these unique birds and I 

suppose this owl could be counted as 

one of the more overzealous. 

 One morning, when I went out to 

feed the pheasants, I found this owl had 

clawed its way through the wire mesh 

roof of the pen.  It had killed 3 of the 

larger roosters and was just sitting there 

as if he belonged. 

 I returned to the yard to get my 

shotgun and camera.  When I returned, I 

took this picture and as I was about to 

pull the trigger on my shotgun, when my 

HM [holistic management] principles 

kicked in.  HM taught me to address the cause rather than treat the symptom.   If I were to 

shoot the owl I would be treating the symptom.  If I were to put a stronger wire mesh on the 

roof of the pen, I would be addressing the cause.  I captured the owl in a fish net, released 

him and put a stronger wire mesh on the roof of the pen. 

 This owl has its place.  It’s a night hunter and aids in controlling mice, rabbits, skunks, 

ground mole and vole populations.   For me, its countenance is also a symbol of wisdom.” 

 

 This goshawk came in the chicken coop through the 

“little flap door,” killed a chicken.  I caught the bird in 

a net, took photos and let it go.  I 

suspect that the immature gos was 

pretty desperate for food.  (Or I 

could demonize it as evil 

incarnate, but I decline to do so.)  

 It could have had a pigeon 

if it could have honed its skills and 

I wouldn’t have minded.  I kept 

the chickens in for a few days in 

case the hawk liked being cuddled 

by an older man and returned for some more chicken. 
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Hi Everyone! 

We are Rick and Joy Stephens and along with our 4 kids, Grady, Sophie, Joe and Travis; 

we steward 6S Family Farm in Houston, British Columbia.  We specialize in 

Regenerative Agriculture and direct market our pastured meats throughout Northern B.C. 

 

We are also the local dealer for Union Forage Seeds.  Union Forage is a Canadian seed 

company built on innovation, expertise, partnerships, local testing and customer support.  

If you're looking for a seed company that understands the challenges of growing and 

grazing in our region you'll want to take a look at Union Forage.  They carry both annual 

and perennial seed mixtures to fit our specific growing region. 

 

As land and animal stewards we can rejuvenate our pastures, extend our grazing season, 

and multiply our profits by using more free sunlight to tap into the inherent wealth of 

well-managed soil.  As you know, extending the grazing season is a game changer for us 

here in the North. 

 

You don't have to have huge acreage to take advantage of the options available to you 

with Union Forage.  For the past few years our family has simply hand-broadcast seed 

mixtures into our pig paddocks to encourage the growth of certain species that we'd like 

to enhance our pastures with.  This year, we plan on experimenting with some no till 

seeding on some of our poorest acreage to see if we can jumpstart the mineral cycle, 

improve water retention and increase organic matter.   
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Right now there is discounted 'early bird' pricing available so if you're interested in 

placing an order or would just like some further information, or would like a copy of the 

2020 Crop Manual catalogue please call us at 250-845-8549 or email us at 

info@6sfamilyfarm.ca 

 

Sincerely, 

Rick & Joy Stephens & Family 

6S Family Farm 

 

"We have neglected the truth that a good farmer is a craftsman of the highest order, a kind of 

artist."          Wendell Berry   

 

 

***** 

Two Ways to Use Mixed Annual Forages 

 
1.  Cow eating a purchased forage mix, mostly forage and tillage radish showing up here.  

We added sunflowers, oats, hemp, phacelia, corn, wheat and peas (Eskerhazy Farm). 

 

2.  Mixed forage for chicken- or rabbit-

“tractors” around the edge of the vegetable 

garden providing food for the beasts as well a  

weed barrier, soil improver (Wild Creek Farm).  


