Successful wind shelter for dairy farms

Ken Going

Farmer

A farmer’s perspective 

To understand where trees fit into our farming system I firstly need to explain our farm operation. Like many before us in Canterbury, Joanne and I purchased a dry-land sheep and cropping farm, in 1996, and set about the slash and burn method of conversion. If it got in the way it had to go, which included sheds, sheep-yards, hedges, fences, financiers and the inevitable trees. End result—a well set up farm, set up for rotorainers, giving high production for relatively low costs.

So why change a successful system and plant trees?

Being a livestock farmer in coastal Canterbury the only wind that concerned me was a cold southerly especially during spring. The hot dry nor westerly may drive you crazy but as long as cows have adequate feed it is hardly life threatening. 

The animals that I see most affected by cold are calves under six months of age. Our calf rearing system rears calves on an ad—lib system until the hay barns are about to burst and then calves go outside onto pasture and get milk once per day. Works well in good weather but in a southerly storm young calves suffer and I found myself carting large bales of straw in the freezing cold to make a wall and so give them some shelter. 

The entrepreneur in me told me that good-looking farms with nice trees might make me more dollars when I decide to sell (even though I may be 80 years old). 

The next step is to understand me as a person,

· I am certainly not a greeny, although we take the environment seriously with things like effluent disposal

· I accept (but do not enjoy) inducing cows because it is legal and can be very profitable in some circumstances

· I abide by two rules on my farm "keep it simple" and "it has to be idiot proof"

· I enjoy farm work, but I enjoy profitable farm work more

Our criteria for planting

· Initial purchase and planting cost had to be relatively cheap as dollars spent were competing in other areas of spending such as fertilizer and regrassing

· Time and effort put into initial planting was acceptable as this was a "oncer"

· We did not want to trim tress and clean up the mess ever - All trees planted have to be edible and non toxic to stock – shit happens!

· Trees have to be fast growing to provide shelter in 3 to 4 years, not 10 years time 

· Trees in certain areas had to grow upright with little width to suit our rotorainer irrigation. Areas with sprinkler irrigation allowed more width with no problems

· Grass equals dollars. Trees planted had to use as little ground as possible for maximum shelter effect

Resulting planting

The resulting plantings of poplars and alders are shown in Figure 1, the farm map.
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Figure 1: Farm map.

Looking back, our conclusions 

· It is a two year programme to establish a row of trees so plant some every second year rather than every year until your plantings are complete. 

· Watch for hares with alders, because these to hares are like ice-cream to kids. Buy larger sized trees

· Shelter is not required in every paddock. We aim to have 30% of paddocks offering stock some shelter which means grazing rotations can be altered to take benefit of this in bad weather
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