
Ref.: Picking the Right Vat Size 

When you are thinking about starting a creamery operation one of the first decisions to be made 
is what is the best size of system for my operation.   

There are two primary considerations: maximum size and minimum size.  The maximum volume 
is important from an efficiency standpoint; it answers the questions; How many batches do I 
need to run per day to be efficient? and How much can I grow before I have to purchase 
additional equipment? 

The minimum volume is important for a couple reasons.  You have to have a certain amount of 
milk in the vat in order to meet regulatory requirements.  Traditionally vat pasteurizers had fairly 
high minimums...typically 30-40 percent of the maximum capacity.  This meant that with a 200 
gallon vat, the smallest volume of milk you could process at a time might be 60 to 80 gallons. 
 This can be a real problem in a couple of scenarios.  If you are just starting up your creamery 
you may have to store milk for several days to reach the minimum capacity.  If your production 
varies by season you may have to stop production while there are still marketing opportunities 
available.  Milk production for all animals varies based on the stage of lactation (but especially 
for goats and sheep) so you need to have enough milk production to be able to process even 
towards the end of the lactation cycle.  Some specialty markets include low volume but highly 
profitable niches.  These markets can give you a real competitive advantage over mass 
producers in for example, a restaurant that wants a couple of gallons of a unique product made 
to their proprietary specifications. 

We have found that in this business, more people get in trouble by spending too much money at 
start up rather than by spending too little.  In other words, make sure you understand what your 
market wants before spending a lot of money on highly efficient but inflexible equipment.  We 
encourage start ups to buy equipment that maximizes the variety of things that they can 
produce as well as the volumes of product that they can produce.  Almost all of our customers 
discover that they end up producing a significant volume of products they had never even 
considered when they originally planned their businesses. 

As an example, our 45 gallon pasteurizer will handle batches as large as 45 gallons and as 
small as 4.5 gallons.  In addition, it will work as a legal pasteurizer for fluid milk, flavored milk 
smoothies, custom ice cream and gelato mixes, as a cheese vat, as a yogurt or kefir incubation 
vat and even as a small milk storage tank.  Combined with a chiller, it can maintain or control 
temperatures as low 38 degrees for storing milk and as high as 205 degrees for making ricotta 
cheese. 

As a growth/flexibility strategy we have a number of customers using multiple vats (but just one 
set of expensive thermometers, pumps, packagers etc.).  They do what we call cascade 
processing...pasteurize batch #1, as soon as the 30 minute holding time is done, move the 
thermometers to vat #2, so while you are bottling or culturing batch #1 you can be pasteurizing 
batch #2.  This gives you the added ability to make two or more different products at virtually the 
same time while retaining the flexibility to do very small batches of specialty products.  This can 
be very helpful if you are trying to keep a variety of fresh products in front of your customers.     

Have an excellent day. 
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