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My aim today is to convey to you the benefits of my experiences on motivation. I am not a consultant, psychologist, witch doctor or politician, but a farmer. As you can see by my appearance I have been around for quite a while. Indeed I have just returned from a trip through the USA where I agreed to meet a new business contact in the busy city of Portland. During our phone conversation to arrange a meeting he asked me how he would recognise me. My answer was that I was aging, short, bald and ugly. His answer was, so was he. Our connection was instantaneous on sight.


I want to speak to you today in two parts:


Firstly by taking you through my experiences of farming and explaining to you how motivation and innovation has been an important part in the development of our multi use farming business. Secondly to give you my opinion of the present and future trends and the influence motivation and innovation will have on the business of farming.


Firstly, my farming career started many years ago, and as a school leaver, worked on my family’s farm of 46 ha milking 20 cows and growing 3 ha of potatoes. I then farmed for some years in partnership with my father. In 1964 Lois and I were married and we purchased the family 46 ha farm. We were able to pay for the stock and plant but had 100% mortgage on the land at over 7%interest. Before the purchase Lois and I prepared our first spread sheet on the concrete floor of a shed using chalk. On concrete the economics did not look good, but we agreed we would dam well make it work. This decision was a vital lesson for our future. It taught us to be positive, plan well, have good financial control and be prepared to take calculated risks.


Our first move was to phase out potatoes and increase the dairy herd. From 1964-1989 were the years of high inflation and allowed us to expand our land holding. Our policy was that as soon as our debt on land fell to 50% of the capital value we would borrow to extend our holding. This led us to farming 230 ha by 1989. However on every land purchase a detailed feasibility was done and only proceeded with if it showed a positive return. Our town milk supply quota moved from 45 gallons daily in 1964 to having over 300 gallons daily in 1969 as a result of our ability to target our production, to meet the quota increase criteria. There followed a period where we did not purchase land as it was over priced in relation to its productive capacity. We are all aware of the result for farmers during this period where their egos overruled their good judgement when purchasing land.


Going back to 1981, we had reached a plateau of production on our 40 ha dairy milking platform, milking 140 cows on town supply with an annual production of over 780,000 litres. At this point we used additional land, not used for supplementary feed, to grow grain and seed crops. This still continues today, but a much smaller area is grown. Our farm operated with a minimum of capital expenditure, was closely monitored financially and was making good cash surpluses.


Working on my theory that nothing stays good forever, now was the opportunity to look for new challenges and invest in new opportunities. The 1980s were the years of farm diversification promoted by MAF. We were interested in producing an intensive, high value, low volume product.


After looking at several crops we chose to grow asparagus. Asparagus is a crop that suited our soil type, needed a concentrated harvest for only 9 or 10 weeks, was relatively disease free, required little capital expenditure in machinery and the annual crop was not exposed to the elements of the weather. I undertook a world study tour to the USA and Europe to be better informed on growing, processing and marketing. On my return we planted 9 ha of asparagus with seed sourced from Europe. The venture proved to be a good decision with J Wattie Canneries taking all our crop at good prices. However after 2 or 3 years of production Watties decided to move all their canning to Hastings. At this point the marketing of our crop looked grim and we turned to fresh exporting – mainly to Japan. We purchased handling equipment and also processed other growers crops for export. Our New Zealand export season ran from October to early December and returned prices of 400 to 600 Yen. We became aware that there was a market slot in Japan from mid December to February with prices around 1200 Yen. At 1200 Yen the economics of growing were very encouraging, but this market was outside our New Zealand growing season. We decided to go off shore to grow asparagus and took an investigatory trip to Malaysia, Indonesia and Fiji. We chose Fiji as it had good air links to Japan and New Zealand, was English speaking and had an English legal system. After finding a New Zealand partner we purchased 19 ha and planted asparagus. For various reasons the asparagus was not initially successful and by the time we had acquired the knowledge to grow, the market slot had been filled by other low cost growers, such as Peru and Argentina. We then converted to growing fresh herbs and these supplement our New Zealand winter production and also supply a New Zealand processor year round. We also market to the Fiji tourist trade.


New crops are on our program for Fiji to take advantage of our climate, low labour costs and tax incentives offered.


At this point the dairy farm and the asparagus were stand alone financial operations. The motivation to move on was with us again. Where were the new opportunities? Our criteria was the same as before – low volume, high price but with more emphasis on export. After investigating several possibilities we chose fresh culinary herbs. There was virtually no production in New Zealand, so on to the aircraft again to the USA, Europe and Israel to seek information, for that is where the action was. On returning we erected 450 square meters of plastic houses and started production. Our marketing was targeted to sell direct to supermarkets, which was not being done by producers at this time. I well remember the many rejections and frustrations trying to encourage hard nosed supermarket buyers to respond.postively. I finally succeeded. The motto was to keep motivated. At first our sales were small – about 160 units weekly. Today our fresh herb business has 10 full time and up to 20 part time employees, and markets 300,000 units annually. This is grown under 10,000 square meters of computer controlled tunnel houses. During this period we had become market leaders in the field using such methods as brand imaging, attractive packaging, quality control and working in close co-operation with the supermarkets to meet their needs. We also exported fresh herbs to the USA, Canada and Europe. The high exchange rate era recently decimated our exports. We are now trying to rebuild this market. Our herb growing operation produces 25-30 different species for marketing 365 days of the year. As the production characteristics of each herb differs every month it is an amazing exercise to produce to the best advantage. The planting program is totally controlled weekly by a computer analysis – firstly by the estimated market demand and integrated by differing monthly production patterns to indicate to us the volumes that are required to be planted. Good detailed information has allowed our company to remain financially strong.


More recently we saw the opportunity to market fancy hydroponic lettuces to the hotel and restaurant trade and erected more plastic houses and equipment to produce these. Our initial production was 20,000 growing spaces, which has been increased since to meet the demand. We offer our clients a daily delivery service for both lettuces and herbs, some of which is air freighted to the main centers of New Zealand.





Where is the future for our farm?


It started 2 years ago when we purchased 212 ha of marginal coastal land 4 kilometers from our base to convert to dairying. The new development of light land in the last 2 years drought has been difficult, but now with extensive expenditure in irrigation and identifying the correct grass species for our unique conditions, we expect to move to 400 or 500 cows in the next 3 years, at a capital cost of $9 - $10 kg milk solids. This dairy unit will become our low risk base to move to higher risk, potentially higher income ventures.


Lois and I have just returned from a study tour through USA and Europe to support the information we have obtained to date from our own trials on new crops. We targeted the right people in our travels and the information on growing, processing and marketing has been invaluable. Some new crops have already been planted and processing equipment purchased. We now have to call on our own motivation and experience to make it work.


That’s enough about our operation. What about you, the audience. I have my crystal ball out. My crystal ball sees a different view from Mrs Shipley, Bill Birch or the others. I will tell you what I can see for farming.





Will you have to be motivated?


Yes, yes, yes! Why?


As New Zealand farmers we have the most unsupportive government of any country we have visited.


We have a compliance and penalty system by the IRD, ACC and Occupational Health and Safety more rigid than I have observed elsewhere.


We have District and Regional Councils escalating rates and charges by 3 to 5 times the inflation rate.


We have the Resource Management Act interfering with our rights and ability to farm.


We were told the lowering of the New Zealand dollar would increase our returns – it has not.


I do not see commodity prices, especially meat and wool, increasing in the medium term.


If you want to stay farming profitably you will have to be motivated.


If you want your business to expand and grow you will have to be doubly motivated.


You can do it.


What are the rewards? They are twofold.


Firstly, financial and secondly, personal satisfaction of setting goals and succeeding. For me the second is paramount. Financial rewards are necessary, but are only a measure of your success.


I suggest when you return to your farms you take your tractor to a suitable quiet place, turn it off and think: What can you do?


Change the specifications of your current production to meet a new market dimension?


Look for some new off farm venture?


Produce and market some new crop?


There are so many opportunities out there – the world is now our market place. When times are tough the incentive for innovation is greater.


Can you market your new venture? Of course you can. If somebody dumped a container of monkey nuts on my doorstep to sell, with sufficient incentive I would sell them. There are difficult markets to sell into and there are easy markets. The easiest market I could think of for monkey nuts would be in Wellington at the Beehive!


I remember in 1981 when we first wanted to export herbs to London. I approached Tradenz (who do an excellent job) for assistance. They quoted me $6,000 to obtain the names of potential buyers and furnish a report. We did not have that sort of money so I went to the library and studied the business directories and obtained several phone numbers. On phoning I received several rebuffs but found markets, at a cost of a few hundred dollars. Today it is much easier with the Internet.





I will now present you with my final overhead.
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