The Future

Marise James

Dairy farmer

Where have we come from?


Thirty five years ago, I was a young girl growing up on a farm in Taranaki. I wore a gym frock and bloomers to school every day and biked 3 km to catch the bus, rain hail or shine.

We got our first TV about that time. It was black and white of course. Broadcasting didn’t start until 5 pm and finished at 11 pm with the playing of “God Save The Queen” followed by that interminable test pattern. The evening news came on at 7 pm and Pete Sinclair and his go-go girls were a popular music show of the time. My favourite programmes were “Bill and Ben, the Flowerpot Men” and the “Shari Lewis Show.” I used to hide behind the sofa when “Lost in Space” came on because it was just too scary.

Our telephone was on a party line - no secrets on our road - and when we wanted to make a call to someone who lived other than on our road, we had to go through the operator. My grandparents lived not far away - they still had an outside loo, chain flush mind you, and didn’t own a car even though they lived in the country.

Remember, this was all just 35 years ago.

No one had ever heard of AIDS and STD was the abbreviation we put in front of a number to show what class the big kids were in at school. “Gay” was a girl’s name and the gym was the place my Dad went to for a beer after a rugby game. “Dope” was a ninkumpoop, “speed” described how fast you travelled and “ecstasy” was how we felt when we won the Ranfurly Shield in Taranaki. All Black rugby was as strong as ever, with Don Clarke having just retired as full back and Colin Meads in his prime. The winger still threw the ball in at the lineout, a try was worth just three points and the scrum packed down as soon as they were ready. Only the toughest survived.

People still wrote letters to communicate, the pubs shut at 6 o’clock and no self-respecting farmer ate pasta or quiche and only had rice if it was in a pudding. Supplementary feeding meant you got to have seconds of that pudding.

 
On the farm, my parents were large herd sharemilkers milking 150 cows through a 12 bail walk-through shed. They started at 3 am in the morning and their contract required three milkers all year round. They used to leg rope every cow, manually wash and soap every teat, then strip start each cow before putting the cups on. Interestingly enough, I was just reading in one of the farming magazines recently, that back in the 50s it used to take between 30 - 100 seconds to stimulate a Jersey cow to let her milk down. No wonder it took so long to milk! At the end of milking, it was my mother’s job to scrape down the yard, then cart bucket loads of water to wash it down while my father washed each individual set of cups by immersing them in a similar bucket of water. No such thing as high pressure hoses, flood washes or jettor systems in those days.

Nationally the average herd size was 77 and there were 25 000 farms, 80 % of which had Jersey herds and only 15% had Friesian. Average production per cow equated to just over 200 kg milksolids and over 90% of the milk was produced in the North Island.

Back on the farm, the electric fence had just been introduced preceding significant productivity improvement through improved pasture management and intensified grazing systems. Haymaking was one of the most exciting times of the year. My Dad spent hours and hours on the tractor, cutting and turning the hay, and then half the neighbourhood would arrive together with several trucks from the local transport carrier, to pick up and stack the hundreds of small square bales that were made each year. Mum spent days beforehand cooking and baking pies and then making sandwiches to be sure she could feed the masses. We would take huge meals out into the paddock to sustain the workers. The men sweated buckets and at the end of it all, drank like fish.

AB was a relatively new phenomenon with only about 40% of herds using the service and only 22% of herds using herd-testing services as part of their breeding improvement programme. The herd tester always stayed the night and was quite often a Pom.

The herringbone shed was also just new - the latest technological breakthrough, that promised to speed up the milking time and reduce the labour effort required. The rotary shed was still a little way off.

Animal health issues were dominated by diseases such as leptospirosis, brucellosis and TB. Vaccines for these were still being developed and farmers were asking for more Government investment into research to overcome these diseases. In the meantime, tail docking was one option to minimise the dangers of lepto.

Grass grub and porina moth were other natural “disasters” that farmers were dealing with, but DDT seemed to provide a solution to conquer this problem.

Government support came in the form of fertiliser subsidies, the livestock incentive scheme, SMPs, development expenditure deductions and cheap loans from the State Advances Corporation, although the qualifying criteria was so bizarre that when my parents finally tried to buy their first farm in the early 1970s, they were turned down for a loan because they had too much money. That caused a bit of stress, because the traditional banks also turned them down on the grounds they didn’t have enough money.

There were still more than 130 dairy companies in New Zealand, operating over 220 factories and producing mainly butter and cheese. The Dairy Board co-ordinated the export sale of the produce from these companies, on behalf of all farmers.

The Board was beginning to look outside its traditional butter and cheese market in the UK, which at this time absorbed over 70% of our total exports. The introduction of import quotas by the British meant that opportunities for growth in this market no longer existed.

Wholemilk powder production was expanding at a great rate of knots. Total production was 5000 tonnes in 1965 - 1966 and our largest customer was Trinidad which took 1200 tonnes.

Skim powder production was also developing and the chairman of the board at the time, Sir Andrew Linton, was very excited about the opportunities available for us in Asia, where dairy consumption was growing fast.

All this was just 35 years ago.

Where are we now?

Today, most homes have two or three TVs, a video and maybe even a DVD player. And if you have Sky, you have the choice of more than 28 different channels to meet your entertainment needs, with more options being added every day.

Most homes have portable telephones and home computers that mean we can communicate with people all over the world and access information instantly, with just the press of a button.

Most people have a cellphone and many can send text messages and emails using these powerful but tiny gadgets, although I must admit I have yet to master the technology.

On the farm, the average herd size is over 250 cows with many larger herds of 

1 - 2000 cows able to complete the milk harvesting activity through highly efficient rotary dairies in around two hours per milking employing only two to three people.

There is no excuse for lepto as annual vaccinations to all stock can eliminate this danger and brucellosis has long been eradicated through an annual testing and culling programme. TB is still an issue in some areas but again regular testing is managing to control this issue. Other diseases that are the focus of eradication programmes today include EBL (brought in via an infected bull) and Johnes disease.

Some of the more commonly used mechanisation breakthroughs include cup removers, round balers, mixer and feed out wagons, 4-wheel motor bikes, and various other pieces of equipment, all designed to save time and effort.

The computer age means we can instantly calculate feed demand and supply, instantly record animal events such as births, deaths and matings, do the banking and shopping without leaving home, and even debate the issues with our fellow suppliers on-line.

Approximately 25% of the milk produced in New Zealand now comes from the South Island and that continues to grow as traditional farming practices and technologies are challenged and developed by people such as you.

The Dairy Board has outlived its time and, coupled with a government directive to deregulate, the industry has developed a new ownership structure that has seen the formation of Fonterra, who, together with Westland and Tatua, will represent the largest dairy companies exporting product from New Zealand. These changes mean that for the first time, manufacturing and marketing within the dairy industry is fully integrated.

Our products are sold in over 140 different countries around the world and, while 80% of those products are still largely commodity based, approximately 25% of our earnings come from consumer and value added products developed within the last five years. While Asia is still our largest market, the Americas are becoming increasingly important as we deal with customers such as Nestle and Kraft, Pizza Hut and McDonalds. 

My how times have changed!

What will the future hold?

So what might the future hold? What will things look like in another 35 years?

There is no doubt that we are on the brink of some major breakthroughs that will fundamentally change the way we see ourselves as farmers and business people.


I can only speculate as to what exactly those breakthroughs will be, but here goes:

· Satellite farming will be the norm where decisions around feed budgeting, fertiliser applications, crop yield and harvesting will be based upon information collected and relayed via GPS systems.

· Robotic milkers will become so commercially affordable that all farms will harvest milk using this technology. Farms will be subdivided around a centralised milk collection area and rotation will be managed by electronically controlled up and down fencing from this central point.

· As herd owners, managers will observe the needs and behaviours of the animals via satellite images transmitted onto their in-home TV screen and based on the analysis provided from the farm’s GPS system, the manager will  determine the appropriate decisions to be made to optimise feed allocation and productive performance

· The skill base for most people employed on-farm will be vastly different to cope with the demands of information collection, recording and analysis. The increase in the use of electronic management systems will mean reduced labour inputs and that the skills most in demand won’t necessarily be stockmanship and pasture management, but rather IT based with a mixture of applied science, finance and business management.

· There will be much more emphasis on natural remedies and solutions to environmental problems, modified through biotechnological developments. 

· Bloat, staggers and acidosis will be bleak memories from the past as will facial eczema, mastitis, laminitis, TB and Johne’s disease. All will have been eliminated by genetic manipulation of both the animal and the feed inputs used

· Other animal health issues will arise to continue to challenge our ability to be profitable producers of natural, healthy products. Would it be possible to have bulimic cows, or cows that would suffer from depression to such an extent they dried themselves off unless the sun shone every day? Or could we end up with a herd of cows that have forgotten how to forage and die of starvation unless the food is delivered to them on a platter as it were?

· We will have developed a super forage that will see the establishment of a grass that will grow 35 tonne of dry matter per hectare in New Zealand’s climate. The digestability of this forage will be such that the genetic capability of our cows can be fully realised, ensuring we achieve maximum production, say 600 kgMS/cow, for minimum cost. 

· We will be able to chose the sex of the calves we want born and eventually, the ability to clone cows and use embryonic transplants will mean we will no longer need bulls (think about that for a bit guys!).

· Traceability will be paramount. Recording of all animals and the events/treatments administered to them will be compulsory as will the recording of any instances of spraying with pesticides, insecticides and weedicides.

· Budgeting and reporting processes for the business will extend beyond the traditional demands of the banks and the taxman. Environmental audits relating to fertiliser and nutrient budgets, greenhouse gases and carbon credits, energy units and food miles consumed will all be features of the on-farm management reporting system.

· Consumers will demand a full assurance programme that guarantees the safety of their food. A breach of these standards could be terminal in terms of the future of the individual producer as well as the industry as a whole.

· Most of the water in milk will be removed, firstly through gene technology within the cow, and secondly on farm through processing technology. Milk storage facilities will be developed to such an extent that milk will only be collected weekly, without any degradation in quality or functionality.

· Further research into the properties of the various components of milk will see huge opportunities open up for the sale of products with pharmaceutical, health and nutritional benefits. Just last month, a joint venture was announced between Fonterra and the University of Auckland, supported by identical funding from FRST, to investigate the components of milk that can enhance bone growth and treat inflammatory diseases as well as cancer. 

· Other components of milk will be used to enhance beauty, reduce the effects of aging and encourage weight loss.

· Yet other components may be identified that mean milk will provide an alternative source of fuel at a time when world security is threatened by warring between 

oil-rich nations.

· All these products could conceivably be produced through tailor-made milk direct from the farm or from advances in manufacturing technology behind the factory door.

· The production of tailor-made milk could involve either GM or non-GM technologies, depending upon the availability of that technology and also upon consumer preference.

· Ultimately, it could come to pass that a significant portion of the income we earn doesn’t come from milking our own cows, but from the value added parts of the business where brands and Intellectual Property generate the most profitable returns.

This is all speculation, some of which can be justified based on what we know today. The rest is imaginary. What we do know is that things will be different - very different. 

Because of that, we need to ensure that as farmers and the owners of this industry, we maintain control of our destiny. We must make informed decisions and be pro-active in ensuring that the industry moves ahead in a sustainable direction; a direction that we, and our customers, are comfortable with. Consumer perception around food safety, animal welfare and the environment will determine how successful we will be in the marketplace.

We must ensure that our future is prosperous and take individual responsibility for ensuring that the achievements of those before us are developed and enhanced for those who are yet to come.

Therefore, as owners and custodians of the future of this industry we must:

· Protect and enhance our clean, green image.

· Maintain our low cost competitive advantage.

· Be willing to invest even more in R&D and innovation to ensure that we are always ahead of the game, delivering what the customer wants in the manner he wants it and when he wants it.

· Capture the maximum benefits right along the value chain by supporting the 

co-operative nature of the industry and continuing to work together .

As Warren Larsen stated in the last Dairy Board Annual Report “The future is not some place we are going to, but one we are creating.”

Let’s make sure the future we create is one that we can all be proud of.
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