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It was 1987. We were young, married and enjoying our O.E in Perth. Future planning at that time amounted to deciding what we would do next weekend, or which city we might move to next. We were having the time of our lives, seeing new places and experiencing new things. Our life was very different to the one we had left behind in New Zealand and farming was something other people did. 


Looking back now, there are two things that we have identified as having an impact on our working lives as a direct result of that experience. Firstly, while qualified as an electrician, I worked in all sorts of jobs. While employed by a temping company I worked in a Weetbix factory, made steel drums, shifted furniture, swept floors in a flour mill and stacked steel. I was continually amazed by the number of people I met along the way who were desperately unhappy in their jobs and who appeared to see no way out. For whatever reason, they felt trapped and were resigned to the fact that this was all there would ever be for them.  The second thing happened while looking through the employment section of the paper one Saturday where we saw an advertisement for managers of an exclusive resort at a beach about an hour south of Perth. Wow, we thought - wouldn’t that be great. We could work together, we could live in upmarket accommodation by the beach and the salary was way above what we were earning. So we applied for it, emphasising what we believed were our strong points and what we could bring to the position. At only 27 and 23 we thought our age along with no experience could be a disadvantage, but this proved not to be the case. We were granted an interview, and figuring we had nothing to lose, gave it our best shot. While I’d like to say we did swan off to the beach, we didn’t - but we were pretty impressed with ourselves to have been second in line for the job. 


What did these two experiences teach us? Firstly, that there is always a choice, and secondly, that if you set your mind to something you might be surprised by the results. 


Many people use every excuse they can find to stay stuck in a certain place or situation, it’s comfortable and non-challenging. One person is responsible for where you are in life - and that is you. We have made many choices in our life to achieve our goals. They required us to work hard, to up-skill ourselves, take calculated risks, have faith and a belief in our ability. None of these things requires a PhD or degree in rocket science, but simply a true desire. 


If you set your mind to something, you need to have a plan, be it mental or written. Use your strengths to give you direction, identify and improve your weaknesses - and be ready for positive results.


In 1988, impending parenthood forced some urgency into more concrete plans and a definite direction to our lives. Returning to New Zealand, I went back to my trade as an electrician and Julie settled into her new role as a mother. There was a future in the electrical industry including the opportunity to form a business partnership.


However, we had begun to feel all was not right with our life, and looked at what it was that we really wanted. It didn’t take long to realise that we wanted a life where we could be together instead of spending most of our life apart as was the case. We wanted our children to have the opportunity to spend time with each of us, for this to happen we needed a business that we could both work in, one that would financially support us as a family unit and would not require our children to be put into daycare. One occupation loomed large in our minds as fitting that criteria - farming. Both from farming families, the idea was not totally foreign and we had the attitude that we had nothing to lose and everything to gain. One thing I clearly remember Julie saying of our choice to go farming, was that “If at retirement we have no more money in the bank than if we had stayed in town - we would still be a lot richer.”


The decision made, the next step was finding someone to employ us with no farming experience. This proved reasonably easy and we secured a contract milking job of 160 cows. We sold our house in town, invested the money, and moved on the 1st June to begin our farming career. We felt reasonably confident about undertaking this job as we had the advantage of having an owner on the farm who was happy to lend a hand and show us the ropes. Spring arrived and the first cows started to calve, but you know the saying about the ‘best laid plans - the owner became ill and was unable to leave the house for months. So instead of getting help we were on our own with the additional workload of rearing the owners bull calves, feeding his pigs and chooks and looking after his yearlings on the run-off as well. It rained, the farm flooded, we gained lots of hands on experience but financially made no progress. 


You might wonder why we didn’t give up there and then - it was simple really - we had achieved our aim, we were together and our son had spent a great deal more time with me than he would otherwise have done if we were living in town. While financially we hadn’t improved our situation, we knew that in terms of our farming career we had gained a great deal. I had begun studying farm business management, obviously for the practical benefits but also because we had identified that not many people in farming at that time had tertiary qualifications. We were determined to give ourselves every advantage when it came to applying for jobs. We believe that by being thrown in the “deep end” we learnt a great deal more than we might otherwise have done. It taught us never to be afraid to ask, people were always very generous with their wisdom and advice, and while at the start our knowledge was limited - we made sure it didn’t limit us. And most of all if we were to succeed it depended solely on us. 


This position was only for one year as the owner’s son was coming home to the farm. We answered an advertisement for a farm manager, being described as an effluent disposal farm it sounded quite unappealing really, but it turned out to be anything but. Another lesson to learn, never take anything at face value. We took on a position for Tatua Dairy company as farm manager on their 185 cow herd. We believe we were chosen over others for this job because we had a passion for farming, were positive and motivated, had initiative to undertake tertiary education, and our attitude was more valuable than our knowledge.


This position lasted four years, and we gained an immeasurable amount of experience as we were given the opportunity to run the farm as our own. This fitted with our goal of being able to have the children on farm with us, as this was a sole charge position. We were responsible for making the majority of the decisions for the farm and it gave us a good grounding to confidently take on a 50/50 position. It was a case of us giving our best and them treating us well in return. The down side to this job was that it was easy to get comfortable and while we looked at 50/50 sharemilking positions many didn’t compare to what we already had.


In 1994 the job market for 50/50 positions in the Waikato was very competitive and gaining a first position wasn’t easy. We secured our first 50/50 sharemilking position of 145 cows through the consultant we had worked with at Tatua. We had built up a good trusting relationship and he knew we had the skills to succeed in this position. Not being prime Waikato land, due to its heavy clay soil - we made a difficult farm successful for us. 


We went into this venture with 22% equity, the bank providing 50% and a family loan the other 38%. The family money attracted an interest rate of two percent below the bank rate and the principal was to be repaid in full. The budget was tight and we knew that the success of this venture rested on us having top quality cows bought within our budgeted price. Our goal was to buy a herd of above average BI for below average cost. We spent countless hours looking at herds, working on figures at night and trying to get our message through to stock agents that we were going to succeed with our goal. Time has since proved that this was probably the smartest thing we did. That year herds were selling for an average of $1150. There was great excitement the day our Livestock Improvement envelope arrived in the mailbox. I felt like I was opening an exam result, we had succeeded in putting together a herd with an above average BI of 131 costing us $950/cow average. Machinery was another area that would have been easy to get carried away with and, where we could easily have come undone. We purchased the absolute basics - a tractor, carryall tray, a bobby calf pen and a drench pump. And to this day we still don’t own a feed out wagon. 


In our first season, some things happened, as they do in farming, that made our first year challenging. The interest rate on our loan, which had an extra “risk” margin added to it, rose from 8.8% to 11.55% within six months. We learnt what a drought was and what a low payout at $3.51 could do to your profit. If you looked at the plain cold hard facts we didn’t make any money. So why did it not deter us or make us question what we were doing once more? Quite simply, we were living our dream and we were building the base to expand our business in the future. We had a vision and that enabled us to look past the immediate struggle we were having. Fortunately things did improve. We continued to run the business efficiently with expenses to income of around 41% and doing record production for the farm. During this time Dave completed four years of part time study for his Diploma in Agriculture.


We had begun looking for larger sharemilking opportunities from year two of this position and estimate we looked at over thirty sharemilking jobs. In 90% of the cases we were offered the jobs at the interview. For different reasons, none of them measured up to our criteria, but the sale of the farm we were on in year four, really forced the issue.


We had developed a criteria for looking at any 50/50 positions. This helped us stay focused on what we wanted to achieve, not to sell ourselves short and accept something less. This criteria included some of the following:

· up to 250 cows

· no stipulation on labour requirements

· it would be no further north than we already were

· able to produce around 1000 kg/MS on all grass and 300 kgMS/cow or better

· good standard of housing suitable for our family

· all off farm grazing to be paid half each

· cowshed suitable size for number of cows and capable of getting four “As” in shed inspection

· no excessive stipulations on machinery.


We always kept in mind when looking at a position there would come a point in time where we would have to show this property to another prospective employer. Naturally a well kept and appealing property would add to an overall positive image for ourselves.


The 1st of June started to loom closer and while we were still confident about finding the job we were looking for, others began to question our sanity. As the days passed by we were determined to stick with our “wish list” and knew that the job we were looking for would be the catalyst for equity growth and securing our next 50/50 position. We had a job interview in Matamata on the 30th April, and knew instantly as we turned into the drive that this was the job we had been looking for. There was a problem though. The overseas owners were not returning until the 21st May and wouldn’t have the contract ready until then. So while we had found the job on our “wish list” the reality was that we would have to wait, and quite frankly time wasn’t on our side. Dealing with owners who spoke little English and who appeared to have little grasp of farming meant we were not quite sure what would be in the agreement. While being assured it was a standard Federated Farmers contract we were prepared to walk away if we couldn’t negotiate to our satisfaction an agreement  which included all grazing-off costs met half each. The agreement did get signed on the 21st May, we moved there and it proved to be the stepping stone we needed.


Two years later we made the decision not to renew our contract on this job. We set about once more looking for the job on our revised “wish list” which this time was for a job of up to 400 cows. Once more the same scenario ensued. We looked at numerous jobs but none meeting our expectations. There were jobs we could have taken along the way to save some stress, but I’m sure we would have been very disappointed in ourselves. On the 1st May a phone call came telling us about a job that sounded like it might fit the bill. Driving onto the property we knew we had found what we were looking for. This agreement had no hassles or waiting time and we signed up a week later for our current 350 cow sharemilking position. This farm has been developed into a prime dairy unit, with good facilities, capable of high production, in an attractive area.


Were we lucky? Some may think so, but we know luck had nothing to do with it. From day one of our farming career we extended ourselves in all areas to build a marketable team, to ensure we were top on the interview lists, and accepting second best was not an option. We believe it has to do with having a plan, backing yourself and being prepared to keep searching for what you are looking for. Knowing what you want is important to keep focused and this is turn makes achieving your goal so much easier. And, above all, knowing that no matter what - you will survive. 


Where did the Sharemilker of the Year competition fit into all of this? Once again this was part of building our skills and being able to add something “extra” to our CV. There is no doubt it made all the difference to our farming career and increased our motivation to achieve our personal and financial goals. A chance remark by a team mate at touch rugby one night, bought Dave home to tell me that we were going to enter this competition. The first three years of entering were really a building phase, getting to know what the judges were looking for and a chance for us to improve our skills in a different area each year. In each of those three years we won a merit award which helped our motivation. By the fourth year we felt ready to set ourselves a higher goal, and in that year it was to be a finalist for our area, be placed in the top three and win two merit awards. Goal setting certainly worked here as that is exactly what we came home with, communication and animal health merit awards and overall third place. As year five came around we decided it was time to get really serious and this time the aim was to be a finalist, win two merit awards and be the 2001 Waikato winner. We worked long and hard on our presentation, which was the culmination of our twelve years of farming. In March last year finals night rolled around and once more our goal setting proved to work. We picked up two merit awards and became the new Waikato Sharemilkers of the Year.


While we had reached what we thought was our ultimate goal, the reality was that it was only just beginning. Because we were so focused on the Waikato region award we had never really thought much about what happened from there on in. Suddenly we were faced with the reality that there was something bigger out there and we along with all the other regional finalists had the chance to claim it. We spent some days discussing this next step and convinced ourselves that this was a chance we couldn’t let slip as it would never come our way again. We re-focused, drew up a new plan and set the goal to be the New Zealand Sharemilkers of the Year 2001. The following eight weeks saw us host a fielday and prepare to welcome the national judges to our farm. A two hour opportunity is all you get - not easy to explain twelve years and your entire business in that time. We were pleased with how our presentation went, but were very relieved to see the judges disappear down the drive. The final hurdle was a half an hour interview, which is conducted on the day of the national final. This involved a mix of general knowledge questions and giving your opinion on various issues. When we finished in fifteen minutes we weren’t confident that we had put in a wining performance. However, all the judging was now over, we tried to relax and enjoy the evening that was to come. We couldn’t change the outcome and decided it would be a memorable night whatever the result. 


One year has passed and that night is still crystal clear in our minds. It is hard to imagine that there will ever be another moment in our lives that will compare to how we felt when they announced our name as the national winners. Who would have thought twelve years previously that when we started our farming career we would one day be awarded the prestigious title of New Zealand Sharemilkers of the Year.


Through our entire farming career we have been fortunate to have the support of family and friends. The kind of people who are willing to share the good times and the bad. Who knew just the right time to call and give encouragement, and who you could lean on for support when the going got tough. They were proud of our achievement and we were privileged to have them in Taupo to share our success.


Our family is growing now, the baby who was the catalyst for the decision to go farming is now thirteen years old, and in later years was joined by two sisters now aged eleven and seven. Brad, Ashleigh and Gabrielle are the reason we are still farming. We have a great family life, it has afforded us the opportunity to give them something money never will - time. We have often been asked if we would move south, as people perceive that we could have made faster progress. The answer is simple, we have everything we need and everything we want right where we are. Success for us is not measured by money in the bank, but by the fact that we are living our dream. Money has never been our motivating factor, staying true to ourselves and ensuring we have a long term future as a family are number one.


Our journey has had its highs and lows, many not mentioned here. We have worked hard, we have taken risks, accepted the good with the bad and believed that if we wanted something badly enough we would find a way. In the early days we had to make sacrifices, but knew that in time the rewards would come. This year we were able to reap some of those rewards. We enjoyed a family holiday in Perth visiting friends we hadn’t seen in ten years and Dave fulfilled a life long ambition to go to Bathurst to see the V8 super cars race. 


We believe taking time out to enjoy life is essential for our personal and business growth. Time away from the farm is very often when we think about our future plans and come up with new ideas. Spending time with our extended family and friends, pursuing outside interests and taking family holidays are all very important to us. 


We have read about, studied and watched other people in the industry with interest. We have been inspired by many, and at times taken some of what they have done and applied it to our situation, or modified ideas to suit. But we have never wanted to be like them or to follow their path. We are all individuals, each needing to work out what is right for us and our personal situation and, blaze our own trail. 


If there is one message we can leave you with today, it would be that no one said life would be easy, but for those prepared to define what they want, plan how to get it, and never give up - it can be yours.


Time is a wasting . . . What do you really want?

Workshop summary

Dave and Julie; from Matamata; sharemilking 350 cows on 100 ha; one full time staff member. In 1989 they abandoned their “townie” life in search of something that would achieve their personal and business goals.


This session described the process which a successful farming couple has used to achieve their vision. They based their decision to go dairying around spending more time together and with children. 


“If at retirement we have no more money in the bank than if we stayed in town - we would still be a lot richer.”

The process

· Have a vision of what you want in life (in this case time with family).

· Set a plan in place that will help you achieve your vision whether it be mental or written (written plans have helped to more clearly establish their goals).

· Take time out to reassess your plans as you achieve each of your goals.

Some of the key lessons they have learned along the way

· When applying for new jobs attitude is often more important than knowledge .

· They have achieved positions just through conveying a positive attitude.

· There is always a choice and if you set your mind to something you may be surprised by the results.

· Set criteria for the jobs you apply for as these will determine what you achieve in the future. These were: 

· Up to 250 cows.

· No stipulation on labour requirements.

· No further north than they already are.

· Able to produce 1000 kg MS/ha and 300 kg MS/cow or better on grass.

· All off farm grazing paid half each.

· Good facilities with dairy shed capable of getting four As in inspection.

· No excessive stipulation on machinery.

Discussion summary

· Everyone should set their own standards and not base their success on someone else. “You don’t have to go large scale and have a 1000 cows to reach your goals and be successful.”

· The importance of further education to gain knowledge and skills that make them into a more marketable team. This includes moving out of their comfort zone to provide personal and business growth including entering Sharemilker of the Year competition.

· Financial skills are critical at any stage of a sharemilking career.

· Happy to remain sharemilkers until they feel they are no longer marketable. During this time be in a position to take advantage of new opportunities.
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