Shelter Improves Dairy Production

Peter Smail 

Farmer


Firstly, I would like to acknowledge the efficiencies of your industry. Your herd management, production and marketing, your pasture management, top-dressing and pastoral plants: these are lessons to be learned by many in the farming industry.

As a dry-land sheep and beef farmer I’m aware that cattle are kinder grazers, most importantly that their product would cover the cost of obtaining water. But success should be recognised and I congratulate you on your initiative and enterprise.

However, having said all that, I believe that to obtain maximum production from your herds an enlightened tree-planting programme should be established on the farm.

This means shelterbelts, and here I lose some. Tree roots that sucker into the head races, irrigation booms that catch in trees. I’ve heard it all! For ten years I’ve worked with University students planning shelter and I know it can be managed.

You may say “why bother, we are doing all right”, and certainly you were. But having spent a lifetime on the land I know that all branches of farming have their highs and their lows. So let’s have a look at what I mean when talking of an enlightened tree planting programme—what are the objectives?

To establish lineal shelterbelts, long enough so that the wind does not race around the ends, that will ameliorate the climate to make it more conducive to man, beast and pasture.

Dr Joan Radcliff carried out three years’ research in the lee of such a shelterbelt on my property and proved that an area twelve heights out from the shelterbelt, averaged a 60% increase in dry matter yield over the three years.

Firstly, to have a farm plan and plant shelter where you recognise it is most required, taking into account design, shading and how it affects stock movements etc. Get that right, and established, and soon you will benefit from the microclimate.

This all adds up to savings in energy and moisture, reducing transpiration, and less food uptake by the herd. The initial food uptake in animals maintains body temperature, then follows production.

The object is to establish the maximum amount of shelter from minimum land use. To obtain this I recommend crows nest poplar cuttings approximately 2m tall (enough wood so that a hare won’t eat them off). On marginal sites rip to 1m in January or February, then plant in July to 40cm using a modified ripper, spacing 85cm (1 yard approximately) apart; the site to be sprayed before planting. Weed control over the next two years is vital. Distance between fences 3.5m and as the trees establish the bottom wire may be lifted so the cows can graze a little more pasture. The effectiveness of this shelter can be viewed throughout the country.

Another useful tree for lower shelter is Alnus cordata, however it requires side trimming early in its life.

One thing that causes me concern as a breeder of stock is that I’ve noticed on many dairy farms the lack of sheltered nursery paddocks for replacement heifer calves.  I believe the future production of any animal rests with the care and protection it receives when young.  That being the case, a well-sheltered calf haven would be a priority for them.

In conclusion, I am well aware of your present drop in income but I truly believe in—and have experienced—the financial gain product-wise by improving the micro climate with well-designed shelterbelts.

At the Conference I shall illustrate such shelter with slides. I look forward to discussing the subject with you.

Workshop summary

Information from presentation

· Eucalyptus unsuitable due to being aggressive feeders with large rooting system, branches that break and susceptibility to frosts.  

· Douglas Fir/Oregon need higher fertility soils and higher water requirements, are susceptible to wind burn. Don’t like wet feet.

· Not aiming for 100% shelter, just the paddocks for calves and other susceptible stock.  

· Consider neighbours when planting trees.

· Prune every second pine tree in sole pine tree hedges to provide wind flow through hedge, also produces clean logs for milling.  

· Crows nest best poplar to use in shelter hedge, plant one wide by 80 cm with fences 2.5 m to 4 m.

· Spraying and maintenance of trees in first year is vital to tree growth. 

· Planting cuttings well in the ground is better with poplar. If you have the land grow your own poles.  

Conclusion

Planting trees can add value to your property and increase stock performance and pasture growth but it is a long term process with a need for planning.
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