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The issues of staff attraction and retention in the New Zealand dairy industry have been well publicised over recent years. This paper looks at why this continues to be so important in the South Island, and what as dairy farmers we can do to attract and retain good quality people in our industry for the future.

Reasons why attracting and retaining staff is still an issue

· Some employers are just paying lip service to the issues that they all know about and are simply not practising what they preach. This is similar to the issue of having cows in good condition at calving, but not drying off in good reasonable condition to achieve this target. 

· Dramatic growth in farm / herd size and number of farms in the South Island since 1990 - 90% of this growth has occurred in Canterbury, Otago, and Southland.

Table 1: South Island increases in farm size and number, herd size, milksolids.

	
	1989/1990
	1994/1995
	1999/2000
	% increase

	Farm size (ha)
	82.4
	109
	137
	66%

	Farm numbers
	1,146
	1,725
	2,108
	84%

	Herd size
	160
	249
	354
	121%

	Milksolids total
	41,298
	67,157
	122,111
	196%

	People / farm est.*
	1
	1.5
	2.2
	305%


Source: LIC dairy statistics.

*Based on 160 cows/person

· Over the same time, individuals and / or syndicates, are increasing the number of farms that they own in New Zealand.

· Another way of explaining this, is that there is a trend of New Zealand farms being sold into the hands of a few individuals or syndicates. Unfortunately there are no statistics available on this.

· Changing skills required. This new breed of farm owner is less hands-on and often does not live on the farm. This requires a new level of management skills, involving large herd and staff management. It is often commented that it is easier to transfer herd and pasture management skills from a small to a large farm, however people skills are more complex, and harder to learn. People skills are also the most critical to the success and future growth of the operation. 

· More staff at the “hands on” level are needed as farm ownership changes to larger farms, owned by fewer people and fewer farm staff that start working on farms today are able or want to own their own farm in the future. As a result of this, more staff at the “hands on” level, who are going to stay in the industry are needed. 

· The percentage of staff with a farming background is decreasing. This is because we require more staff and the South Island is not a traditional dairying area. Combine this with the changing future - end point for these staff - i.e. farm manager versus farm owner and you have a different type of staff required today than the person likely to employed 20 years ago.

· Previous perceptions. Dairying has traditionally been considered a job of hard work, little time off, and low pay. Luckily this is changing, particularly in the South Island. To attract quality staff over the last few years South Island dairying has had to offer better conditions than that offered in the North Island.

· Current low unemployment rate in the South Island.

· Competition from other industries for career minded people.

Attracting staff to our industry

What we must do as a region to attract staff?

· Windows to dairying.

· Continual promotion - community, school career advisors, work experience.

· Employers group. For example, the Amuri employment group in Culverden, who have set up a code of good practice in terms of time off, hours worked etc, which is monitored by an outside body every year.

· Apprenticeships.

What can we do as an individual to attract staff?

· Offering scholarships with training organisations. 

· Accommodation.

· Time off.

· Hours worked.

· Perks - meat, meals, power bills, incentive for length of stay - i.e. 12 months.

· Wages.

· Be aware of locality attributes - i.e. sports in the area, also fishing, hunting skiing, etc.

Retaining staff in our industry


Once you have people with quality skills working with you, the focus should be to keep these people interested in the job, rather than having to source another person with similar skills and attitudes. Too many people underestimate the cost of recruiting and training new staff. “A bird in the hand is better than 10 in the bush.”

· Got to get along - recognising and accepting different personalities and aims.

· Satisfy all legal requirements, i.e. employment agreement, also time off / hours worked.

· Find out and work towards what staff would like from their job and time off requirements.

· Strive to provide superior working conditions.

· Be aware of, encourage other activities / sports.

· Remember to ask please and say thank you.

· Remember that there is no recipe, all employees are different.

· Often it’s the small or free things that keep people interested and motivated. 

· It is important to start with the basic practices of employment, for example:
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Figure 1: Level of staff management practices from basic                         ideal.

The following tools fall into each of the categories:

Basic practices

· Employment agreements.

· Job descriptions.

· OSH Manuals.

· An understanding of legal responsibilities.

Good practices

· Documented and structured recruitment and selection procedures.

· Induction manuals.

· Operations manuals.

· Rostering systems.

· Adherence to or monitoring against a code of practice.

Ideal practices

· Training and development programs in place for each staff member.

· Performance management programmes in place.

· Leadership skills.

· Understanding of human behaviour, including personality types.

· Communication skills.

· Employer has skills in training / teaching.

Conclusions

· Start with getting the basics right first.

· Don’t paper over the cracks, you know whether you are providing the right conditions for your employee.

· Staff - you can also influence any situation you are in, by being honest and up front out the issues you are facing.

· Employers and staff to keep trying to put yourself in their shoes.

· Respect and appreciation go both ways.

· You know what you need to do - make the difference.

Workshop summary

Most attendees had been to management training courses in the past 18 months, yet considered there is still an issue with managing people. “It is a constantly moving target.”

This session brainstormed amongst the attendees to share the tools they used as employers.

Issues for attracting staff include:

· Money - depends on personal circumstances - more of a motivation for younger staff.

· Accommodation - particularly important for older staff with family.

· Hours - not as dedicated to the hours as they were say 10 years ago.

· Relationships - with other staff, employer and personal / family. 

· Career paths - many staff are not career oriented.

· Image of the industry - negative; for the school drop-outs.

· Skill shortage - lot of staff are not from a dairy farming background.

Retaining staff

There was debate as to define what this meant. Is it a step up or a step sideways?  Staying within the industry or within the farm.   

Suggestions made by the attendees as to how to retain staff unearthed the term “Ground bait.”  These are the unexpected perks that people value and thus help to retain staff.  That is they are not written in the contract.  They can include:

· Extra time off.

· Petrol for the weekend.

· Social afternoon each Friday.

· SIDE registration.

· Duck shooting rights over the farm, with time off to prepare.

· Beef stock to rear

· Fish ‘n’chips at the pub at calving.

· Microwave, in farm-dairy with pies and farm baked cookies

· BOB system, = box of beers for stuff-ups, breakages and mistakes.

· Allow the new staff to drive the new tractor.

But potential hiccups of some “Ground Bait” may include

· A random weekend off is no use - it needs to be planned to fit mates and partners.

· Perks need to suit everyone - does everyone drink beer for the BOB system?

Key message

· Do we understand what staff want?

· Are we flexible enough to adapt?
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