People Matter

Elizabeth McCraw-Neill

Amuri Dairy Employers Group

People matter. Is this statement true on your farm? Are they a small part or a large part, or do they in fact have any part in the success of the farming operations? Every business is different but in the Amuri dairying area where herd size averages 554 cows, farmers have recognised that the success of their business and indeed their working lives, is heavily dependant on people. Quality people playing integral roles in day to day tasks, influence future goals and overall achievements. 

One year ago, the Amuri Dairy Employers Group was formed by people who foresaw some labour challenges for dairying, particularly for dairy farmers in the Amuri area. They also had a desire to be the best employers and labour managers they could be.

This is not to suggest that in the past year we have found all the answers, nor have we necessarily recognised all the challenges. However by sharing with you the reasons we formulated our aims and objectives and how we are going about achieving them, we hope to raise awareness of staff issue challenges and maybe provide some answers to those who are interested. Additionally we hope it will ultimately benefit the dairy industry as a whole.

Arguably the most important factor which has prompted Amuri farmers in to action was the question of labour availability and not just labour, but good quality, reliable, responsible and motivated labour. New Zealand has an unemployment rate of 5.4% (March 2001 quarter), with the lowest unemployment rates being 2.8% in Southland and 2.9% in Tasman / Nelson / West Coast / Marlborough. To put it into perspective, this means that about 2900 people are out of work and looking for jobs in those South Island areas, with most of them being urban. More than 50% of  unemployed people are long term unemployed, 48% have no educational attainment and only 15% of those unemployed live rurally. Over the last decade there has been a significant decline (58%) in people employed in agriculture and fishing. In comparison, employment in the construction industry is up 13% and manufacturing up 12.8% over the same period. Agricultural revenue is projected to increase by 24% over the next 5 years. Dairy farmers of New Zealand are one of the highest contributors to our economy and dairying is still expanding, yet the rural labour force is declining.

To offset the detrimental effects these statistics suggest and to compete against other industries for the same labour force and, to ensure that the group members achieve full employment on their farms the Amuri Dairy Employers Groups set for itself the following aims.

· To promote the Amuri dairy industry as a positive career choice and an attractive 

employment option.

· To be high calibre employers.

· To provide an exceptional dairy employer network within the Amuri area.

To meet the requirements of our first aim we developed a publicity plan that has seen extensive promotion of the group, the area and the dairy industry. The development of the Hurunui Academy in conjunction with the high school and other associated organisations, ensures local school leavers and unemployed people have an opportunity to enter dairying. Continuing to build relationships with training, education and other relevant establishments also assists bringing in new people who may have been lost to other industries or other geographical areas. The group employment co-ordinator provides a key link between job vacancies and employees in search of new positions. 

To achieve our second aim has been by far most challenging and intensive. It has two main focuses, the employer and the employee. For the employer, a compulsory Code of Practice addresses three things which become the basis of the employer’s requirement. 

· Firstly, the basic standards any dairy employer should provide 

· Secondly, an assessment process to ensure full compliance

· Thirdly compulsory employer training in areas such as labour management, employer relations, anger management, time management. 

The employee requirements we are endeavoring to provide include:

· appropriate living facilities

· stipulated work requirements

· basic standards for fair and reasonable treatment

· unbiased and appropriate support in employment issues

· assurances that their employer is regularly subjected to review just as they are. 

Training of staff is an integral part of the process and provision of some social activities is also important, particularly to new or more isolated employees.

We believe that if we meet our own requirements and provide staff with requirements that meet theirs, it will ensure stable staff numbers and easier management of the farm business.

Our last and final aim has seen the formation of a strong social network among dairy farmers ready to welcome and support new people to the district as well as each other. Provision of an emergency labour list, marketing materials for self-promotion, a more definite profile offering higher levels of community support and responsibility has also assisted the dairy industry to integrate more successfully in the area.

In summary we have come a long way in one year and still have much to achieve. Our success to date has been outstanding and measurable. We intend to continue expanding our mandate in order to remain a leader in dairy employment and labour management.     

Workshop summary

Elizabeth and her husband Stuart sharemilk 540 cows in Culverden. She currently works as a marketing marketing manager in the raw materials industry. One year ago, a group of Amuri dairy farmers formed the Amuri Dairy Employers Group, after recognising that farmers in that district were having difficulty attracting and maintaining staff.

Presentation summary

· TheAmuri Dairy Employers Group (ADEG) believe that staff are crucial to the success of your business, to your quality of life and to the farming management. 

· The employers biggest challenge was recognised as Labour Availability. This was a problem because of low unemployment rates (i.e. fewer people available competing industries (taking more staff) and the issue or dairy industry growth (more jobs to be filled).

· The aims of the ADEG were:

· To promote the Amuri dairy industry as a positive career choice and an attractive employment option 

· To provide high calibre employers 

· To provide exceptional dairy employer network within the Amuri area 

· Results of the group, after one year have been outstanding. There has been an increase in the number and the quality of job applicants in the district, a very successful establishment of the Huranui Academy, higher awareness by district employers of appropriate standards and a higher standard of labour relations. 

· The Hurunui Academy has been an integral part of the ADEG, providing young people in the district with a motivating and rewarding environment, where they can learn new skills (including life skills) that will equip them well in the dairy industry.

Discussion summary

· The cost of joining the group is $100/year, with assessments and courses mainly

           being funded.

· The code of practice has been controversial, but mainly relates to working conditions.

           It doesn’t set a wage level, and the assessments are compulsory, but if members do

       not make the grade in their assessment, the group will help them to raise their

                  standard.

· The group does not condone “poaching” of staff, but do recognise that staff can work

      where they want to, and competition is now part of the business.

· Farmers must want to be involved and believe in the group, to get the best out of it.

Final thought

“It is unfair to understaff, underpay and undervalue your staff. It is not reasonable to expect them to subsidise your business in this way.”
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