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Introduction

In the spring of 2002 South Island Consulting Officers surveyed discussion group farmers on where time was spent and how many labour units were required for milking, feeding, animal health, administration, planning and fertiliser application.

Overall 90 farms were surveyed involving both farm owners and sharemilkers. There was a large range in farm size (72 cows on 24 ha to 1150 cows on 480 ha). To account for this large range, the survey results were broken in three groups based on herd size, 0 ‑ 199 cows, 

200 - 500 cows and 500+ cows respectively.

The average for each of the three groups for number of cows, farm size and number of calves reared is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: The average for the three groups.

	
	Cows
	Ha
	Calves

	0-199 cows
	157
	65
	51

	200-499 cows
	325
	122
	81

	500+ cows
	695
	255
	178


Survey measurements
Milking
· Milking time includes time for washing down as this is considered part of the milking process but, time for cow collection was not included. There have been benchmarks for milking in the past and they have included such things as:

· Seven minute rows

· Maximum of ten rows

· Maximum of two hours spent in the shed

The benchmark used to compare time efficiency of the milking process in this survey was taken as the number of cows milked per person per hour. This benchmark overcomes variation due to herd size and shed design.

Administration

· This was measured by the time spent per month on administration tasks (e.g. paying bills and record keeping). This measure did not include any planning of day to day events or strategic planning.

Planning

· This included time spent planning day-to-day management and activities and also long term strategic planning.

General farm tasks

· This included time spent on such tasks as feeding stock, spreading fertiliser and time spent on animal health (both preventive and curative).
Survey results

Table 2 gives for each herd size category the average result for each of the four measures.  General farm work was broken into three components - feeding, animal health and fertiliser.

Table 2: Survey results.

	
	Herd size (cows milked)

	
	0 - 199
	200 - 499
	500+

	Cows milked/person/hour
	41
	82
	102

	Administration hours/month
	11.8
	11.7
	12.8

	Planning hours/week
	2.1
	5.0
	6.7

	General farm work - hours spent/week
	
	
	

	
Feeding
	7
	6
	16

	
Animal health
	3.5
	5.4
	4.3

	
Fertiliser
	2.8
	3.2
	5.2


Discussion

Milking

Milking is often considered the single most important job on a dairy farm. The results show that as herd size increases there is an increased efficiency in the number of cows milked per person per hour. This can be explained by the increase in shed size. However there is a large range of efficiencies at all herd sizes. There are systems in all three categories that consistently have a person milking 200 cows per hour. This is often done with the introduction of cup removers and automatic teat sprayers.

Administration
Of all the areas surveyed, this had the largest variation. Overall there was very little difference in administrative time between herd size categories. The introduction of computer software and automatic payments has streamlined many farm businesses administration. Many farms spend only four hours per month on administration tasks including updated cashflows and account payments.

Planning
As herd size grows, more planning time was required with larger herds (500 cows +) spending a day per week on planning. The greatest difference between herds involved staff management. Planning for single unit operators was often less formal compared with larger units. Planning on larger units has to be more formalised to pass on instructions to staff. 

General farm work

Time spent on a range of farm duties was measured. Due to the complexity of farm systems it is hard to draw any firm conclusions. For example when comparing feeding it is expected that as herd size grows there will be an increase in time spent on feeding. However, this does not take into account type of system that the farm is running (e.g. high input versus low input). Time spent per week on animal health appeared to be relatively similar irrespective of the herd size but there was no clear distinction between preventive and curative treatments. As farm size increased, as expected, more time was spent applying fertiliser (including N). However many farmers commented they were increasingly using contractors for application of nitrogen based fertilisers.

Conclusions 

The survey highlights “quick” benchmark figures for farmers to use in comparison with their own systems. Some farms are achieving significant time efficiencies on a part of their farm operations. Milking systems highlighted that use of cup removers and automatic teat sprayers can help achieve higher labour efficiencies. Administration was an area where effective use of computer software can make large time savings. More work is required to look at time spent on general farm duties and it needs to take account of the type of management system the farm is running.
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Background summary


Gillian is married to Fraser. Gillian is a Business Developer with Dexcel in Human Resources. Fraser is a househusband and runs 650 cows near Edgecombe in the Bay of Plenty. Simon Sankey is Business Developer in Human Resources with Dexcel.

Presentation summary

Fraser and Gillian’s system is a simple, all grass system. Cows do the work. They focus on profit and over the last two years have been in the top 25% of EFS. They have a balanced lifestyle and believe in 20% of the work for 80% of the return.

Key points

Milking ‑ one person by themselves milks all year round, cup removers are installed. The only time an extra person is required in the shed is at mating. No problems with mastitis as DCT used. Administration ‑ Directlink and Cash manager on computer. Gillian has been through the pain of learning computer systems. Fraser opens the mail, but Gillian deals with accounts and bills. Planning ‑ E. S.P “Envelope, Stubby Pencil.” Every day on the back of an envelope, Fraser lists “Jobs to do today.” “Purchases list” (What needs to be purchased) and “Ringers list” (Who needs to be contacted). They have weekly lists, diary coordination between Fraser and Gillian and rosters, planned a year in advance. Gillian plans these with Fraser allowing him to coordinate 41 days off during the year with her. Everyone has a copy of this which updated monthly. Calving System ‑ OAD feeding of calves from day one, which is simple and carefree. No meal is fed at all and calves are weaned at 6 ‑7 weeks of age.

Things on farm to make life easier ‑ fencing, calving, animal health and water works kits ‑ workshop on back of ute ‑ spray cans on motorbike to ID lame cows ‑ bungy cords instead of using reels to cordon off races

Future


How much do you value your time?? ‑ Operational (Day to day activities) $10/hour ‑ Managerial (Making decisions for staff) $100/hour ‑ Strategic (Long term planning, business growth) $1000/hour ‑ Family V??/hour 

	Key Activity
	South Island time study
	Fraser and Gillian’s farm

	Milking
	100 cows/person/hour
	217 cows/person/hour

	Administration
	12 hours/month
	4 hours/month

	Planning
	6.5 hours/week
	3 hours/week
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