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Preface 

New Zealand dairy farming has expanded both in size of farm and in location in recent 
years. An important part of these developments has been the growth in large herd dairy 
farms which appear to have a different social character when compared to the traditional 
dairy farm. In this Research Report Dr Fairweather provides a preliminary examination of 
large herd farms and describes in detail the way these farms are organised. The report will 
be of value to observers of the dairy scene in New Zealand and to dairy farmers interested 
in large herd farming. 
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Summary 

This research reports the results of interviewing 29 large herd dairy fanners (over 500 cows) 
in the North and South Islands of New Zealand and describes their social organisation of 
production. On average the fanners were 39 years old, their fanns involved 6.0 full-time 
workers and milked 895 cows. In some cases the fanns comprised a number of separate 
units so that there was an average of 3.7 full-time employees per case or 2.5 full-time 
employees per fann unit. Most employees (55 per cent) intended to own their own farm and 
were likely to succeed but 16 per cent planned a career as manager or milker. 

There were five distinctive types of large herds fanns. Group 1 fanners were in a variety 
of pre-fann ownership situations and aspired to fann ownership with a smaller herd with few 
employees. Group 2 fanners had increased in size to get out of the milking shed and 
typically did not do the milking. Group 3 fanners were committed to the fann and involved 
in milking. Group 4 fanners had a home fann plus others and did little milking. Finally, 
Group 5 fanners had one very large fann and typically did not do any milking. 

As scale increases it is harder for each fann owner to have hands-on management of milking 
cows. The five groups described in this research show a sequence of increased scale 
(number of full-time workers, cows milked, and effective area) associated with increasing 
numbers of people not working full time. The challenge of managing increasing scale is to 
maintain contact with milking and production. There are four main ways of doing this. 
Group 3 fanners do it themselves (perhaps not with every milking but at least once per day) , 
Group 2 farmers use contract milkers, Group 4 fanners use sharemilkers or managers and 
Group 5 fanners use a tightly managed hierarchy with supervisors and herd managers. 
Group 3 and Group 4 fanners achieve best production per hectare. It is likely that they have 
achieved this because responsibility for production rests with those involved in milking. 

Work organisation on large herds dairy fanns is characterised by routine work and 
extraordinary work coordinated by either close supervision or by delegation. Work typically 
is organised verbally, and fanners prefer to recruit competent employees who show initiative 
and respond to education. Staff relations are particularly important on large herds farms and 
some fanners have developed empathetic and sophisticated staff management practices. 
Regular time off from milking is the norm and on a few fanns there are innovative work and 
milking schedules. Large herds fanners emphasise planning, organisation and attention to 
detail as some of the important key success factors in large herds fanning. Compared to 
family fanns, large herds dairy farms have more employees and they play an important role 
in success of the fann. Large herds fanners are forced to be efficient in their use of time 
and they believe they are well able to resist financial setbacks. Finally, the character of large 
herds dairy fanning tends to preclude family involvement making it distinctive from family 
fanning. 

The report concludes by arguing that the advent of large herds fanning appears not to be 
precluding access to fann ownership and that the character of large herds farming supports 
meritocratic access to land. Further research is needed before the views and conditions of 
workers are fully known but the results here suggest that their conditions are satisfactory. 

(vii) 





Chapter One 
Background to Large 

Herd Dairy Farming in New Zealand 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of literature which shows how dairy fann social organisation 
is variable, and has a distinctive character in different parts of the world. The review briefly 
illustrates industrial and family types of dairy fann social organisation, and raises questions 
about the evolution of dairy fanning. The chapter goes on to consider briefly the social 
character of dairy farming in New Zealand and concludes with the three main objectives of 
this research. 

1.2 Variations in Dairy Farm Social Organisation 

Dairy fanns can be studied in a number of ways. For example, animal scientists can study 
production and the genetic potential of dairy herds. Alternatively, agricultural economists 
can study economic variables associated with production and sociologists can study social 
aspects of dairy farming and focus on the way dairy farms are organised. All three 
approaches can improve our understanding of what is studied to inform the theories in their 
respective disciplines and all three can make practical recommendations to dairy farmers. 
The focus of this report is on the social aspects of dairy farming in New Zealand, in 
particular the social organisation on large herd dairy farms (those with over 500 cows). 
Social organisation refers to the way people come together and work on a fann. 

Gilbert and Akor (1988) described both industrial dairy farms in California and family dairy 
fanns in Wisconsin. The family dairy fanns typically have small herds with 44 cows on 
average (see Table 1), enough land to grow the necessary feed and a little outside hired 
labour. The industrial dairy fanns in California, although owned and managed by families, 
employ a larger number of hired workers. There are two forms of industrial fanns: one 
type has a large land area to grow at least some of the feed for a large number of cows, the 
other averages over 600 cows on a maximum of 32 hectares using purchased feed. Thus, 
the large herd size and the use of hired labour distinguishes industrial dairy fanns in 
California from family dairy fanns in Wisconsin. Data in Table 1 summarise the key 
characteristics of dairy farms in both states showing wide variations and reflecting the large 
scale of Californian farms. 

The authors go on to account for a number of factors that explain the development of the two 
types of dairy fanns in the U.S. One factor is the natural environment. In Wisconsin the 
weather is colder than in California, and the topography is hilly which limits the use of large 
equipment. Another factor is urbanisation. Population growth in Los Angeles county in 
California forced dairy farmers to sell land at urban prices and move to new areas 50 miles 
East of Los Angeles where they established industrial-type dairy farms. In these areas the 
farmers could buy agricultural by-products. 
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Table 1 
Comparison of Dairy Farms in California and Wisconsin. 1982 

California Wisconsin 

NUMBER 

Farms 2,708 40,155 
Cows 929,484 1,759,682 

AVERAGE 

Hired workers per farm 4.0 0.8 
Herd size 343 44 
Value products sold $717,717 $79,790 
Value land & buildings $1,165,197 $272,357 
Feed expenses $315,439 $11,654 
Hired labour expenses $57,865 $6,766 

The labour structures on each type of farm are distinctive. Californian dairy farms are 
specialised. On a 800-1,000 cow farm there is an owner-manager, a herdsman, three to five 
milkers, a calf manager, a feeder, a breeder and relief workers. Milking occurs for 15-20 
hours per day. In Wisconsin, farmers do all of the different jobs, and grow crops as well. 
They are assisted by unpaid family labour. In sum: the family dairy farm has a labour force 
willing to work for low wages to preserve the family farm while industrial dairy farms derive 
profits from wage labour applied to efficient and well used technology (Gilbert and Akor, 
1988:66). 

The divergence in dairying structure in the U.S. is not accepted by all researchers. Lyson 
and Geisler (N.D.) used updated data to find evidence of large-scale dairy farms in the 
traditional dairy farming states. This is interpreted as evidence of convergent dairy farm 
structure. The authors go on to suggest that despite apparent convergence there is theoretical 
evidence to suggest that smaller-scale producers may find market advantages in producing 
specialist products. There is some empirical evidence that in some areas there are growing 
numbers of small, family-sized dairy farms. In another vein (Geisler and Lyson, 1990) note 
that large-scale dairy production may have systemic vulnerabilities such as accident 
proneness, loss of diversity and dependence on wage labour. These factors may make large
scale production less successful in competition with family-sized dairy farms. This argument 
is, in essence, an 'inefficiencies of scale' argument, commonly used by those arguing that 
family farms have competitive efficiencies that ensure their survival. 

Grant (1991) also compares industrial and family dairy farms in the U.S. but finds the 
contrast inside California. Farms near Los Angeles are large (up to 2,000 cows) with drylot 
feeding systems using by-products from the agricultural industry, while dairy farms near the 
Oregon border resemble those in Wisconsin. The large farms occur because of the benign 
climate, low cost feeds, and relatively cheap hired labour. Also relevant, argues Grant, is 
the corollary to cheap labour: farmers do not milk every day. These farmers are more able 
to get involved in management decisions and strategic planning, and are more business-like. 
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Research in the U.K. shows that some dairy farms there are very large and are organised 
along industrial lines. Armstrong and Lloyd (1975) studied human organisation on a 1,300 
cow dairy farm. The land area was 809 hectares and there were 12 herds. The staff 
consisted of a managing director, an office manager, a vet, a farm manager, a stock 
manager, 25 herdsmen, tractor drivers and others, amounting to 30 persons. The researchers 
designed a management development programme in order to improve staff participation in 
the business and to reduce staff turnover. They reported that while the managers resisted 
change there was a change to a participative style of organisation although the improvement 
was not as much as expected. 

Pile (1990) provides a detailed account of six dairy farms in Somerset, England linking case 
histories to marketing structures and theories of changes in capitalist society. Here, the cases 
are of smaller-scale farms with family members and some hired workers. Significantly, Pile 
concludes that on these farms family relations are never explicitly considered but always put 
first over farm relations. Current trends are tending to split the farm from the family leading 
to a different type of (family) farm. 'As farms are increasingly run along business lines, 
then the survival of the family and the survival of the farm may be separated ... ' (Pile, 
1990:77). Family farmers may become more oriented towards a business-like farm and the 
family will be less involved in farming, even while the family continues to provide labour. 

This brief review has served to illustrate the variation in social organisation of dairy farming 
in North America and England. In both cases there is a numerically dominant, small, family 
farm type of organisation along with fewer, larger industrial-type farms. The more detailed 
studies of those reviewed have addressed the issues of understanding why the different types 
of dairy farm occur, and of examining the historical pattern and current trends in dairy farm 
social organisation. 

1.3 Contemporary Dairy Farming in New Zealand and 
Research Objectives 

Average herd size in New Zealand IS mcreasing, and in recent years there has been 
considerable attention given to large herd dairy farms. The Large Herds Association has 
organised annual meetings for dairy farmers since 1970 and has played a leading role in 
promoting large herd dairy farming. Until 1993 the criterion for a large herd was 300 cows 
but by 1994 the criterion was changed to 500 cows. In addition, relatively buoyant prices 
have sustained growth and development in the dairy industry and the spread of dairying to 
former sheep/beef farming areas. Typically, large herd farms have played an important role 
in these developments. 

These changes in the dairy industry make it timely to undertake research on dairy farm social 
organisation. Dairy farming in New Zealand is well studied, but typically from a biological 
point of view. Thus, there is abundant research on pasture management and animal 
husbandary, for example. Less is known about dairy farmers or the social organisation of 
dairy farms. An early study of living standards on dairy farms (Doig, 1940) met with a cool 
reception because it painted a gloomy picture. Some recent research was focused on dairy 
farm women, e.g. Begg (1991). More relevant to this research are comments by Yerex 
(1989) in his account of the New Zealand dairy industry. Family farms, that is farms owned 
and operated by the farm couple, predominated in the early period of development of the 
dairy industry. At that time the farmers could not afford to employ labour, and wives and 
children provided the needed assistance on the farm. Family farms, along with sharemilkers 
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became the established pattern. Dairy fanns in New Zealand typically are managed by fann 
owners or sharemilkers, the latter owning the cows only, and share in a proportion (typically 
50 per cent) of the revenue. Yerex, (1989:58) -notes that 'large-scale dairying operations, 
involving a substantial workforce and extensive operations under central management, have 
only rarely been attempted, and seldom with success'. For Yerex the main reasons for this 
were that dairy fanners preferred it that way and because family fann dairying is more 
efficient than corporate dairying. Further, the combination of fanners and sharemilkers 
benefits both parties by allowing the established fanners to escape the drudgery of milking 
while retaining an interest in their fann, and it allows young couples a means of achieving 
fann ownership. This pathway to fann ownership takes about 12 years. Part of the culture 
of family farming and sharemilking in the dairy industry is a concern for the prospects of 
young entrants to the dairy industry. At this point, Yerex (1989:187) raises the issue of the 
impact of sustained good dairy prices on this fann structure, in particular, the prospects for 
the rise in corporate farming and the implication this would have for co-operatively owned 
dairy companies. Also noted is the increase in the number of fanners owning a number of 
fanns and the impacts this may have on entry to fann ownership. 

These issues form the background to the present research. The main research question is: 
Is the character of dairy fann social organisation changing with the advent of large herd 
fanns? The main objectives of this research are to: 

1. Analyse changes in herd sizes and identify in what areas these occur; 
2. Describe the social organisation of production on large herd fanns; and 
3. Examine the characteristics of successful fanns, where success is measured in terms 

of both finances and labour relations. 

Additional objectives are to examine: 

4. The connection between personnel organisation and dairy production; 
5. The impact of large herd developments on ownership pathways; and 
6. The ambitions and ability of employees, and their incentives. 
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Chapter Two 
Methods 

There were two elements to the methods used in this research. First, herd size distribution 
and location (Objective 1) were examined by using data from the Livestock Improvement 
Annual Reports. These are based on an annual cow survey of all dairy farmers which 
includes almost every dairy farmer. Second, the social character of the dairy farms and 
related issues (Objectives 2-6) were examined by way of interviewing a small, random 
sample of large herd farmers. 

The design of the research was governed by the need to interview farmers in order to learn 
about the social organisation on their farms. It was expected that interviews with 20 to 30 
farmers would provide sufficient understanding of large herd farm organisation and sufficient 
data for analysis. In all, 29 interviews were conducted and this number proved to be 
adequate because, by the end of the interviewing, common patterns to the responses were 
emerging. The 29 farms represent 17 per cent of the estimated 173 farms in New Zealand 
with over 500 cows. 

Lists of large herd owners were provided by the Large Herds Association (past conference 
attendees), some dairy companies, and by the Livestock Improvement Association. The latter 
list was obtained by seeking consent from all dairy farmers with herd sizes of 500 or more. 
From the letter sent out by Livestock Improvement to the estimated total of 173 farmers there 
were 111 farmers (64 per cent) who replied, and, of these, 80 farmers (46 per cent) agreed 
to have their names put forward. There were 31 farmers (18 per cent) who specifically said 
they did not want their names put forward. Thus, nearly one half of the large herd farmers 
were happy to co-operate while one third did not reply. A minor point is that some of the 
farmers reported that they had less than 500 cows. Presumably there are some farmers with 
500 cows who were not on the list. All three lists were used to identify farmers for 
interviewing. 

It was not possible to send out a questionnaire to the large herd farmers because little was 
known about them and formulating a workable questionnaire would have been very difficult 
given the complex organisation on some dairy farms. Interviews had to occur on the farm 
and this meant that only a small number of interviews could be obtained given the time and 
costs involved in travel. Two locations were chosen for the interviews: one in the North 
Island and one in the South Island. For the South Island, nine farmers between Ashburton 
and Invercargill were interviewed during an extended field trip. The three lists of names 
were used to locate farmers within reasonable distance of an irregular line of travel between 
Ashburton and Invercargill. In the North Island some interviews were arranged by Large 
Herds Association representatives and the remainder by the researcher using the lists and in 
some cases suggestions from large herd farmers. In all but one case, the farmers contacted 
were willing to be interviewed. North Island farmers were located near to Te Puke, 
Edgecumbe, Rotorua, Te Awamutu and Mortinsville. Interviews were conducted during 8-
24 November 1993. By taking names at random from the list, and by visiting farmers who 
were available, the sample of farmers used was effectively a random sample. Each farmer 
was considered as a case and each case may include more than one farm unit. 
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Typically, both farm men and women were included in the interview. In some cases only 
the farm man or the farm woman was available. For the first farms a set of preliminary 
questions were used to guide the interview, and these questions were expanded after each 
interview. Generally, the interview was informal with minimal questioning thus allowing 
each farmer to talk at length on any topic. The interviews took 60-90 minutes and covered 
most aspects of dairy farm work organisation. For most of the interviews the following 
topics were covered: work organisation (the number and type of workers), family 
involvement, staff history, staff turnover, the key to staff management, how staff are told 
what to do, incentives, farming background, observations on large herd farms, milking 
schedule, production figures, major challenges, key success factors, ability to handle financial 
crises, aims in next five to ten years, and some minor questions (e.g. computer use, time 
spent in the office per week, days holiday per year). Initially, the intention was to interview 
other workers on the farm in order to learn about their ambitions and to gauge their reactions 
to the work organisation on the farm. However, these interviews were not conducted for two 
main reasons. First it was possible to learn about workers' ambitions and their likelihood 
of success from the farmers. Second, interviewing some or all of the workers would have 
required additional time especially since speaking to all workers on one farm could seriously 
disrupt the daily schedule of work. Using the farmers' opinions about the ambitions and 
prospects of their employees was a satisfactory source because the farmers were in a position 
to observe their employees, and had knowledge and experience of the industry from which 
to judge the likelihood of success. Employees opinions would be more likely to reflect their 
optimism and inflate their prospects for success. 

With a small, random sample it is not possible to draw conclusions about the population with 
a high degree of confidence. It is not the purpose of this research to provide a detailed 
quantitative analysis of large herd farms - such research would be better done with a larger 
sample survey using a formal questionnaire, or by analysing Livestock Improvement data in 
more detail. Instead, the objective here was to look for general patterns in the responses or 
to find specific subgroups where the salient character of the farm organisation was different 
to the other sub groups. That is, the purpose was to look out for different types of large 
herd farms, defined in terms of distinctive character of social organisation. However, some 
quantitative data were gathered, such as the production figures, and these will be presented 
in order to describe the farms. But care is needed not to assume that the sample accurately 
reflects the large herd population. At best the data from the 17 per cent of farms are 
indicative only of patterns in the population of large herd dairy farmers. 
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3.1 Introduction 

Chapter Three 
Results 

This chapter includes a preliminary section on herd size data before focusing on the 
characteristics of large herd dairy farms. It then examines work organisation, success factors 
in large herd farming and concludes with comparisons between types of farms. 

3.2 Herd Size Distribution and Location 

Herd size distribution for factory supply dairy farms is shown in Table 2. Herd size data 
are included from 1988/89 to 1992/93, with no data for 1991192. Also included at the 
bottom of the table is the average herd size, the number of herds with over 300 cows, and 
the percentage of herds with over 300 cows. Generally, the average herd size has been 
increasing steadily and in the last 11 years increased from an average of 129 cows in 1980/81 
to an average of 170 cows in 1991192. Similarly, the number of herds with more than 300 
cows has increased steadily and rapidly so that by 1992/93 the number has nearly doubled 
from that in 1988/89, just four years previously. For 1992/93, nine per cent of herds have 
over 300 cows. 

Focusing on the herd size distribution data shows that herds less than 149 cows have been 
decreasing in number, while herds over 150 cows have been increasing in number. For these 
herds the percentage increase since 1988/89 is shown in the right hand column and the herds 
at the larger end of the range, while fewer in number, have the larger relative increase. 
Herds of 400 or more cows have increased by 1 V2 times in the space of five years. 

The number of herds has been relatively constant at around 13,500 in recent years. The total 
number of cows has increased steadily as the number of larger herds has grown. The 
declines in the number of herds less than 149 cows is probably due to retirement of older 
dairy farmers who sell their herds. Meanwhile, some established farmers have increased 
their herd size and some new entrants have begun with larger herd sizes than earlier new 
entrants. These factors lead to larger herds. 

The establishment of dairy farms in new areas may explain some of the 415 increase in the 
total number of herds between 1990/91 and 1992/93. This increase is accounted for in part 
by herds over 400 cows (+ 140) and by increases in all the other herd sizes over 150 cows. 
So this latest gain cannot be attributed solely to new farms because these tend to be large. 
It is possible that when expansion of dairying into new areas slows down or stops, then the 
total number of herds may decline as the retirement process continues to occur and the 
number of herds less than 149 cows declines. 
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Table 2 
Factory Supply Herd Size Distribution. 1988/89 to 1992/93 

(80181) 88189 89/90 90/91 91/92 92/93 % Increase 
from 88/89 

10-49 343 336 340 - 129 

50-99 2,077 1,978 1,741 - 1,239 

100-149 4,862 4,569 4,354 - 4,101 ................................................................. ...................................................................................................................................... ............................... 
150-199 3,359 3,392 3,463 - 4,008 19 

200-249 1,582 1,627 1,844 - 2,100 33 

250-299 726 728 817 - 1,039 43 

300-349 366 408 465 - 603 64 

350-399 142 160 207 - 287 102 

400 + 136 159 211 - 351 158 

Total 13,593 13,357 13,442 - 13,857 

Average Herd Size 129 157 160 166 170 -
No.of herds > 300 cows - 644 727 883 - 1,241 

% of herds > 300 cows 1.5% 5.0% 5.4% 6.5% - 9.0% 

Source: Livestock Improvement Annual Reports. 
Notes: 1. No data available for 1991192. 

2. For 1987/88 the data are available but are organised in a different herd size distribution. 

Table 3 shows the geographical distribution of herds over 300 cows for 1992/93. The region 
with the most large herds (46 per cent) is Auckland which includes the Waikato. Each of 
the other regions has from seven to fourteen per cent of the large herd farms, with the South 
Island having the next largest share, behind Auckland. These data correspond well to the 
two study areas chosen in the research. All of the North Island farms studied were in the 
Auckland region or in Bay of Plenty/East Coast. The table also shows the number of herds 
over 500 cows as a percentage, and Wellington/Hawkes Bay and the South Island have 
relatively higher percentages, especially the South Island. 
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Table 3 
Geographical Distribution of Factory Supply Herds Larger than 300 Cows, 1992/93 

BOPI Wgtn South 
Northland Auckland E.Coast Taranaki IH.Bay Island Total 

300-349 70 277 49 84 65 58 603(49%) 

350-399 31 139 21 30 21 45 287(23%) 

400-499 23 102 11 18 30 44 228(18%) 

500-699 6 47 5 4 10 21 93(7%) 

700-999 1 8 2 0 5 8 24(2%) 

1,000 + 0 1 2 0 2 1 6(0%) 

131(11%) 547(46%) 90(7%) 136(11%) 133(11%) 177(14%) 1,241 

% over 
500 cows 6 46 7 3 14 24 

Source: Livestock Improvement Annual Report Data. 

Notes: The table from which this table was taken excludes 573 herds for which no details were available. 

3.3 General Characteristics of the Farms 

The random sampling procedure used in contacting farmers ensured that a diverse group of 
large herd farmers were used in this research. Not all of the farms were organised in the 
same way and the next section will focus on distinctive patterns of organisation. For the 
moment the general characteristics are noted. Table 4 shows a summary of some of the 
essential features of all 29 farms giving the averages for a variety of variables. The average 
is taken for the 29 cases but it must be remembered that some of these comprise a number 
of separate farm units, for example, where there are one or more sharemilkers. Thus, the 
average is a summary of 29 cases only, where each case is a farm in the broadest sense. 
Typically, the farmers were 39 years old, involved 6.0 full-time workers (not just 
employees), milked 895 cows and will produce this season an estimated 151,000 kilograms 
of milk fat. Care should be taken in interpreting the average of 6.0 full-time workers on the 
farms. This figure includes paid workers and the farm owners and sharemilkers, and is 
based on the best estimate of the total number of full-time workers on each farm, and does 
not include casual workers or other family workers where these were less than 25 per cent 
of full time. The table also shows four ratios relevant to productive efficiency. These are 
based on an estimation of the current season's production because this figure corresponds 
directly to the current size of the farm and the current number of workers. Naturally, this 
estimation reflects the situation in November, 1993. 
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Table 4 
Summary Data for All Farms 

Age (male) 

Full-time workers 

Cows milked 

Effective area (ha.) 

Production last season (kg. milk fat) 

Estimated production this season (kg.milk fat) 

Kilograms of milk fat per worker 

Kilograms of milk fat per cow 

Kilograms of milk fat per hectare 

Number of cows per worker 

Average 

39 

6.0 

895 

371 

118,000 

152,990 

25,498 

171 

412 

149 

An important characteristic of large herd farms is that they tend to employ more than two 
employees. On the 29 case farms were a total 106 full-time paid employees (excluding 
share milkers and contract milkers) giving an average of 3.7 employees per case. The 29 
cases comprised 42 separate farm units so there was an average of 2.5 full-time employees 
per farm unit. 

The full-time employees were nearly evenly split between being married or being single. 
Most of them (83 per cent) lived on the farm, and they have been employed for an average 
of 16.8 months. Table 5 shows employees' ambitions in dairy farming as indicated by the 
farmer. Farmers were asked what were the ambitions of their employees, in terms of aiming 
for farm ownership, and also their likelihood of success. The table shows that about one half 
(55 per cent) are intending to own a farm and are likely to succeed. In some cases (17 per 
cent), naturally, the farmer was uncertain as to the prospects of the employee because it 
depended on how well they worked at it, or whether they received family assistance, 
including marrying a dairy farmers' daughter. In only a few cases (four per cent) did the 
farmers hold a pessimistic view of the employees' ambitions. Eleven or 16 per cent of 
employees sought a career in the dairy farming industry not as farm owners but typically as 
managers, milkers or machinery experts. In fact four of these career employees were 
managers or milkers over 40 years old, two were machinery experts or 'floaters', and five 
were younger herd managers or supervisors. Finally, only seven per cent were judged as 
not intending to make a career in dairy farming. These data indicate that large herd farmers 
typically employ workers committed to dairy farming, with most seeking farm ownership. 
Not researched fully in this study were the ambitions of sharemilkers and it is assumed here 
that the majority of sharemilkers aspire to farm ownership. 
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Table 5 
Ambitions of Farm Employees 

No. ~ 

Intending to own a fann and likely to succeed 38 55 

Intending to own a fann and probably will not succeed 3 4 

Farmer undecided or uncertain 12 17 

Career as manager, milker, other 11 16 

Not intending ...2 ...:z. 
69 100 

Unable to determine ..JZ 

106 

Fann employees playa significant role on large herd fanns and one issue of interest to many 
large herd fanners was the level of remuneration for employees. From the interviews the 
following data were obtained. 

Average wage for married, full-time workers = 
Range: 

Average wage for single, full-time workers = 
Range: 

$28,280 
$19,000 - $40,000 

$19,730 
$12,000 - $40,000 

Finally are noted the data for some minor questions asked of each fanner. Ten out of 29 
fanners (or 34 per cent) owned and used a computer. There were three fanners who had a 
computer but did not use it, and one fanner who used two computers. On average, fanners 
spend seven hours per week in the office, but the average is skewed by four fanners who 
said 20 to 40 hours per week: most farmers said they worked about three to four hours per 
week. However, this was an estimate made by the fanners and it is likely to underestimate 
actual office work such as answering the telephone while at home, for example. The fanners 
took two to three weeks holidays per year and had attended one to two conferences in the last 
year. 

3.4 Specific Characteristics of the Farms 

While the 29 cases studied were large herd fanns, it became apparent during the course of 
the interviews that there were widely varying types of large herd fanns. For example, in 
some cases, the length of time fanning with large herds had meant that the farmers were in 
quite a different situation from those who had recently increased numbers, or those who had 
recently acquired land for conversion to dairy farming. There were five groups of large herd 
fanners. Members of each group appeared to have some similar characteristics and showed. 
the same approach to large herd fanning in the way they organised their workers and in their 
involvement in milking. These criteria formed the basis of the partitioning into groups and 

11 



this was perfonned before the data were collated. The following sub-sections examine each 
of these groups before returning to the comparison across the groups. 

3.4.1 Group 1 : Large Herd to Obtain Own Farm 

Out of the total number of 29 cases studied there were five cases who owned or managed a 
large herd with a view to ultimately owning their own farm. However, the distinctive feature 
of this group is that they intended to run their own farms by themselves. Their goal was to 
run a modest herd of from 150 to 250 cows. Not all were intending to be limited to one 
small herd: in two cases the ten year plan was to buy another, larger farm to be run by a 
sharemilker. These large herd farmers were in a variety of pre-farm ownership situations. 
Three were sharemilkers, one was on leased land and one was on a contract. The farmers 
delegated responsibility for the herds to herd managers, either by having one herd manager 
responsible for the main herd, or by having two herd managers each responsible for one 
herd. However, all of these farmers were involved in milking, although one was not 
regularly involved. Some of these farmers said that they managed their staff or married 
couples or single men well, saying that the key to successful staff management was to employ 
good staff. The others reported difficulties with staff saying it was hard to get good staff, 
or staff with the right level of experience. 

Typically there were nearly four full-time workers together milking an average of 592 cows 
on 274 hectares (see Table 6). On average these farms were producing an estimated 26,648 
kg. of milk fat per full-time worker, 166 kg. of milk fat per cow and 360 kg. of milk fat per 
hectare for the current season. 

Table 6 
Selected Data for Group 1 Farms 

Average 

Age (male) - 42 31 31 29 33 

Full-time workers 4 4 4 3 3.5 3.7 

Cows milked 570 730 540 500 620 592 

Effective area (ha.) 262 369 265 225 259 274 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 84,000 93,000 - 71,000 70,000 79,500 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 100,000 110,000 100,000 83,000 100,000 98,600 

Kg. milk fat per worker 25,000 27,500 25,000 27,667 25,000 26,648 

Kg. milk fat per cow 175 151 185 166 161 166 

Kg. milk fat per hectare 381 298 271 369 400 360 

Number of cows per worker 142 182 135 167 177 160 

These large herd farmers all saw large herds as the key to achieve farm ownership. For 
some there was also an element of challenge in their motivation. Generally, they aspired to 
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ownership of modest dairy fanns that could be run without significant additional labour. For 
some in this group the problems of labour management were a critical factor in choosing 
their objective and they would move as quickly as possible to their own, smaller fann. 
Those who were happy to manage labour had other options and would stay in a sharemilking 
position for a longer time to achieve their longer-term plans. 

3.4.2 Group 2 : Increased in Size to Get Out of the Shed 

There were five cases who had increased size in recent years with the main objective of 
getting out of the shed. Two had already achieved this objective and employed contract 
milkers. Two were still regularly milking and one milked in the morning only. Most of 
these fanners were still expanding in size: typically by increasing cow numbers, building 
new sheds or by establishing a bull beef operation. These fanners were motivated to expand 
by the challenge and financial rewards of large cow numbers. They enjoyed farming but not 
milking cows, and directed their energies into the non-milking aspects of farming. Three of 
these fanns had married couples and/or single men while two of them had contract milkers. 
Some of the fanners in this group planned to become involved with other primary production 
activities, such as bull beef or consulting. 

These large herd fanners owned their land as one contiguous property. Typically there were 
four full-time workers together milking an average of 598 cows on 261 hectares (see Table 
7). On average these fanns were producing an estimated 24,250 kg. milk fat per full-time 
worker, 162 kg. of milk fat per cow, and 372 kg. milk fat per hectare for the current season. 

These large herd fanners saw large herds as a part of their farming plans, but they did not 
want the daily tie to milking in the shed. They enjoyed fanning cows but not milking them. 
They were motivated also by the challenge involved in operating a large herd fann. 

Table 7 
Selected Data for Group 2 Farms 

Average 

Age (male) 40 31 29 42 41 37 

Full-time workers 3 4 4 5 4 4 

Cows milked 548 560 560 750 570 598 

Effective area (ha.) 271 323 223 300 190 261 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 64,000 70,000 - 114,000 70,000 79,500 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 90,000 100,000 80,000 120,000 95,000 97,000 

Kg. milk fat per worker 30,000 25,000 20,000 24,000 23,750 24,250 

Kg. milk fat per cow 164 179 143 160 167 162 

Kg. milk fat per hectare 322 310 359 400 500 372 

Number of cows per worker 183 140 140 150 142 150 
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3.4.3 Group 3 : Committed to the Farm - StilI Milking 

There were six cases who had increased in size -on one continuous property, and who were 
still involved in milking. All were seeking to increase production per cow or per hectare, 
or increase stocking rate or build a new shed. These fanners were motivated by the 
challenge and financial rewards of large cow numbers, or by these factors and the need to 
help their sons to get established. Typically, they participated in milking, although in two 
cases it was relief milking. However, they did not state that they had any aversion to or 
preference not to milk, as did those fanners in Group 2. These farmers employed married 
couples and single workers. 

These large herd farmers owned their land but for one who was on leased land. The two 
fanners on the smallest fanns were looking for new or additional land to expand their 
operation. Typically there were 4.9 full-time workers milking an average of 829 cows on 
321 hectares (Table 8). On average these fanns were producing an estimated 28,606 kg. 
milk fat per worker, 169 kg. milk fat per cow and 437 kg. milk fat per hectare for the 
current season. 

These large herd fanners had ambitious goals for their production and milked large numbers 
of cows. They were committed to dairy farming, including milking cows. 

Table 8 
Selected Data for Group 3 Farms 

Average 

Age (male) 50 32 31 41 49 48 42 

Full-time workers 5 4 5 7 4.5 4 4.9 

Cows milked 800 575 700 1,700 600 600 829 

Effective area (ha.) 300 243 390 560 171 263 321 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 110,000 62,000 113,500 191,000 83,000 65,000 104,080 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 140,000 100,000 131,000 280,000 100,000 90,000 140,170 

Kg. milk fat per worker 28,000 25,000 26,200 40,000 22,222 22,500 28,606 

Kg. milk fat per cow 175 174 187 165 167 150 169 

Kg. milk fat per ha. 467 411 336 500 584 342 437 

No. of cows per worker 160 144 140 243 133 150 169 
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3.4.4 Group 4: Home Farm Plus Others - Little Milking 

There were ten cases who had increased in size by using the home farm as a base to purchase 
other, separate farms nearby. Typically all the farms were owned by the farmer and his 
family, although leasing of land was occasionally used. In two of the ten cases there was 
a slightly different and more complex ownership structure involving younger farmers who 
did not yet have complete ownership of the land but were part owners and were themselves 
sharemilkers. Generally, on the subsidiary farms people were employed in a variety of 
ways. In four cases there were non-family 50/50 sharemilkers and in two cases there were 
family members in a 50/50 sharemilker position on one of the farms making a total of nine 
sharemilkers. For the remaining farms there were married couples employed as managers 
and single people. 

These farmers were motivated by the challenge of large herd farming and in many cases by 
the opportunities that arose. Another motivating factor was to get time away from milking 
and to devote more time to farm development. In some cases there was particular enjoyment 
and challenge in managing people. Typically there were 7.4 full-time workers together 
milking an average of 1,074 cows on 419 effective hectares see (Table 9). On average these 
farms were producing an estimated 24,913 kg. of milk fat per full-time worker, 172 kg. of 
milk fat per cow and 440 kg. of milk fat per hectare for the current season. 

These large herd farmers saw large herds as a challenge and had responded to opportunities 
that arose to build a network of farms. They sought to develop the potential of their farms 
and had moved away from day-to-day responsibilities to achieve this goal. 

3.4.5 Group 5 : One Large Farm, Typically Not Milking 

There were three cases who operated a very large farm as one unit or on two farms in close 
proximity. Two of the farms were in private ownership and the remaining one was owned 
by a syndicate. On all these farms were large numbers of workers organised under a 
manager or supervisor who then had herd managers responsible for milking. The largest 
farm had a supervisor, herd manager and cadet arrangement and had use of modem staff 
management techniques such as Total Quality Management. The smallest farm, with only 
600 cows, was a large operation which also had sheep and deer for which additional staff 
were employed. Six out of a total of nine persons were involved in dairying. On all of these 
farms the owners did little or no milking because managing and coordinating work was a 
full-time job. 

Typically there were 10.3 full-time workers together milking 1,433 cows on 794 effective 
hectares see (Table 10). On average these farms were producing an estimated 23,786 kg. 
milk fat per full-time worker, 171 kg. milk fat per cow, and 309 kg. milk fat per hectare for 
the current season. 

These large herd farmers were distinctive in that they had achieved very large size and 
employed an extended hierarchy of workers. 
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0\ 

Age (male) 

Full-time workers 

Cows milked 

Effective area (ha.) 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 

Kg. milk fat per worker 

Kg. milk fat per cow 

Kg. milk fat per ha. 

No. of cows per worker 

48 47 

6 8 

845 1,070 

377 363 

111,000 222,000 

140,000 235,000 

23,333 29,375 

166 220 

371 647 

141 134 

Table 9 
Selected Data for Group 4 Farms 

37 46 37 -

9 8 7.5 5 

1,128 1,155 1,125 1,005 

334 510 397 370 

- 130,000 178,000 138,000 

- 182,000 192,500 207,000 

- 22,750 27,500 41,400 

- 158 171 206 

- 357 485 559 

- 144 161 201 

Average 

42 - 54 38 44 

9 9 8 5.5 7.4 

1,120 1,260 1,082 950 1,074 

263 238 601 745 419 

- - 145,000 134,000 151,000 

- - 164,000 170,000 184,360 

- - 20,500 30,909 24,913 

- - 152 179 172 

- - 273 228 440 

- - 135 173 145 



Table 10 
Selected Data for Group 5 Farms 

Average 

Age (male) 31 - 35 33 

Full-time workers 6 9 16 10.3 

Cows milked 600 1,350 2,350 1,433 

Effective area (ha.) (variable) 809 780 794 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 101,000 (1st Season) 304,000 202,500 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 120,000 215,000 400,000 245,000 

Kg. milk fat per worker 20,000 23,889 25,000 23,786 

Kg. milk: fat per cow 200 159 170 171 

Kg. milk fat per hectare - 266 513 309 

Number of cows per worker 100 150 147 139 

3.4.6 Comparisons Across the Five Groups of Farms 

Having presented data for each of the five groups it is relevant now to compare them. 
However, this comparison is valid only for comparisons between the groups being considered 
here and does not indicate differences between groups in the population because the number 
of cases is small. Larger samples would be needed before inferences can be made to the 
population and before the apparent differences between groups can be shown to be 
significantly different when taken to represent parts of the population. Further these data 
may not indicate accurately the relative proportions of each group in the population. With 
the present data the differences between the groups are suggestive only of variations in the 
population. 

Table 11 shows the averaged data for each of the five groups just examined. These data are 
taken from the right hand column of Tables 6 to 10 respectively and the table includes 
overall data to show the average over the 29 cases along with two totals in parentheses. The 
names given to each group are included at the top of the table along with the number of 
contract milkers or sharemilkers. The number of cases in each group and the number not 
milking full time are shown in the first two lines. Generally, there is a uniform increase in 
some of the variables, such as the number of full-time workers, number of cows milked, and 
a nearly uniform increase in age and production. To this extent the ordering represents an 
increase in scale. Also relevant is the degree of involvement in milking. Moving from 
Group 1 to Group 5 there is a decline in involvement in milking with the number of farmers 
not milking increasing as a proportion of the number of cases. Group 5, with the largest 
scale, is characterised by having young farmers. 
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Table 11 
Averaged Data for Each Group 

Group 

1 2 3 4 5 

Large Increased Committed Home One large 
herds to in size to to the farm plus farm -

obtain own get out of farm - others - typically 
farm shed milking little not 

(3 contract milking milking 
milkers) (9 share-

milkers) Overall 

No. of cases 5 5 6 10 3 (29) 

No. not milking full-time 1 2 3 9 3 (18) 

Age (male) 33.2 37 42 44 33 39 

Full-time workers 3.7 4 4.9 7.4 10.3 6.0 

Cows milked 592 598 829 1,074 1,433 895 

Effective area (ha.) 274 261 321 419 794 371 

Production last season 
(kg. milk fat) 79,500 79,500 104,080 151,000 202,500 118,000 

Production this season 
(kg. milk fat) 98,600 97,000 140,170 184,360 245,000 152,990 

Kg. milk fat per worker 26,648 24,250 28,606 24,913 23,786 25,498 
(2) (4) (1) (3) (5) 

Kg. milk fat per cow 166 162 169 172 171 171 
(4) (5) (3) (1) (2) 

Kg. milk fat per hectare 360 372 437 440 309 412 
(4) (3) (2) (1) (5) 

No. of cows per worker 160 150 169 145 139 149 
(2) (3) (1) (4) (5) 

The four ratios in the lower half of the table have the group order of each number in 
parentheses just below the respective number. Group 1 fanners have high cows per worker 
and high milk fat per worker. They are involved and close to milking, typically milking full 
time to get the returns to go on and buy their own fann. They have not been able to choose 
their land and this may explain the low production per hectare. Perhaps also they are 
pushing the number of cows and this is leading to low production per cow. Group 2 fanners 
have the lowest production per cow probably because they are not close to daily milking and 
the other production figures for this group are average. Group 3 fanners are similar to those 
in Group 1, having the highest production per worker and cows per worker perhaps because 
these farmers are still milking. They are better established and have high production per 
hectare. Group 4 fanners achieve highest production per cow and per hectare perhaps 
because they have been able to purchase or develop good dairy land, and the managers or 
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sharemilkers have responsibility for production. Group 5 fanns have high production per 
cow presumably because they have successfully established an effective management 
structure. Their production per hectare is low but there were only three cases involved and 
in one case the fann was newly established and not operating to full potential and in the other 
there was no effective area available because it was variable. 

Production per hectare is a key determinant of economic fann surplus (Holmes, 1990) and 
the table shows that Group 4 fanns have the best figure. Group 3 farmers do well too. 
Apparently the arrangements on these two groups foster high production per hectare. 

3.5 Work Organisation 

One of the fundamental aspects of dairy fann work is its regular character. There are daily 
milking and seasonal imperatives such as calving and mating. Much of the work is thus of 
a routine nature and the dairy fanner can organise much of the work by establishing routines 
which indicate what work needs to be done. In addition to the routine work is other work 
of a more variable nature that does require more attention in its organisation. To achieve 
this organisation fanners have two main options depending on their preferred degree of 
involvement in fann activities. One option is close supervision, as typically occurs on Group 
1 and Group 3 fanns. Here the farmer is involved in milking and at the end of milking or 
over breakfast can organise the extraordinary work of the day. The other option, typical of 
Groups 2, 4 and 5, is to employ competent herd managers, contract milkers or sharemilkers 
who are given the day-to-day responsibility which leaves the fanner free to concentrate on 
broader policy and farm development issues. 

For those fanners working closely with employees the most typical means of communication 
is verbal and occurs on a regular, daily basis. Occasionally this is structured as a regular 
meeting sometimes at the beginning of the week. Generally, fanners talk about the work to 
be done. In addition, they use diaries, books or notice boards in the dairy shed to note 
relevant work, information or materials needed. Fanners more distant from their workers 
usually have weekly communication with herd managers, contract milkers or sharemilkers. 
Telephones are a crucial part of this communication process. Many fanners use cell 'phones 
and have telephones at the shed. 

Despite the presence of routines the practice of dairy farming also involves the unexpected 
or unusual events and resolving these problems efficiently requires initiative on the part of 
employees. The fanners mentioned frequently that desirable employees should have initiative 
to handle the unusual work that crops up. This illustrates an important point: the fanner 
cannot supervise every aspect of fann work. There is just too much work set over a wide 
physical area. Further, work poorly done can have significant negative results such as cow 
deaths and loss of production. For those fanners with less experienced workers there is a 
greater need to be more involved in teaching the principles and practice of dairy fanning. 

Recruitment of workers becomes an important issue on large herd fanns. Many fanners 
mentioned that the key to successful large herd farming was recruiting the best workers. 
This is important in ensuring the relatively smooth running of a fann and avoiding the 
problems that can develop, and is more relevant to those farmers who delegate day-to-day 
responsibility. While some farmers advertise or use agencies, especially those in the South 
Island where there is not the same concentration of dairy farmers, most do not and either 
"keep an eye out" for candidates or select from those who approach them. Frequently, 
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references are followed up in order to be more certain about a candidate's credentials. 
Farmers have particular preferences for employees, some preferring candidates with 
demonstrable ability in non-farming occupations or with experience in staff management. 
Some prefer young workers either because they enjoy teaching or because they want to train 
them to suit their particular operation. Some prefer older workers or married couples in 
order not to be committed to training, or to obtain workers who are more likely to settle in 
to the work. Many farmers preferred workers who were committed to the industry and who 
wanted to move through the ranks and achieve farm ownership. 

In addition to recruiting good staff, training and education are important and this was 
recognised by nearly all farmers. There was widespread attendance at discussion groups, 
conferences and field days, and the farmers were quick to encourage their workers to attend. 
Further, some of the farmers paid for experts to visit their farm and provide specialist 
training, for example, on veterinary issues. 

The financial reward for work is an important facet of worker performance. Farmers did 
use incentives over and above the annual wage. Some were using milk production incentives 
but many had tried these and now preferred not to use them because milk production 
reflected seasonal factors rather than worker performance. Incentives were used for absence 
of grades, absence of cow deaths, or for quality of work by way of one-off or Christmas 
bonuses. 

One of the fundamental qualities of large herd farming is the presence of relatively large 
numbers of workers. This means that large herd farmers are forced to develop labour 
management skills. The farmers reported a number of important aspects of staff relations. 
If we assume that successful staff relations are those that demonstrate empathy for the 
employees then we can see that many of the large herd farmers have adopted positive 
approaches to staff relations. Positive approaches include the following practices and 
precepts: 

1. Good communications; 
2. Treat workers as staff (not just paid workers); 
3. Never dictate, challenge or criticise; 
4. Be patient and tolerant, flexible and helpful; 
5. Accept that work may be done in a way different from what you would prefer; 
6. Never lose your cool; 
7. Keep workers informed and interested; 
8. Be concerned for your workers and aware of their needs; 
9. Be honest with your workers; 

10. Develop a team atmosphere; 
11. Keep problems small: allow time out to cool down; and 
12. Share unpleasant tasks. 

However, most frequently emphasised was communication. This meant relating effectively 
with workers and embraces many points of the list above. 

Some farmers, typically those on the larger farms, use advanced management techniques 
which are really ways of organising effective communication. For example, some farmers 
had mission statements, a statement of philosophy, job description or comprehensive work 
manuals which were typed out and given to new employees. Some of these documents 
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fonned the basis of annual negotiations and discussions. Sometimes questionnaires would 
be sent to each worker to get their viewpoints confidentially recorded and this infonnation 
was used to better organise work practices. Some of the staff-oriented farmers organised 
barbecues or took them out for dinner where work issues could be discussed in a relaxed 
setting. Some farmers had their sharemilkers write monthly reports or had their workers 
write down the list of jobs that needed doing. One farmer had introduced Total Quality 
Management practices to encourage continuous growth in learning about dairy farming on 
large farms in order to have thoughtful workers. Farmers with larger numbers of workers 
preferred and expected their workers to work through the hierarchy of positions available on 
their own farm before going on to contracting or sharemilking positions. This way they 
provided clear incentives and retained staff who knew their system of farming very well. 

One consequence of large numbers of workers on large herd dairy farms is that the fanners 
have discretion or flexibility in allocating the work to be done. Two aspects are significant 
here. First, the farmers can play to the strengths and talents of their workers. For example, 
some workers may have a talent for pasture management, machinery, or milking. Second, 
farmers can rotate workers around the jobs that need doing and help to relieve boredom and 
broaden the workers' experience. Specifically, it is possible to give time off from milking. 
Compared to the traditional one farmer - one worker dairy farm, where typically milking is 
always done by the farmer, large herd farmers and employees regularly get time off. One 
weekend off every three or four weeks is common practice. However, on some farms other 
schedules are used, such as twelve days on and four days off or ten days on and two days 
off. Occasionally farmers will hire relief milkers to allow regular workers to have time off. 
Their attitude is that the demands of the job require time off for the employee. This is not 
particularly costly on a large herd farm. In one case milking occurred at 5.00am, 1.00pm 
and 9. OOpm and this allowed the night milker to avoid the 5. OOam milking. While it may 
be onerous to milk at night the work is more varied. Generally, farmers had a positive 
attitude about providing good working conditions: many said that workers expected time off. 

The organisation of work has special characteristics on Group 5 farms. Typically, the fanner 
is full-time organising and coordinating the operation and delegates responsibility for the 
milking to supervisors who manage the herd manager or workers. The farmer communicates 
regularly with the supervisor and less frequently with the other workers. These farmers have 
had to develop a policy of sticking to the lines of delegation established, so that a worker has 
to accept a supervisor's authority. If junior staff disagree with the supervisor they have to 
do the job as instructed anyway, then discuss it with the boss. This policy is essential 
because of the numbers of workers involved; experience has taught that work organisation 
becomes chaotic without enforcing the line of command. 

Another issue with coordinating work on the larger farms is keeping track of tools and 
machinery. In one case all machinery was signed out to identify who had it and when it was 
due back. It is easy for tools to be lost or moved to other parts of a typically large farm. 
A related issue was assigning responsibility for maintaining farm machinery, such as 
checking oil and water. With large numbers of tractors, vehicles and machinery, and with 
the pressures of time and many users, machinery was sometimes neglected. This is quite 
different from a family farm where only one or two people are using the machinery. Some 
fanners managed their machinery maintenance by employing a machinery specialist. Farm 
bikes are an essential item on dairy fanns and in many cases each full-time worker had 
access to a bike for their own use. To minimise unnecessary wear and tear many farmers 
provided financial incentives or an annual allowance which meant that, with proper care, the 
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bike would be owned by the worker in a few years. 

The positive aspects of staff relations described above should not lead to the conclusion that 
large herd fanning is free of problems. Some farmers reported difficulty in getting workers 
(especially in the South Island) or in getting workers appropriately qualified for the situation 
for which they were employed. Two farmers had experienced recent staff turnover. 

3.6 Key Success Factors in Large Herd Farming 

If we assume that the farms included in the survey were successful farms then their 
description of key success factors are relevant to understanding how to manage large herd 
farms successfully. In response to the question "What is the key success factor in large herd 
farming?" farmers responded by mentioning farm factors and/or personnel factors. Table 
12 shows the frequency with which the factors were mentioned, and some farmers mentioned 
more than one factor. Most frequent were farm factors, in particular a cluster of five factors 
that all relate to organisation. These were mentioned 17 times and reflect the pressure of 
getting work done when there are large numbers of cows. The farmers were aware that 
because of the scale of operation good planning was essential and paying attention to detail 
was necessary. The consequences of poor planning are serious. Also mentioned, but less 
frequently at six times, were pasture, stock and financial management. These aspects of 
management are probably taken for granted and are necessary conditions for successful large 
herd dairy fanning. Finally, personnel factors were mentioned nine times, and most 
important here was having motivated workers. The distinction between farm and personnel 
factors is not absolute and some of the former relate to the latter. 

Table 12 
Frequency that Key Success Factors Were Mentioned 

FARM 

Finger on the pulse 
Attention to detail, timing (e.g. coordinating supplies) 
Do basic job well 
Fix things immediately 
Planning and organisation 

Financial management 
Pasture management 
Stock management 

PERSONNEL 

Motivated workers 
Staff management 
Handling stress 
Attitude and tenacity 
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2 
5 
2 
2 

-.ll 
17 

1 
3 
2 
6 

4 
2 
2 
1 
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3.7 Large Herd Farms in Comparison to Family Farms 

Large herd fanners had clear ideas about their systems of farming when compared to the 
traditional family dairy fann which may have one or two employees. For some of them the 
increase in size was a reaction to the lifestyle and work situation of their fathers. Large 
herds were a way to have a more flexible approach to working on a dairy farm. Some of 
the fanners stated that the one fanner with one worker arrangement was significantly more 
demanding, especially for the worker, with little time off and a clear distinction between the 
family needs and the employee's needs, and a secondary emphasis on the latter. In contrast, 
on large herds, fann labour becomes a highly significant factor in production enforcing the 
attention of the farmer on the conditions of the employee. Labour is important and is not 
a secondary factor in the running of the fann. 

Large herd dairy fanns typically use large machinery or other labour-saving technology (e.g. 
cup removers) because of the pressure of large numbers of cows and shortage of time. 
Every job takes extra time when there are many cows. This fact compels the use of 
machinery or the use of new ideas to solve problems. Further, these fanners have to be 
ruthlessly efficient in doing what has to get done and not being distracted by minor jobs. 
Some fanners reported that it was important not to be bogged down in details and to 
carefully organise the running of the fann. Size is a two-edged sword. On the one hand any 
activity, especially those dealing directly with cows, can take a long time. This compels 
efficiency or, if wrong decisions are made, leads to high costs or large losses. Any little 
mistake can have large impacts. On the other hand, there can be big financial gains if there 
is a small, positive change in any cost factor. 

Large size also implies a large capital base. The large herd fanners who have become 
established have considerable resources at their disposal. Every fanner responded positively 
about the ability of the large herd fann to handle serious financial crisis. They believed they 
had a number of options to cut back expenditure before cutting back on labour. Some of 
them reported that there were economies of size that gave them advantages over smaller 
fanns which would also serve to help in a financial crisis. Others noted that they could sell 
land or stock, or even increase production. 

Large herd fanns are also different from family fanns in that there is less scope for family 
members to work on the fann. There are three main factors at work. First, since there are 
a number of workers there is not the same need to call in a spouse or children to help out. 
Second, it is not so easy to integrate occasional family members into the fann's labour pool. 
The ongoing work is carefully organised and distributed among the team of regular workers 
who have their system and way of doing things. On a small fann the employee has less 
influence in the process of work and it is easier for a family member to step into any given 
work activity. This observation does not mean that family members are precluded from work 
on large herd fanns. In many cases they do, particularly in the case of fann women raising 
the calves. In this case, the work is seasonal and something that can be done completely by 
fann women while other work is done by the regular fann staff. Sons and daughters 
interested in dairy farming are more likely to be fully involved and have full-time positions 
as herd managers or supervisors. Third, the machinery involved on large herd dairy fanns 
is often large scale and expensive, unlike the standard tractor or truck on a family farm 
which children can use. Risk from accidents, and the effect of these on the farm, makes it 
more likely that regular fann staff or specialist operators will use the machinery. On one 
fann the risk of accident, and the responsibility for accidents resting with the employer, has 
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led to a rule precluding children of married couples working with their parents on week days. 

The above comparison of large herd farms to family farms shows some general tendencies 
to which there will be exceptions. Nor should the comparison be taken to mean that all large 
herd farms are distinctly different from family farms. As noted, individual farm units may 
be run along family lines. 
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4.1 Main Points 

Chapter Four 
Conclusion 

There is a growing and significant number of dairy farms with over 500 cows in New 
Zealand. While there is variation in the ways these farms are organised it is clear from this 
research that large size leads to distinctive features in the social organisation of farming. 
There is large size in land, labour and capital and time is always precious. The principal 
social characteristic that makes large herd dairy farming distinctive is the presence of many 
employees. However, in the New Zealand system of farming they are employed to do a 
wide range of farm work rather than as semi-skilled labour to milk cows. In most cases their 
work on large herd farms is an apprenticeship to becoming farmers in their own right and 
to this extent large herd farming in its present form is compatible with the prevailing ethos 
of meritocratic entry into farm ownership. 

4.2 Summary 

The literature review showed that dairy farmers in different parts of the world were 
organised in different ways. Two common patterns of social organisation were the family
type and the industrial type. New Zealand literature gave an explanation for the presence 
of family type dairy farms and for the lack of corporate or industrial type farms. A notable 
feature of dairy farming in New Zealand is the emphasis given to sharemilking and 
meritocratic entry into land ownership. 

In the four years since 1988/89 the number of large herd dairy farms with over 300 cows has 
doubled, and these herds now account for nine per cent of all cows in New Zealand. The 
significant presence of large herd dairy farms made it timely to do research which examined 
the social organisation of these farms to see if it is changing away from family farm 
organisation. To study large herd dairy farms in the absence of any relevant research meant 
that on-farm interviews were needed to learn about their work organisation and way of 
farming. A random sample of 29 farms was selected from national lists of farmers with over 
500 cows and visits to North and South Island farms were made in November 1993. From 
the interviews with the farmers the interview notes were used to describe large herd dairy 
farming. 

All 29 farms shared some similar characteristics. On average the farmers were 39 years old, 
their farms involved 6.0 full-time workers and milked 895 cows. There was an average of 
3.7 full-time employees per case or 2.5 full-time employees per farm unit. Most employees 
(53 per cent) intended to own their own farm and were likely to succeed but 16 per cent 
planned a career as managers or milkers of whom five or seven per cent were young career 
managers. 

Five distinctive types of large herd farms were found. Group 1 farmers were in a variety 
of pre-farm ownership situations and aspired to farm ownership with a smaller herd with few 
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employees. Group 2 farmers had increased in size to get out of the shed and typically did 
not do the milking. Group 3 farmers were committed to the farm and still involved in 
milking. Group 4 farmers had a home farm plus others and did little milking. Finally, 
Group 5 farmers had one very large farm and typically did not do any milking. The order 
of presentation of these five groups represents an increase in scale and a decline in 
involvement in milking. Group 4 farmers had farms with the highest production per hectare. 

As scale increases it is harder for each farm owner to have hands-on management of milking 
cows. The five groups described in this research show a sequence of increased scale 
(number of full-time workers, cows milked, and effective area) associated with increasing 
numbers of people not milking full time. The challenge of managing increasing scale is to 
maintain contact with milking and production. There are four main ways of doing this. 
Group 1 and Group 3 farmers do it themselves (perhaps not with every milking but at least 
once a day), Group 2 farmers use contract milkers, Group 4 farmers use sharemilkers or 
managers and Group 5 farmers use a tightly managed hierarchy with supervisors and herd 
managers. Group 3 and Group 4 farmers achieve best production per hectare. It is likely 
that they have achieved this because responsibility for production rests with those involved 
in milking. 

Work organisation on large herd dairy farms is characterised by routine work and 
extraordinary work coordinated by either close supervision or by delegation. Work typically 
is organised verbally, and farmers prefer to recruit competent employees who show initiative 
and respond to education. Staff relations are particularly important on large herd farms and 
some farmers have developed empathetic and sophisticated staff management practices. 
Regular time off from milking is the norm and on a few farms there are innovative work and 
milking schedules. Large herd farmers emphasise planning, organisation and attention to 
detail as some of the important key success factors in large herd farming. Compared to 
family farms, large herd dairy farms have more employees and they play an important role 
in the success of the farm. Large herd farmers are forced to be efficient in their use of time 
and they believe they are well able to resist financial setbacks. Finally, the character of large 
herd dairy farming tends to preclude family involvement making it distinctive from family 
farming. 

This research has addressed all the original objectives of research, in particular the analysis 
of changes in herd size and the description of social organisation of production. Not 
addressed fully was the examination of the characteristics of successful farms where success 
is measured in terms of both finances and labour relations. 

4.3 Policy Issues 

One of the concerns underlying this research is the issue of access to land ownership and the 
effect that large herd farms are having on this access. The concern is that as large herd 
increase in number farmers buy or control an increased proportion of the available dairy 
land. The first point to note is that the data presented earlier on herd size numbers shows 
that while the number of large herd owners has increased the total number of herds has been 
nearly constant since 1988/89. There have been decreases in the number of herds less than 
149 cows. As suggested earlier when new areas stop being converted to dairying the number 
of herds may decrease. The above data apply to herds and not to farm land so the analysis 
is far from complete and additional information is required. 
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All fanners were asked about the access to land ownership issue. A minority agreed that it 
was increasingly difficult for young fanners to enter dairy farming. The majority did not 
think it was any more difficult. Some pointed out that sharemilkers were not always willing 
to move in order to expand or buy land because this involved moving to a less desirable area. 
Clearly, in some areas the high cost of land and the longer-established industry with smaller 
fanns make it difficult to buy or expand. But opportunities elsewhere existed and the general 
impression was that sharemilkers could still achieve land ownership. In large part the issue 
here is financial and social, stemming from the milk price and the related costs of land and 
cows. With higher milk prices in recent years and increasing land prices there may be some 
changes in the time required to build up capital stock in order to buy land. Parallel to high 
land prices are high stock prices and these have a positive effect. Changes in the relative 
values of these factors is quite normal. Large herd fann formation has required the purchase 
of land and this would have had some impact on access. The impression gained was that 
there was no significant problem of access to land ownership. Sharemilking occurred 
frequently on Group 4 fanns and these were the largest group in terms of number of cases. 
There may be some changes in the timing of the process, but this has always been the case. 
There was no sign of sharemilkers leaving the industry. 

The character of large herd farming does have a bearing on the access issue and the three 
salient features, as they relate to access, are noted now. These features mean that large herd 
fanning is compatible with the idea of fann workers and sharemilkers gaining access to land. 
First, the data presented earlier showed that among fann employees, a majority aspired to 
fann ownership and will succeed. Second, many large herd fanners seek and prefer workers 
committed to the dairy industry and these people are most likely to strive for fann 
ownership. On some fanns large herd fanners encouraged movement through the system, 
either on their own fann, or on others' fanns after giving a good. reference. Fanners have 
a stake in employing well-qualified and motivated workers, in fact, they are likely to be more 
concerned about this than family fanners because of the importance of employees to large 
herd fanning success. Large herd fanners frequently mentioned that the experience of 
working on their fann, plus receiving a good. reference, ensured the success of the 
prospective fann owner. Thus, large herd farming has become part of the pathway to fann 
ownership. Successful employees on large herd fanns are likely to be successful 
sharemilkers. Further, they are likely to be successful with a large herd operation and more 
quickly achieve the financial base to go on and own land. However, while they may achieve 
fann ownership they may perpetuate the system that they are used to and go on to set up 
large herd fanns. Some may not: those with views similar to Group 1 fanners will avoid 
this end result. 

The third feature of large herd farming is the advantage of Group 4 fanns in production per 
hectare and on these fanns occur most of the sharemilkers. If the future direction of large 
herd development is driven by economic factors then Group 4 fanns should predominate and 
foster sharemilking. 

Against these factors are some features of large herd farming running against access to fann 
ownership. Contract milking potentially adds another step in the ownership pathway but the 
data in this study suggests that milking contracts are not in widespread use on large herd 
fanns. Many of the large herd fanns did not use sharemilkers. Further, some of the 
positions were being pursued by career supervisors. The data showed that there were 16 per 
cent of employees in a career manager, milker or other position. But some of these were 
older married couples doing the milking and these occur on any type of fann, not just large 
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herd fanns. Some of the positions were machinery specialists or 'floaters' who did a bit of 
everything. The remainder were young career managers, amounting to five employees or 
seven per cent of the total. Most of these were employed on the very large Group 5 fanns. 
Here, the employee enjoyed the challenge of supervision and received good pay and could 
stay in that position indefinitely. These large herd fanners needed such people because they 
had skills in managing workers. If the number of these positions increases and predominates 
then they may represent a sideline away from land ownership. Of course the career 
managers did not see their role as a sideline. At the present time there are few fanns with 
the very large number of cows that can lead to career supervisor positions. Looking further 
ahead to a time when there may be many career supervisors then their number may have an 
impact on access to land but this stage has not been reached. It may also be that such 
supervisors would lack the skills to go back to fanning on their own fanns at a more modest 
scale if they had to. But this would be unlikely since their work requires supervising daily 
milking and having a practical understanding of the milking process. Nor is it the case that 
large herd owners themselves are remote from dairy farming or from milking. All have 
come through the system and know well the principles of dairy farming. Generally the data 
here indicate that career manager positions are numerically insignificant and not a factor in 
access to fann ownership. It seems then that large herd fanning builds labour management 
skills on a base of production skills which are necessary on any fann. 

One aspect at the base of the access issue is the level of remuneration available to some 
employees. They are probably better off in their present position and this needs to be 
balanced against the apparent virtue of fann ownership which may be associated with low 
remuneration. 

Another policy issue is the general state of the employees. As mentioned above many have 
the ambition to become fann owners and, as a general rule, the nature of large herd fanning 
means that most fanners are attentive to the needs of their employees. Few, if any, want 
low-skilled milkers just to do the milking. Employees are integrated into all the aspects of 
farming, and their education is fostered either by instruction from the fanner or from 
attendance at cadet and other training courses, or at discussion groups and field days. Single 
workers receive on average $19,730 and married workers receive on average $28,280. 
These averages appear to be reasonable wages and fanners usually supply accommodation 
and other benefits such as telephone or power. Generally, this research can only give some 
indication of the state of workers because it focused on fanners. However, it is likely that 
there are reasonable levels of worker satisfaction: they have worked for an average of 16.8 
months in settings that are demanding so that if major dissatisfaction occurred some would 
have left the fann to find better employment. High levels of worker turnover were 
mentioned in only a few cases. 

Another policy issue relates to the desirability of 50/50 sharemilkers on large herd fanns 
from the fanners' point of view. For those that expressed an opinion the general view was 
that the 50/50 arrangement was too generous for sharemilkers at the present time. However, 
there was still a place for sharemilkers and those fanners in Group 4 managed to have them 

. without suffering financial loss presumably because each sharemilker unit was of modest size. 

4.4 Future Research 

The small size of the sample precluded confident assertions about the characteristics of large 
herd fanning generally. It would be possible in a broader survey to examine production and 
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costs, for example, for each of the five groups and investigate these issues further. Such a 
survey could also examine the costs spent on staff per kilogram of milk fat produced. Future 
research of this type could benefit from analysis of data held by Livestock Improvement. 

Data were obtained about employees, but this was from the farmer and it was not possible 
to learn directly about issues relating to employees. A confidential survey of employees 
could directly examine their views on large herd farm work, and better study their needs and 
aspirations. 

Another limitation lies in the lack of comparison to small herd dairy farmers or to family 
farms. The conclusions drawn from this study suggest that the observed characteristics of 
large herd dairy farming are distinctive, but this is not demonstrated by studying the one 
group. For definitive conclusions it would be necessary to study contrasting groups. 
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