
I
n a large boardroom above 
a sprawling factory, Dairy-
master chief executive Ed-
mond Harty is speeding 
through a Powerpoint pres-
entation about his business, 

green laser pointer dancing across 
large slides.

Harty has a PhD in milking per-
formance. Even if you didn’t know, 
you’d know. He talks breezily about 
optimising cleaning, avoiding mas-
titis, monitoring cystic cows, gath-
ering x-rays of teats, milk tanks’ 
thermal ridging, deep cooling, pre-
cision feeding, slippage, a variety of 
detailed graphs plotting changes in 
herds, automated manufacturing of 
circuit boards . . .

I’m out of my depth. At his 11-
acre manufacturing facility in 
Causeway, Co Kerry, Harty em-
ploys almost 300 people. Dairy-
master exports more than 75 per 
cent of its products: milking equip-
ment, feeding equipment, automat-
ic scrapers and manure handling, 
milk cooling equipment and animal 
health monitoring.

The company’s plant is out of 
this world. Later, Harty will lead me 
down its never-ending corridors, up 
its numerous flights of stairs and 
across it – beneath it – via souter-
rain, barely pausing for breath as he 
explains his end-to-end business in 
minute detail. Beads of sweat col-
lect on his forehead. He doesn’t 
seem to notice.

He swings open door after 
door and slides from the presenta-
tion come to life: R&D, electron-
ics, software, app development. 
There’s a seminar room with a par-
liament-style microphone system 
and a glass translation booth. In one 
room, young guys tinker with com-
puter chips at desks. In another, a 
3D printer casually hums, produc-
ing trial prototypes. (A single rota-
ry milking system can have 90,000 
components.)

Downstairs, on the factory floor, 
they’re building milk tanks that can 
send farmers alerts as to their status 
and crafting collars for cows that 
can determine whether or not they 
are in heat. Whole parlour units are 
being soldered and machines burn 
serial numbers into metal before 
my eyes. Workers in blue overalls 
mill around in their droves, a couple 
suspended by hoists in mid-air. The 
dizzying stockroom is reminiscent 
of Ikea. The Willy Wonka of milk 
production, I decide.

For all this whizz-kid stuff, Har-
ty comes across as remarkably ordi-
nary and speaks remarkably plainly. 
He is placid, pleasant and to-the-
point (qualities which eluded Won-
ka, we might agree). Dairymaster’s 
centralised operations have been 
key to its success, he explains. Al-
though vast, every process and 
every person is to hand, nothing is 
outsourced. “People can just talk 
to people, no big long emails. It all 
happens here.

“We’re about making dairy farm-
ing more profitable, more enjoya-
ble or more sustainable,’’ he says. 
“We have to show that by applying 
our technology, we can make more 
money for the farmer, we can make 
his life easier or we can ensure the 
farm is more sustainable.’’

Last October, Harty was named 
EY Entrepreneur of the Year. His 
tenure draws to a close this Thurs-
day. The year featured a heart-to-
heart with “Kofi’’ (that’s Annan, 
former UN secretary-general) about 
the global need for food, a trip to the 
design school at Stanford Universi-
ty, a black tie event at Half Moon 
Bay, an interview with CNBC in 
Monte Carlo and many, many meet-
ings with members of “a crowd 
that there could be stuff happening 
with’’, in his own words.

* * * * *

‘I describe it as a bit like the 
Rose of Tralee,’’ Harty says, 
speaking with delightful 
sincerity about one of the 

world’s biggest and highest-profile 
business awards programmes.

“They’re there, you’re being 
watched, you’re being quizzed and 
checked out – what do you think of 
that, what do you think of this, what 
do you think of another thing.’’

He was one of 24 Irish finalists 
taken to Silicon Valley last year 
on a chief executives’ retreat. “In 
fairness, it’s a huge commitment 

and they put a lot of money into it, 
which has to be recognised. It gives 
it clout,’’ he says. “The amount of 
research that was done behind the 
scenes was unreal. There 
was a judging panel over 
there, but they were also 
asking people in the farm-
ing community: what’s 
that crowd like, what’s 
the story there? You only 
found out after.’’

Harty received 300 text 
messages on the night he 
won the national award 
in Dublin. Unsurprising-
ly, he also has a graph to 
hand that shows the in-
crease in visitors to the 
Dairymaster website on 
the night, steep spikes, flat 
lines on either side.

“T’was nice,’’ he says 
with a small smile. “As 
a company, we would 
be well-known with-
in our sector, but may-
be not more broadly. We 
got huge exposure – to get 
on television, that’s a big 
thing in itself. Winning 
created a lot of buzz for 
the company, the commu-
nity and for our custom-
ers.’’

Harty went on to repre-
sent Ireland on the inter-
national stage at the world 
event at Monte Carlo in 
June, which he describes 
as “a bit unreal’’. To his 
dismay, however, he 
found that the prevailing 
message going out from 
Ireland was “about the 
banks’’.

“It was about the econ-
omy, basically . . . al-
most that the country was 
broke. That’s what they’d 
heard. We told them that 
agriculture was booming. 
They were blown away by 
the level of technology we 
apply to dairy farming. It 
was hugely positive to be 
able to talk about that,’’ he 
says.

“You’d be surprised 
where you’re not known. 
But then there’s the ques-
tion: why are you known? 
You’ve got to go through 
that,’’ he says. “In Ireland 
we probably don’t explain 
what it is we’re good at 

like they do in other countries. We 
wouldn’t have gone around beating 
our own drum. In other countries, 
they’d be beating drums over the 
smallest of things.’’

Photographs from the closing 
night at Salle des Étoiles are glitter-
ing: dotted with limousines, lit up 
by fireworks, underscored with red 
carpet. Cirque du Soleil performed 
at the ceremony, Mika Hakkinen 
and John Cleese spoke, and Harty 
met Prince Albert of Monaco and 
invited him to Kerry. “It was like 
the Oscars, the Oscars of business,’’ 
he says.

Informal exchanges with oth-
er finalists were just as exciting for 
him. “I spoke to an Indian guy with 
60,000 working for him. He’s ask-
ing me what I do, I’m asking him 
what he does,’’ he says.

Pretty cool, I say.
“Pretty cool is right.’’

* * * * *

Although the experience in 
Monte Carlo was “some-
thing else’’, and Har-
ty seems awestruck, he 

is more than accustomed to flying 
the Irish flag internationally. He 
has done multimillion-euro trading 
deals all over the world. Germany, 
he says, is probably Dairymaster’s 
biggest market at the moment, but it 
varies all the time.

“Word of mouth is huge, particu-
larly in our industry,’’ he  says. He 
doesn’t want to have to tell farmers 
what his products can do for them, 
he wants their friends to tell them.

On the subject of “reference cus-

tomers’’, he proudly digs out a pho-
tograph taken outside a farm at 
Kamishihoro in Japan’s Kato dis-
trict, where the Dairymaster logo 
is front-and-centre on a sign oth-
erwise filled with Japanese charac-
ters. “This farmer actually put up 
this sign himself,’’ he says. “It’s 
unreal, like.’’ Another photo fea-
tures Russian prime minister Dmi-
tri Medvedev grinning beside Dair-
ymaster-branded equipment. While 
the photos neatly depict export-led 
business at its stickiest best, succes-
sive hurdles have to be cleared in 
order to get there.

“It’s not all rosy. Competitors 
will do their very best to keep you 
out, particularly if you’re after tak-
ing them on in any other country. 
That’s a side of things people don’t 
talk about,’’ Harty cautions. He says 

there’s a lot of “what would these 
Irish guys know about milking 
cows? Their yield per cow is low’’.

“Competitors try to create doubt 
in people’s minds. Most people 
don’t think that goes on, but it goes 
on. You’re going into somebody 
else’s market and taking somebody 
else’s patch. If they’re established, 
getting people to move can be a bit 
tricky. I don’t know if Irish compa-
nies wanting to export prepare ade-
quately for that.’’

I ask about patenting and intel-
lectual property wrangling. Un-
surprisingly, Harty invests a lot of 
time and energy into defending ide-
as from reinterpretation by compet-
itors elsewhere. More than 45 of the 
company’s applications are patent-
ed. “It’s a process, and to me it’s a 
process everyday. Every year, you 

get better at it,’’ he says.
“You can put barriers in the way 

of people, but it depends who is 
tackling you, it depends how peo-
ple decide to take you on. They can 
be quite silly to do it, because it can 
cost them an awful lot of money. By 
and large, I suppose, you also try 
and have stuff that’s non-obvious. If 
you can keep stuff as a black box, 
you do so.

“Take the Moo Monitor, as an 
example [the health monitoring and 
heat detection collar mentioned ear-
lier has a name that belies its com-
plexity]. The algorithms that are in-
side that, we don’t tell anyone what 
they are. It’s a black box.

“You’ll have competitors, and 
that’s no bad thing, because it 
means there’s a market there. If you 
don’t have competitors in a market-
place, you need to ask yourself if 
you should be in it.’’

Established by Harty’s father 
Ned in 1968, Dairymaster first ex-
ported in 1990, to a farm in Wilt-
shire in England. It grew its export 
business gradually, beginning with 
English-speaking countries, even-
tually moving into mainland Europe 
and beyond. Harty believes Ireland 
should be a world leader in agricul-
tural production as well as food pro-
duction. “The agriculture scene is 
a very big scene around the world. 
What country do you look up to? I 
think that country should be Ireland. 
People often pick the Netherlands, 
they pick the US. But it should be 
Ireland.’’

He is tirelessly ambitious. “The 
more you do, the more you can 
do,’’ is a refrain repeated at least 
six times during the course of our 
interview. But Harty demonstrates 
impressive restraint and maintains 
an unwavering focus on his origi-
nal business. Dairymaster technol-
ogy could easily be applied to oth-
er aspects of farming, opening up 
new revenue streams, maybe sub-
sidiaries.

“Up to now, we haven’t thought 
about chasing any other industry. 
Our focus is dairy. It’s not some-
thing we’ve decided to go after, be-
cause I think you want a certain bit 
of focus as well,’’ he says.

Will he sell? Would he sell? Sure-
ly there is no shortage of companies 
that want in. “Yerra, look,’’ he says, 
sitting back. “You’ll have different 
crowds at different times, it’s like 
anything. If you’re happy doing 
what you’re doing, then that’s fine. 
There have been different approach-
es over the years, but, you know. . .’’

When do you stop being an en-
trepreneur? “You don’t ever stop. 
I suppose, to me, no matter what 
you’re doing, the most important 
thing is that you like what you do 
and you get a buzz from doing it. 
That’s what’s important. I get my 
buzz from technology and from 
farming and from tying it altogeth-
er. You know?’’

By this stage, I think I’ve got a 
good idea.
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