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I work as a house-husband, and in my spare time I manage a 650-cow dairy farm. My wife and I have two great children who now spend more time with Dad than they ever previously have. Efficient time management is critical to family happiness and for a successful farm operation.

I run a simple system because that is what I want to operate. My personality means that I refuse to be fussed by detail and I work to the 20/80 rule. Therefore I concentrate my effort on the 20% of work that gets 80% of the returns.

Our farm produces slightly above the district average MS/ha and I focus on doing that cheaply to achieve a consistently high EFS/ha. I see that a 400 - 450 kg liveweight cow is far stronger and far cheaper to feed than I am, and I let the cows do as much of the work as they can.

Table 1: Bay of Plenty EFS/ha data for the past three seasons.

	
	Bay of Plenty Average EFS
	Bay of Plenty top 25% EFS
	Our farm

EFS
	Our farm

FWE

	1998 - 1999
	$660
	$1217
	$1979
	39%

	1999 - 2000
	$874
	$1403
	$1746
	40%

	2000 - 2001
	$2003
	$2752
	$2723
	41%


I try to achieve high labour productivity by making it possible for people to get through lots of work efficiently rather than asking them to work long hours. To do this I have systems that get the important bits of work done and done well. Some of our systems for some of the more important pieces of work on our farm are outlined below.

Milk harvesting

By far the biggest and most important job on the farm is milk harvesting, and it has the potential to be a drain on resources. For 25 years our base herd has been milked using automatic cup removers and automatic teatsprayers. The current teatsprayer is model number 5 and is the most successful to date.

My father owns half of the land we farm, including the cowshed, and he consistently adopted technology that was labour saving. Anything new always had to pass the test of was it cheap/ simple/ and efficient. A 48 bale rotary turnstyle passed this test in 1994 and we now comfortably milk 300 cows per person per hour. One operator puts the cups on the cows and everything else is taken care of. As well as efficiently milking the cows we have found that farm staff take a personal satisfaction in their ability to milk a large number of cows in a short period of time. We also find that because the system is simple and efficient we are able to be gentle and relaxed with the cows, but not compromise the milkers need to get the job done quickly. 
Calving time

Organised systems and sufficient staffing over calving means that there is minimal fuss on the property over calving. All staff members have clearly defined job roles and we aim for no one but Fraser to do more than a 40-hour week over spring.

We have tried to create an environment in which key staff want to stay involved. The efficiency of our calving system owes a huge thanks to Miles the magic man. Miles Spence has brought his special skills to our business for eight years, for six to eight weeks over spring, doing two to six hours work per day. Miles fails the cheap, simple and efficient test because he is not cheap or simple, but he is extremely efficient. We recommend that every farming business should find a magic person like Miles, or at least recognise the benefits of retaining staff for longer periods of time.

During calving the whole springer mob is kept near to the cowshed and is taken to the shed daily to draft out calved cows via the exit race. This turns the job into a one-person operation, and has the bonus of the cows being teatsprayed and heifers becoming used to the cowshed environment.

We keep calf feeding simple. I once watched a friend feed his calves in individual pens where there were not enough pens available for the number of calves being fed. This meant that each calf had to be lifted into a pen, fed, and then lifted out again and replaced with another calf. There were eight pens and it was a 200-cow farm - hard work!

We aim to not lift any calf and to have most calves teach themselves to suck by watching those who can already do it. Calves are fed once a day and we don’t scrimp on milk. We also try to have calves out of the shed quickly to be fed by the feeder pulled by the motorbike. 

We don’t bother with meal feeding because in between visits to the physio. my friend pointed out that his calves grew just as well without it. So we stopped using meal and the calves do well (but the local sparrows are not impressed). For any job I always ask myself “what would happen if I didn’t do this?”

Staffing

Our staffing systems are still evolving but we like to work on the following principles:

· The only person who can expect to work greater than a forty hour week is Fraser.

· We give people specialised roles eg. milk harvesting, calf rearing, machinery maintenance, feeding out, topping etc. 

· We ensure they are clearly trained in their roles so they can taste success in their job, and then we leave them to get on with it.

· We write everything down because it is a tool in improving communication.

· We seek to be well trained in the tools of human resource management that are widely used in other industries.

· We stock our cowshed with muesli bars. They only get eaten if people are really hungry and they give energy and are nutritious. Good brain food and you’d be surprised how often vets and electricians etc need them when they’ve had no lunch.

· We use contractors often, because they are efficient and save us having to own a lot of machinery and do a lot of work. An example of this is that every Friday (because it always rains on the weekend) the fertiliser spreader arrives to do the Urea. The driver picks up his map at the cowshed and does the job unsupervised. 

Other bits and pieces

· We invest time in office work to create rosters and documentation to get efficient systems operating.

· We talk to people in other industries. It’s an eye opener.

· We train our cows so they don’t have to be shut in. The farm is spread over 4kms and it means we don’t waste time shutting them in after they have shifted paddocks.

· We let the cows shift themselves. We don’t follow behind cows when they are moving to a new paddock. They move to where we want them (usually!) while we do something else.

· Almost all weed spraying is done when a person is getting the cows up for milking. The cows walk up while the milk harvester is spraying the paddock they have come out of.

· We have a magic toolbox on the back of Fraser’s ute. It gets maintenance done on the spot and saves trips to the shed for gear.

· We try to book veterinary work one month ahead. Non-cycling cows, blood tests, pregnancy tests etc can all be booked well in advance. I think the vets quite like it, and it can startle them into awesome efficiency.

· We try to be realistic about cow health prospects and don’t waste time on an animal that is not going to survive. It is cruel to drag out it’s suffering.

· We use crossbreds because they calve easily and have better feet.

· We listen to our answers when our seven-year-old asks “why?”

1
43

