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Introduction

Our attitudes as dairy farmers or dairy farmer support people are critical when it comes to the long-term survivability of our industry. In the areas of employment, financial growth and environmental matters we will find ourselves increasingly at risk if we do not look at what we do and say about our industry. We are going to have to do things differently as the expectations of both our customers and our employees change over time. Publicly grizzling about how terrible the world has become will not fix it. We must look actively towards developing a way to incorporate the changes that are occurring in order to ensure our industry remains viable and sustainable into the future. If we do not, our industry will fail.

Employment

Staff vacancies

A couple of weeks ago in Saturday’s Christchurch Press and Southland Times there were 36 advertisements for unskilled dairy farm workers out of a total of 228 advertisements for unskilled workers. Considering the time of year (1½-2 months prior to calving) and the fact that fewer than 7% of people employed in New Zealand work in the dairy industry, why were 16% of people looking for dairy farm workers? This situation is not just for people to work on farms. The dairy industry is presently having huge problems attracting suitable staff for consulting officer and other positions. Why is the dairy industry so unattractive to potential staff? Is it pay? Is it the image of the industry? Is it the calibre of the employers that seems to be making our industry so difficult to attract staff?

Attitudes of potential staff

Livestock Improvement Advisory recently sponsored research work at Massey University investigating the image of dairy farming in the eyes of potential staff members. The researcher visited high schools in traditional dairy farming areas of the Waikato and Taranaki as well as non-traditional areas around Christchurch.

Irrespective of the region the answer was consistent. Only a small minority of high school students were in any way enthusiastic about the dairy industry as a career. 

Comments like:

· “All around the job sucks.” 

· “It’s hard labour.” 

· “It’s not good enough pay and it’s not going anywhere.” 

· “You’re in the middle of nowhere and it is hard to find people of the opposite 

      sex.”

These attitudes of potential employees are hampering our ability to get people into the dairy industry. Other comments focus around the fact that farm staff are not able to enjoy a “normal social life” because they are so tired and get few weekends off. This image is of an industry that does not look after it’s workers, or more importantly, care about the people it employs.

Is it pay?


Income levels for farmers

The level of take home income received by dairy farmers is higher than that for the general population. 49% of the general population earn less than $15 000 compared to 26% of dairy farmers, while 19% of dairy farmers earn more than $50 000 compared to only 7% of the general population. So the future prospects for income generation for dairy farmers is, on average, better than the general population. The same is true for young people. There is money in dairy farming for those who work successfully within the systems provided. A recent series of profiles, published at the Windows to Dairying Seminar, on young dairy farmers from the Waikato, showed the range of salaries they are earning. These people with non-university qualifications are making good money compared with the rest of the population (Table 1).

For most dairy farm workers the salary also includes accommodation. This adds at least $6 000 to the equivalent salary where the employees have to pay for their own accommodation. 

Compare this with the average hourly rate of a semiskilled worker in town on a flat 40 hours a week earning as a minimum wage of $15 700 and who then must, after tax, pay for accommodation. Many farm workers and certainly farmers as a whole are paid well so why don’t they want to join the industry? I believe the answer lies in the perception of the potential staff themselves.

Is it the image of the dairy industry?


What is the public image of the dairy industry at present? Is it seen as a united vibrant

Table 1: Salary levels.

Age
Qualifications
Salary (plus living expenses)

19
National  Cert. In Agriculture
$30 000

20
National Cert. In Agriculture.
$30 000

19
National Cert. In Agriculture.
$20 000

21
National Cert. In Agriculture.
$28 000

22
Production Mgt.
$30 000

23
Herd Managers
$45 000

27
Various
                    $115 000

31
Various
$75 000

industry focused on a common goal and achieving world-recognised status for its activities? The exporting and manufacturing part of our industry compete well internationally and are being recognised as leaders in their fields. Overseas farmers visit New Zealand to look at the systems we use and are copying them on their own farms. But the current impasse in the structural issues of our industry and the perception of what dairy farm work is like, is not helping portray a positive image of dairy farming. 

What are the solutions

Promotion of the positive aspects of the industry

The armed forces do a wonderful job promoting the “flash” parts of the life in the army, navy or airforce. While employment in the armed forces is not all tank driving, foreign ports or parachuting, the image portrayed of this career is exciting. This promotion and advertising at least gets the interest of young people in joining that industry. 

The dairy industry also has some flash aspects to its business. Motor bike riding, tractor driving, working with animals could be made to portray an image of the industry that would get young people focused. The financial gains made by people in the dairy industry are real and substantial. Let us promote the success stories and make these the norm rather than the exception. The New Zealand Dairy Board review into industry good activities identified the promotion of the dairy industry to potential employees as a major requirement of that study. The promotion of the dairy industry they recommended is timely and will give a positive benefit to the industry as a whole.

Making the job relevant for the employee

Staff will not get turned onto the job unless they feel a part of that industry or job. Making staff responsible for tasks they do, goes a long way towards having them take additional responsibilities and interest in the business they work for. Some form of equity partnership, however small, or a profit share system gives staff an additional interest.

Allow staff the opportunity to make decisions, decisions that will see them making mistakes, but if dealt with properly will allow them the opportunity to learn from those mistakes. Give them the opportunity to take part in the planning of the business and feel part of the decision making process. 

While most of us believe the only person who can do the job properly is us, unless we own a very small business, we cannot do all the tasks required of us and we need the help of others. Promoting the positive and lucrative aspects and managing staff in a positive stable work environment will see more people wanting to be part of our industry.

Financial

The McKinsey study of the dairy industry emphasised the need to have a strong and viable milk supply. They also found that the New Zealand dairy industry is not as competitive in terms of the cost of milk production as we were five years ago. Significant improvements in America and Australia have seen their cost of milk production falling while ours have risen. If this trend continues those farmers will be in an increasingly stronger position to compete in markets that we have in the past seen as ours. It will also allow others in their countries to enter the dairy industry converting from other land uses.

As a response to the McKinsey study a group of farmers, directors and specialists have met and established that a productivity gain of 4% is required to ensure farmers are viable in the future. 

The 4% per annum productivity target is about the efficiency of your farming business. It is not necessarily about increasing milk production or reducing farm costs. It is about the sustainable growth of your businesses, and looks at annual profitability, the change in wealth of your farming business and the sustainability of the farm management practices you use.

The consulting officer service will have a major role in assisting dairy farmers in achieving the 4% productivity increase. This will occur in three ways.

Establishing farm management practices

In conjunction with staff from the Dairy Research Corporation and leading farmers, the consulting officer service will be identifying the best farm management practices for your particular geographic area. This acknowledges that a “one size fits all” approach will not work and individual farmers have unique needs.

Delivering farm management practices to farmers

Through the activities of discussion groups, field days and individual farm visits used by the consulting officer service, a world class extension service is available to dairy farmers. This service will continue and will be enhanced by consulting officers collecting and distributing relevant and topical information, such as growth rates, between year comparisons and financial updates for use by farmers. In addition the consulting officers will establish which is the best mix of services to deliver in your area. This may include specialist discussion groups, focused monitoring of a particular farming practice and education courses to groups of farmers.

Delivering farm management practices to other agricultural professionals

Many farmers use a range of experts to assist them in their farm management practices. The consulting officer service will have a role in ensuring all sections of the farm servicing industry have access to the latest information and methods being promoted. This group will include your accountants and bankers, vets, farm management consultants, and agricultural merchants.

The focussing of a 4% productivity gain target for the industry is an exciting initiative by the industry. It will be a major challenge. But in terms of ensuring you have a viable farming business in the future it will be a challenge that must be met.

Farmer attitudes

Many of you have moved south or converted to dairy farming from other farming ventures. This shows that you have clearly seen potential in these areas and the economies of the scale of farming here. While a 4 % productivity gain is likely to be very achievable for many of you it is still important for you to carry that momentum through into your farming focus long after the mortgage has been reduced and the overdraft less of a nightmare. Many people today are concerned about the financial viability of farmers milking 160 cows in the traditional dairy farming regions of Taranaki or the Waikato. If you’re not, to be in the same position as them in 20 years time you must continue to focus on economic growth now as well as in the future.

Environmental

The New Zealand Dairy Board markets your product on the basis that it is produced in an environment clearly different from that of overseas competitors. The picture of rolling green pastures and cows with calves at foot portrays an image of dairy farming which is accurate and real for the majority of farms and the season in New Zealand. But because it is different from what the European and American consumer are used to, there are some aspects of our farming system that those consumers find abhorrent and will turn them off buying our product. 

I have an American acquaintance who is very much into hunting and fishing. On a recent trip to New Zealand he was discussing the aspects of bear hunting that interest him and was quite surprised when I found the thought of hunting brown or grizzly bear something foreign or disturbing. The image of Winnie the Pooh or Yogi Bear is not associated with hunting them to death. His answer to my concern was “well they are a pest and they are there to be hunted.” As I was expounding the cruelty of what they were doing by hunting bear he came back very quickly with the statement that at least Americans don’t leave their skinny small cows outside in the cold all winter. 

The use of the high-level tourist buses and the removal of farm hedges expose to visitors to our country all that we do. What we consider normal is often quite foreign. What we know is an economic practice is of no consequence to a consumer if that practice puts them off buying our product. 

It is estimated the dioxin scare in Belgium decreased the income of poultry farmers by 85% and of farmers in general by 35-55%. The power of the consumer is critical and the image of the product and that it is fit for purpose is unquestionably the most important aspect of farming. Irrespective of what we think of our product or the methods we use to make these products, if we cause concern in the minds of our consumer we may have a product to sell and no buyers. 

Aspects of New Zealand farming practice being challenged

Stocking rate

High levels of stock density, especially in the winter, with a controlled feed intake that has cows being offered feed for only around 4 hours per day, is often challenged. While we can defend this arguing that a cow needs to eat, it does not seem natural to the untrained eye. 

Tail docking

Cows were born with tails and in most other countries the tails are not docked. Cow’s tails were docked in New Zealand when the practice of volume washing to stimulate cows to milk was used. This practice is not used much any more so the argument about why we need to dock tails is becoming less defensible. 

Induction

In many European countries inducing cows to calve is banned. In New Zealand we use this practice heavily on a high percentage of our animals. Attempts to look at alternative methods to the use of induction while maintaining concentrated calving patterns has led many farmers to have comment that they will not change unless they have to. 

Dead animals at the gate

Two staff members of LIA worked as farm consultants in Ireland for 12 months. On their return one of the comments they made was the absence of dead animals in public view there. While animals died on the farm they were never left next to the mailbox to be collected in a bloated state, legs skyward, for all to see that these animals had died. 

Bobby calves 

The removal from the farm of unwanted live animals is an important part of our farming practice. The limitations and restrictions on transport of these animals in Europe has contributed to the closure of the white veal market. The New Zealand industry is working toward a code of practice for the most appropriate way to transport and slaughter bobby calves. This may change the way you farm. 

Cows outdoors

The standing of cows in the races or on feed pads in the winter is a practice widely used to protect pastures. Because most of the stand-off facilities usually become muddy and the cows become dirty, to the untrained eye it is not the most appropriate practice. More appropriate siting of these facilities with surrounding shelter or built large enough to allow some cows to lie down would in some ways overcome the negative aspect of this positive practice.

Solutions

Those involved in the dairy industry who are working on environmental and animal welfare issues, are not trying to make farming more difficult for you. What we are trying to do is to show the outside world we are aware of these issues and are working toward solutions that reduce effects on animals. We are also trying to change practices that can be changed to eliminate the potential harm to our industry. 

Dairy farmers could help themselves by accepting that these issues are real. By not having the debate over them in public and looking at the way they farm and asking the question “could we do this in a way that portrays a more environmentally friendly practice or methods?”

We cannot educate our customers that what we are doing is correct. If they decide our farming methods are cruel and react by not buying our product, we will not be able to reverse that trend. If I were a farmer in England or the USA who had seen my milk payout drop to about half of what it was 2 years ago, I would argue vigorously against the New Zealand farming practices. These actions are called non tariff trade barriers - they are real and the have the potential to stop our industry in it’s tracks.

Conclusions

The aspects of farming I have focused on, employment, financial and environmental are all critical if you are to continue in dairy farming. The attitude that you, as dairy farmers or support staff, have toward these and other aspects of farming will be crucial for the future you have in the industry. Fobbing off these important and often difficult to measure aspects of our business will see the image of New Zealand dairy farming fall in the eyes of potential staff members and we will be seen as not being environmentally friendly by our customers. 

Workshop summary

Speaker’s summary

· Dealt with 3 issues: employment, financial growth and environmental and animal 
         

welfare

· These issues could have a massive indirect impact on the future viability of dairy


         farms.

· Increased farm scale relies on:

-increasing quality and quantity of staff

-improved financial cash efficiency and sound capital investment

· Marketers rely on producers using sound production practices to deliver price

     premiums/maintain market access.

· Remember, "If it's gotta be ‑ It's up to me!"

Summary of discussion

Actions to overcome or address employment issues

· Educate school teachers/careers advisors.

· Use successful farmers/peers to promote the industry.

· Career paths within the dairy industry need to be defined and marketed

· Windows to Dairying is an example.

· Improve working conditions (hours worked/accommodation/time‑off/training).

· Don't exploit young people.

· Employ more mature (older) staff to solve issues of immaturity and attitude.

· Market the positions. Clearly define the job and recruit the appropriate people.

· Change our attitude!

Actions to overcome or address environmental and animal welfare issues

· Farmers to implement improved practices before regulations are imposed.

· Farmers need to make their voice heard to directors of dairy companies.

-encourage companies to cease collecting milk from farmers who don't   

  implement sound environmental practices.

 -encourage implementation of incentives for best practice.

· Farmers need to apply peer pressure to those using inappropriate practices. 

· Lead by example! (collective industry issue ‑ requires individual responsibility).

Perceived audience attitudes

· Issues can be addressed by educating the customers.

· This must change to a customer first attitude. (What do customers want?) 

· Farmers will only respond when issues are imposed.

· Farmers must take individual responsibility for production systems perception. 

Our farm business can't afford to adopt these changes! Think how profitable will your 
   business be ‑ without its high value customers?
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