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Learning from
award-winning farmers
The Ballance Farm Environment Awards recognise farmers and growers who protect
and enhance the environment and contribute to their community while running a
profitable business.  The Awards commend these farmers for the choices they make 
in managing the land in their care.

At the first Ballance Farm Environment Awards Sustainability Showcase in June 2004,
supreme winners from each region celebrated success and shared ideas.  This revealed
common themes. Many farms had been taken on in a run-down state or had physical
limitations, but the winning farmers worked with these limitations and transformed
their properties.  They had a positive attitude, saw solutions and had the confidence
to make changes.  

A whole lot of benefits
Winning farmers from across the country see a lot of good reasons to plan for whole
farm sustainability.  

☛ These farms are highly profitable – many practices that are good for the
environment also make good business sense.

☛ Improvements to the farm such as good fencing, attractive planting and reticulated
water increase a property’s value. 

☛ Farming sustainably will help us secure future market access and live up to our
trading image.

☛ There is pride and satisfaction in protecting the land for the future.

Common threads
While many practices contribute to good environmental management, award-winning
farmers and growers put it all together – aiming for ‘whole farm sustainability’.  They
achieve a balance between production, environmental care and social responsibilities.
Here you can read about how they do it.  

We highlight four main themes:
✔ Leading farmers are thinkers – they consider the future impacts of their 

actions today
✔ Leading farmers are linkers – they consider the connections between 

different parts of the farm operation
✔ Leading farmers are doers – they put systems in place to achieve their goals 

for sustainability
✔ Leading farmers are learners – they access a range of information and support 

to aid their farm decision-making

Each theme is explained, with more detail on farm practices and examples from the
winning farmers across the country.  We've also included a ‘Putting it all together’ page
with information and key questions to help you plan for all the different aspects of
sustainable farming.

Whole Farm SustainabilityTo provide you with more information about the core issues
that make a difference to whole farm sustainability, the 
New Zealand Farm Environment Award (NZFEA) Trust has
prepared five booklets based on farmer experience.  The
NZFEA Trust gratefully acknowledges that these publications
were possible thanks to contributions of information and
expertise from a wide range of organisations and individuals,
and especially to the farmers who have entered the Ballance
Farm Environment Awards (BFEA).  MAF Sustainable Farming
Fund is also a major funder.

Getting smart with nutrients
A guide to good nutrient management – outlines farmer-
based practices that allow you to get maximum benefit from
fertiliser use with the least effects on the environment.
Includes an introductory DIY nutrient budget to help get 
you started.

Growing greener grass
A guide to good pasture management – farmer stories that
cover principles of pasture management to protect soil
health and productivity, encourage clover growth and reduce
erosion and runoff.  Includes a checklist to help you fine-tune
your system.

Winning margins: waterways on farms
Farmer stories about the costs and benefits of managing farm
waterways illustrate a range of business advantages as well as
environmental benefits.  Includes a worksheet so you can
calculate the cost of waterway management for your farm.

Low impact tracks and races
A guide to good track and race design and maintenance –
farmer stories about the benefits, plus a practical guide to
design and maintenance that maximises farm efficiency and
has a low impact on the surrounding environment. 

Managing natural features on farms
Farmer stories about the benefits and principles behind
managing natural features at the same time as enhancing
management.  Includes a practical guide covering planning,
fencing, weed and pest control and a worksheet for
calculating costs.  

To get your own free copies:
☛ Download them from the MAF website at

www.maf.govt.nz/sff/about-projects/decision-
management-and-learning/01059tools.htm.

☛ To order hard copies email the NZFEA Trust at
nzfea@clear.net.nz or Ballance Farm Environment Awards
at nzfea@nzfea.org.nz or contact the Trust at PO Box 7184,
Hamilton East. 

☛ If you are a member of Federated Farmers, call them on
0800 327 646 to order your hard copies.

About the Ballance Farm
Environment Awards
The farmers featured in this publication have all been
Supreme Winners of the Ballance Farm Environment Awards
in their regions. The Awards, currently run in seven regions
around New Zealand, identify and celebrate role models who
show how an environmentally sensitive approach can be part
of a profitable farm business and who can inspire and
motivate others by example.

Principal sponsor Ballance Agri-Nutrients is joined in
supporting the Farm Environment Awards by ANZ Bank, PPCS,
Richmonds, Livestock Improvement Corporation, Gallagher
Group and Hill Laboratories. The awards are also supported in
the regions by Environment Waikato, Environment Bay of
Plenty, Horizons, the Greater Wellington Regional Council
and Environment Canterbury.
☛ For more information about the Ballance Farm

Environment Awards visit www.ballance.co.nz/fea.html 
or email bfea@bfea.org.nz
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Finding out more
Good management brings  

farm benefits

What can you gain from well-managed natural features on your property?  The farm

management spin-offs reported by the farmers in this booklet include:

☛ Fewer stock lost when tomo, swamps, streams and steep bush blocks are fenced

☛ Better water quality for stock water reticulation

☛ Shade and shelter for stock alongside fenced bush

☛ Trees provide shelter for pasture, increasing grass growth in summer and winter

☛ Less nutrient transferred away from pasture areas when stock no longer camp in the bush 

☛ Better internal farm subdivision from running new fences off those around bush

☛ Reduced drain and culvert maintenance when steep areas are fenced

☛ Greater production gains on the better land when inputs are focused there.

Principles for achieving good results

The farmers featured in this booklet have some common approaches to successfully

protecting natural features.

✔ Start by looking after the features you already have on your farm and extend your efforts

around these areas or protect a different type of habitat, such as a wetland.

✔ Keep stock out of special natural areas on your farm – the bush and your stock will be

safer.  You’ll also keep nutrients on your pasture where they’ll grow grass, rather than in

natural areas where they’ll grow weeds.

✔ Do a little bit each year – don’t bite off more than you can chew. Start close to the house

so you can enjoy the benefits (native birds, healthy native plants).

✔ Find out what is special or rare in your area and protect any examples on your property. 

✔ Undertake regular pest control to keep protected areas healthy and safe for native wildlife.

✔ If you’re restoring areas, use species that grow in your area naturally.

✔ Plant carefully to reduce weed problems in areas fenced from stock – using the right

number of plants will avoid leaving gaps where weeds could grow. 

✔ Connect up areas of natural habitat on your farm where possible. For example, a

shelterbelt running between two areas of bush could provide a corridor for wildlife.

✔ Maximise the farm benefits from any work you do. For example, fence bush areas so that

you can run additional subdivision fences off the new fence. 

✔ Where possible, work together with your neighbours to protect natural features in your

district – you’ll make more progress and could save money on bulk deals.

Taking action

To help you think about what could be possible and practical on your farm, we've developed a

simple planning and costing guide.  The practical guide is included inside this booklet.  Use it

to work out what actions would make the most difference to the special areas of your farm

and see what it might cost to get started.

Farmer Stories

About

Protecting

Natural Features 

Some people call it the ‘bush block’, the ‘rock outcrop’ or the ‘swamp in

the gully’.  Others use words like ‘indigenous habitat’ or ‘biodiversity’.

It doesn’t really matter how you describe the natural features on your

farm, it’s h
ow you manage them that counts.  In this booklet we look at

how some top farmers make the most of the wilder parts of their farms

and get some farm management benefits into the bargain.

Natural Features

on Farms
Managing

To attend events in your area:

Good pasture management,

healthy soils and profitable business go hand

in hand!  That’s the message the Waikato Farm

Environment Award Trust is getting from its

top Waikato farmers. If you manage your

pasture well, you’ll have more feed and higher

production, which should mean more money

in the bank. And you’ll have environmental

spin-offs in the form of healthier more

productive soils and lower fuel use, helping to

secure your long-term sustainability.

Over the last few years we’ve heard many

farmers commenting about low clover levels,

depleted pastures and weeds taking over. At

the same time, the Trust has visited farms

where pastures are top-notch. What’s the

secret to managing pastures to protect profits

and the soil? We’ve asked some of our high-

performing dairy and drystock farmers about

their winning formulas, and their stories are

presented in this booklet. 

Good Decision -

Making is the Key

We’ve noticed that all the farmers who have

done well in the Farm Environment Award

have great pastures, largely as a result of:

☛ planning 

☛ careful observation 

☛ timely decision-making. 

Those with the “greenest” grass watch their

system closely to see how different parts of

the farm respond to different stock and

weather conditions. They base their

management approach and stocking policies

on what they’re observing and build in

flexibility so they can keep the pressure off

certain areas as conditions change.

We’ve enclosed a one-page checklist to help

with pasture management decision-making,

based on the approaches used by the farmers

in this booklet. We hope this will help you to

fine-tune your system to grow grass for profit

and protect your farm environment.

Principles

of Growing 

Grass...

☛ Keep a healthy residual pasture cover after

grazing to prevent pasture opening up.

This helps prevent soil loss and maintain

soil moisture, as well as maximise pasture

regrowth and suppress weeds. It also

reduces runoff to waterways and helps

capture valuable summer rainfall.

☛ Take stock off vulnerable soils and slopes

during wet periods to reduce pugging

damage. This helps protect soil, increase

pasture yield and clover content, and

suppress weeds.

☛ Manage your pastures to promote clover

growth. Clover is a free source of N and is

critical to animal health and performance.

Use grazing to prevent clover shading

during high pasture growth periods but

avoid overgrazing in low growth periods or

extreme dry.

☛ Use strategic subdivision to manage

different soils according to their specific

needs - both improving pasture production

and protecting soils.

☛ Minimise pasture cultivation to protect

your soil structure and reduce your energy

use and costs. 

☛ Consider adjusting your stocking policy or

grazing management to better match feed

supply and demand, to improve control of

spring growth and maintain feed quality, to

reduce pugging during winter, or to allow

greater flexibility to cope with

unseasonable weather.

Managing 

Pasture 

to Protect 

Profits & Soils

Greener

A guide to good

Pasture

Management
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Managing waterways can improve

your farm business

According to farmers, the on-farm benefits of managing waterways include:

☛ reduced stock losses and easier mustering

☛ reduced erosion, conserving valuable soil

☛ future income from production tree assets

☛ improved stock health and weight gains from reticulated water

☛ transforming rough areas into attractive features.

Managing waterways and vulnerable areas also improves the quality of water leaving your

property. This has benefits for the people living below you in the catchment, as well as for

the plants, fish and insects living in those waterways. Many of our international markets are

also seeking assurances that their food is produced in an environmentally sustainable way.

Keys to successful waterway

management

✔ Keep stock out of waterways as a number one priority – they’ll stay safe, stream banks

will be more stable and your water quality will certainly improve.

✔ Choose a management approach to suit your farm business, whether it be a temporary

electric fence around a wet area in the winter, reticulating your water supply or

permanently fencing a stream. There’s not necessarily one right answer when it comes

to managing waterways.

✔ Decide what you want to achieve before you choose a management approach.

Keeping ‘bad’ bugs or sediment out of waterways might only require you to keep stock

out, while protecting freshwater life means planting banks to provide shade.

✔ If you’re planning to fence a waterway, think about how you can use your new fence to

improve paddock subdivision and grazing management at the same time.

✔ Don’t bite off more than you can chew – it’s better to work with a smaller area and

keep it well-maintained than to fence off a large area and create a weed problem that’s 

difficult to manage.

A guide to this booklet

Farmers often want to know how much it will cost to adopt environmental management

practices on farms. This booklet tells you about the costs and benefits that some farmers

have experienced when managing their waterways. All of the farmers included have been

Waikato Farm Environment Award entrants. The range of different farms provides a variety

of management challenges. Use the worksheet inside to estimate the cost (as at February

2004) of waterway management on your farm, while also considering the benefits for 

your business.

Farmer Stories

About

Managing

Waterways

Waterways 
on FarmsWinning Margins:

Tricks 

of the trade

The Waikato Farm Environment Award Trust

has seen some great examples of farmers

managing nutrients well to achieve

production benefits while minimising their

effects on waterways.  We’ve talked to some

of these high-performing farmers and their

stories are presented in this booklet,

highlighting the key practices that together

result in good nutrient management.

☛ Avoid wasteful fertiliser use.  Apply only

the fertiliser that is needed, where and

when it is needed. Use soil monitoring,

nutrient budgets and professional advice

to help achieve this.

☛ Manage nutrients and soil pH to meet 

the needs of healthy plants and animals.

☛ Look after soil structure and soil life as

well as aiming for optimal soil nutrient

levels. Soil with a good granular structure

will allow maximum aeration for N

fixation, so you can get the most from

your clover. It will also provide the best

conditions for soil bacteria and fungi to

recycle nutrients from plant and animal

waste.

☛ Recycle nutrients within the farm from

effluent ponds and stand-off pads as well

as from off-farm waste where suitable.

Make your waste an asset instead of a

problem to dispose of!

☛ Minimise nutrient loss to groundwater

and waterways by timing fertiliser

application carefully to avoid saturated

soil and heavy rain. Use wetlands, fenced

grass strips beside waterways, and 

well-managed open drains as nutrient

traps to reduce effects on water quality. 

Looking 

ahead
These practices allow you to get maximum

benefit from fertiliser use, with the least

effects on the environment. However, good

nutrient management is not enough to stop

some nutrients from getting into

groundwater and waterways. Some waterways

are especially sensitive to nutrients, which

raises the challenge of developing new ways

to manage losses above and beyond current

best practice.  

To help you get the nutrient balance right for

your farm, we’ve enclosed a simple nutrient

budgeting worksheet. We hope this gives you

a feel for balancing nutrient inputs against

outputs for your farm, and helps you 

fine-tune your fertiliser programme 

to keep costs down, 

profits up and 

waterways 

healthy. 

A guide to good

Nutrient

Management

Getting Smart 

with 
Nutrients
A balancing act

Getting the right mix of fertiliser to suit your soils and meet your production goals, at the

same time as avoiding nutrient losses to waterways, can be a real balancing act.  Losing

nutrients to groundwater, streams and lakes is literally money down the drain, not to

mention the effects on water quality! However, losing production if soil fertility is below

optimum will also cost you money. Most New Zealand soils have limited available nutrients

and it’s essential to rebuild soil fertility as nutrients are exported off the farm.  So what’s

the secret to getting the balance right? 



Award-winning farmers look ahead and know where they want to go with their
property and business.  They seek to maintain the resilience and improve the
productivity of their soils.  They aim to understand and protect their farm’s natural
and historic features.  They generate highly marketable products and run profitable
businesses that can support them through changing economic cycles and allow
them to keep investing in their future and that of generations to come.

☛ Laurie and Joy Shearer say they never
really sat down to create a plan for
their Te Puke (Bay of Plenty) beef farm
but knew they wanted to “bring it up
to scratch and add their touch.”
Initially they focused on practical
changes to make management easier.
They fenced places where stock got
lost or were damaging soil, planting
these areas up with timber trees.
Fencing cattle out of the bush made
mustering easier and as the bush
started to look a lot better, they
helped it along with extra planting. 

Joy says that when once they might have just leapt in and done things, now they take
time to reflect.  “We think about the long-term effects, what’s it going to be like in ten
or twenty years.  We’d rather have a few less animals and look after the soils because
that’s where all our farming comes from.”

☛ The Jermys’ Otago property ‘Bushey Park’ includes a landing site for the waka (canoe) of
the people of Moeraki and Karitane.  A village at the site was occupied for around fifty
years and the thousands of artefacts found there record its rich history.  Since 1861 local
Maori have needed landowners’ permission to access this important part of their heritage.
After consulting with the runanga (local Maori representatives), the Jermys placed the site
under a QEII National Trust covenant and are organising formal access for the Department
of Conservation and the runanga.  They have also retired 60 ha of adjoining saltmarsh and
are securing public access to the coast and the river through esplanade strips.

☛ John and Betty Greenslade had been farming their Mayfield (Canterbury) drystock
property for many years when son Mark showed an interest in coming back home.
After a trial to see how they could best work together, the Greenslades sat down with
their bank manager, accountant, farm consultant and solicitor to come up with the best
way for them to farm as a family.  They decided on a company structure.  Day-to-day
‘company planning’ occurs over cups of tea and lunch on the home farm, or by John and
Mark taking a drive together around the property.  

☛ Ashburton dairy farmers Andy and Tricia Macfarlane planned their objectives for
profitability and sustainability in tandem.  While they aimed to achieve high production
on their irrigated 230 ha property (now approaching 1600kg milk solids/hectare), they
were also conscious that efficient use of water and nutrients were critical issues.  They
decided to irrigate their dairy effluent over a 92 ha area and to use a nutrient budgeting
model, which has spurred their interest in the potential of nitrate-inhibiting compounds
for more effective nutrient use.  To make water application as efficient as possible, they
eliminated less efficient border dyke areas and upgraded those that still worked well.  In
place of the old border dykes, they use a rotating boom in paddocks free of trees and
moveable sprinklers in paddocks with mature trees.  Andy says keeping the trees is an
investment in long-term aesthetics and has animal welfare spin-offs as well.
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Practices
Leading farmers:

✔ Clearly identify what they want
for the future, though this is not
always written down.

✔ Incorporate these goals into
their business planning.

✔ Aim to preserve heritage and
covenant special areas on 
their farm.

✔ Consider the ownership
succession of their property.

✔ Use quality assurance to help
secure ongoing market access.

1
These farmers think about all aspects of the farm’s production and business, 
the environment, their staff and their role in their community and district.

☛ The Greenslades have organised their farming to take account of the strong Canterbury
winds, the light, stony soils and lack of water for irrigation.  Originally they planted trees
to shelter lambs.  John then realised this also prevented soil from blowing around in a
strong wind.  For a while they ran an all-grass wintering system but because pastures were
deteriorating, they put a winter feed crop into their rotation.  As the light, dry soil could
easily “blow across the plains and out to sea”, they used direct drilling for cropping and
regrassing.  This allows them to grow winter feed crops of turnips, kale and swedes
without losing soil, even in dry conditions.  By cropping for two years, they also control
the old grasses they are aiming to replace.  

☛ In their approach to deer farming, the Jermys are mindful on the one hand of how people
in their European markets think and, on the other, how deer behave.  “Deer are much
beloved in Europe, so we have to be particularly careful of our image,” says Clive.  To
keep the deer – and the markets – happy, the Jermys designed their Otago property with
large (15–20 ha) paddocks and wide raceways.  The main race is on a ridge for ease of
mustering, with gateways angled to suit the deer’s natural flow.  The yards are made from
smooth ply so the deer can’t hurt themselves.  Reticulated water has improved stock
health, while trees and natural contour provide shelter and shade.  The Jermys find that
stress-free deer perform better, especially in country prone to drought and hard winters.
And they know they are meeting a robust code of conduct for animal welfare that will
help secure ongoing market access. 

☛ Richard and Karen Kershaw have a cropping, seed-production and livestock farm at
Greytown in Wairarapa.  The same casual staff have come back now for six or seven years
in a row, which helps keep their complex operation running smoothly.  Richard has been a
station employee himself and says
he doesn’t like to think of people
as ‘labour units’.  “It’s about
relationships – being fair and
treating people with respect.”  
He also gets out and works
alongside the field staff.  

The Kershaws organise their
cropping schedule to give 
year-round employment to their
foreman Phillip.  “We used to have
a gap before picking sweetcorn, so
we now grow squash to fill that
gap.  Also we give priority to
people who have worked with us
before when any other tasks come
up.”  The Kershaws have supported
another year-round staff member
to grow a crop of onions on his
own block and find this helpful as
he is very aware of the crop’s
progress as the season develops.

Leading farmers are 

Practices
Leading farmers:

✔ Look after staff, lead by
example and transfer their
values and aims to staff and
contractors. 

✔ Understand the financial
constraints and strengths of the
farm business, and are aware of
and can respond to changing
market and customer
conditions. 

✔ Are aware of the local
environment – the risks, limits
to production and vulnerable
areas on the property – and
organise their farming to
respond to these factors. 
They:  
☛ Use shelter belts to reduce 

wind erosion of sensitive 
soils under cropping. 

☛ Arrange fencing, water 
supply and tracks to 
protect vulnerable areas. 

☛ Make drainage decisions 
considering environmental 
protection as well as 
production. 

☛ Assess stock or crop 
types for their suitability to 
the land type and contour.  

☛ Consider animal welfare 
and establish shade and 
shelter for stock.  

They consider the future impacts of their actions today

Leading farmers are 

They consider the connections between different parts of the farm operation
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“We see owning a farm

as a privilege.  We aim 

to respect it, live well

from it and leave it 

in a good state.”

– Niki Peacocke

thinkers 2linkers

Richard Kershaw: Looking after staff
is a key success factor.

The Macfarlanes weighed up the labour
involved in moveable irrigators against the
value of the mature trees.
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constraints and strengths of the
farm business, and are aware of
and can respond to changing
market and customer
conditions. 

✔ Are aware of the local
environment – the risks, limits
to production and vulnerable
areas on the property – and
organise their farming to
respond to these factors. 
They:  
☛ Use shelter belts to reduce 

wind erosion of sensitive 
soils under cropping. 

☛ Arrange fencing, water 
supply and tracks to 
protect vulnerable areas. 

☛ Make drainage decisions 
considering environmental 
protection as well as 
production. 

☛ Assess stock or crop 
types for their suitability to 
the land type and contour.  

☛ Consider animal welfare 
and establish shade and 
shelter for stock.  

They consider the future impacts of their actions today

Leading farmers are 

They consider the connections between different parts of the farm operation
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“We see owning a farm

as a privilege.  We aim 

to respect it, live well

from it and leave it 

in a good state.”

– Niki Peacocke

thinkers 2linkers

Richard Kershaw: Looking after staff
is a key success factor.

The Macfarlanes weighed up the labour
involved in moveable irrigators against the
value of the mature trees.



These farmers organise farm activities to achieve their goals in a way that is
consistent with their thinking about the whole farm business.

☛ Joy and Laurie Shearer could only just afford to buy their Te Puke farm, so changes
have been slow and steady.  “We did it all from income,” says Joy.  “Each year we plan
and allocate a little money for planting up this gully or that steep sideling. We sit
down and work it out alongside our cattle buying policy and other decisions like that.
It’s quite easy to achieve, just by doing a little bit each year. The planting budget is
small compared to what you spend on fertiliser or purchasing stock.  There’s nothing
special about us – any other farmers could do the same.”

☛ Raglan beef farmers David and Niki Peacocke allocate around 5% of their annual
budget for farm working expenses to fence and plant natural waterways and provide
alternative water sources.  This is on top of spending on farm development such as
internal subdivision, tracks and yards.  David has scheduled the work to provide
continuous employment for his contract fencing team over several years.  “We could
do it faster with extra contractors but I would have to supervise them and we could
end up spending too much at once.  This way we employ local people, they have
secure work and we know they are there for us.”  David says this sort of work pays off.
“Once my ultimate system is in place, it will be less labour intensive, more profitable
and sustainable – it becomes an easy job for the person looking after it.”  

☛ Canterbury dairy farmer Andy Macfarlane likens farming to playing a “game of limiting
factors”, where production is a net result of many elements: soil fertility and structure,
water use efficiency, pasture quality, animal genetics, animal welfare (including shade
and shelter) and labour.  For him, good farming is about refining each of these factors
simultaneously, aiming for overall farm efficiency.  Andy puts a plan in place, checks
progress and makes adjustments if needed, “regularly moving the goal posts”.  The
Macfarlanes use their nutrient modelling to plan
optimum fertiliser without leaching losses.  They
monitor the moisture status and capacity of the
soil to help set their irrigation rates.  Then there
is a ‘monthly check-up’ where production is
tracked and compared with what the cows
consumed in pasture and supplements, based on
weekly measurements of pasture cover.  

Every year, they assess their water efficiency by
looking at the milk output per millimetre of
water falling on the soil as either rain or
irrigation.  Annual soil tests and regular well tests
are used to see what has happened to nutrients
in the system.  Andy is relieved to know that the
shallow bores have shown no increase in
groundwater nitrogen over ten years.  “I am
happy if we can do 1600kg of milk solids if it’s
sustainable, but if it isn’t, then I am not
interested.”  There is a considerable workload for
Andy, the sharemilker and farm staff in gathering
all this information but Andy says they see
positive results, which keeps them motivated.
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Practices
Leading farmers:

✔ Budget to achieve all their aims
over time.

✔ Get the timing right for critical
activities.

✔ Balance profit with the needs of
their stock, their environment,
their employees and their
community.

✔ Make appropriate choices in day-
to-day work with stock and crops
and in management decisions
about aspects like drain
maintenance, nutrients and soil
management.

Practices
Leading farmers:

✔ Source and use appropriate
networks, information and advice.

✔ Track critical aspects of their
farming operation such as soil
nutrient status, inputs, stock
records and product yields.

✔ Seek ideas from others with
experience or specialist
knowledge.  

✔ Try things out, acknowledging
and learning from mistakes.

✔ Feed information and
observations back into their
planning.

These farmers actively gather information for their planning processes and to
check progress towards their goals.  They are open to new ideas and perspectives.

☛ Joy and Laurie Shearer are Richmond Farm Assured, which brings in a little bit extra
when they sell their cattle.  The scheme involves visits from auditors to their farm and
information from this process was a catalyst for them to plant more shade trees.  Joy
says, “We had done a bit but it made us think more along those lines and get on and do
it.”  

☛ Niki and David Peacocke found that getting involved in the community gave them
access to a large pool of local information.  Whaingaroa Harbour Care, a group that
specialises in riparian planting, is one example.  The Peacockes also seek expert
information from advisors, through discussion groups and other farmers.  David’s ideas
about farm development were influenced by visiting an FEA award-winning farm where
fencing and planting followed the natural lie of the land.  They have also found out
more about artefacts and Maori sites on the property by talking to people who ring,
visit or live locally.  Niki says, “You find out a little more each time, your appreciation
grows, you respect others’ opinions and develop an affinity with the land – that is
where its real value lies for us.”

☛ Michael and Michelle Anderson have gleaned a lot of practical information over the
years from the Southland branch of the Farm Forestry Assocation (FFA).  Michael had
seen bush on neighbouring properties cleared for forestry or grazing, but at an FFA field
day he realised he and Michelle could use covenants to protect bush blocks left on
their own property.  At another field day there were some great examples of shelter
belts, which sparked the Andersons’ own programme of planting and regular
maintenance of their shelter trees.  

☛ Mayfield farmer John Greenslade
says he gets information from
talking to people, from monitor
farms, from his farm consultant and
his vet.  To this he adds his own
powers of observation – as he says,
“Something that works well one
year may not work again the next.
You have to watch what is
happening with each season.”  He
does faecal egg counts to guide his
drenching choices. Using drenches
only when they are really needed
reduces the risk of parasites
developing drench resistance.

☛ Richard Kershaw (Senior) was one of the first landowners to support a Wairarapa
Catchment Board stopbank scheme after planting and fencing their river.  Richard
(Junior) later continued with river protection by managing the willows and doing further
planting.  With the river under control and the shelter up, Richard says, “We could
control our environment much more and had the confidence to put in irrigation and
grow other, higher value crops.”  Richard says Catchment Board and Regional Council
staff were always helpful, so it was natural to call them in when the Kershaws bought
their new run-off block.  They recommended Richard contact the QEII National Trust
about putting long-term covenants over the bush blocks to protect them for the future.

Leading farmers are 

They put systems in place to achieve their goals for sustainability

Leading farmers are 

They access a range of information and support to aid their farm decision-making

“There is always the

odd bad year but don’t

focus on that – don’t

get down.  Work on

your five-year average.

We have so many

different crops and

livestock too, so we

always have something

positive to focus on.

Don’t get greedy, farm

for the future.”

– Richard Kershaw

“You can take out

areas of your farm (for

various reasons that

would make running

livestock more difficult)

and use them to

conserve native habitat,

plant shade and shelter

and protect waterways.

In doing so we find our

farms become more

economic and easier to

manage.”

– Michael Anderson

3 4learnersdoers

Farm Forestry Association field days inspired
the Andersons’ planting programme.

The Peacockes have fenced
and planted gully areas
leading to Raglan estuary.



These farmers organise farm activities to achieve their goals in a way that is
consistent with their thinking about the whole farm business.

☛ Joy and Laurie Shearer could only just afford to buy their Te Puke farm, so changes
have been slow and steady.  “We did it all from income,” says Joy.  “Each year we plan
and allocate a little money for planting up this gully or that steep sideling. We sit
down and work it out alongside our cattle buying policy and other decisions like that.
It’s quite easy to achieve, just by doing a little bit each year. The planting budget is
small compared to what you spend on fertiliser or purchasing stock.  There’s nothing
special about us – any other farmers could do the same.”

☛ Raglan beef farmers David and Niki Peacocke allocate around 5% of their annual
budget for farm working expenses to fence and plant natural waterways and provide
alternative water sources.  This is on top of spending on farm development such as
internal subdivision, tracks and yards.  David has scheduled the work to provide
continuous employment for his contract fencing team over several years.  “We could
do it faster with extra contractors but I would have to supervise them and we could
end up spending too much at once.  This way we employ local people, they have
secure work and we know they are there for us.”  David says this sort of work pays off.
“Once my ultimate system is in place, it will be less labour intensive, more profitable
and sustainable – it becomes an easy job for the person looking after it.”  

☛ Canterbury dairy farmer Andy Macfarlane likens farming to playing a “game of limiting
factors”, where production is a net result of many elements: soil fertility and structure,
water use efficiency, pasture quality, animal genetics, animal welfare (including shade
and shelter) and labour.  For him, good farming is about refining each of these factors
simultaneously, aiming for overall farm efficiency.  Andy puts a plan in place, checks
progress and makes adjustments if needed, “regularly moving the goal posts”.  The
Macfarlanes use their nutrient modelling to plan
optimum fertiliser without leaching losses.  They
monitor the moisture status and capacity of the
soil to help set their irrigation rates.  Then there
is a ‘monthly check-up’ where production is
tracked and compared with what the cows
consumed in pasture and supplements, based on
weekly measurements of pasture cover.  

Every year, they assess their water efficiency by
looking at the milk output per millimetre of
water falling on the soil as either rain or
irrigation.  Annual soil tests and regular well tests
are used to see what has happened to nutrients
in the system.  Andy is relieved to know that the
shallow bores have shown no increase in
groundwater nitrogen over ten years.  “I am
happy if we can do 1600kg of milk solids if it’s
sustainable, but if it isn’t, then I am not
interested.”  There is a considerable workload for
Andy, the sharemilker and farm staff in gathering
all this information but Andy says they see
positive results, which keeps them motivated.
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These farmers actively gather information for their planning processes and to
check progress towards their goals.  They are open to new ideas and perspectives.

☛ Joy and Laurie Shearer are Richmond Farm Assured, which brings in a little bit extra
when they sell their cattle.  The scheme involves visits from auditors to their farm and
information from this process was a catalyst for them to plant more shade trees.  Joy
says, “We had done a bit but it made us think more along those lines and get on and do
it.”  

☛ Niki and David Peacocke found that getting involved in the community gave them
access to a large pool of local information.  Whaingaroa Harbour Care, a group that
specialises in riparian planting, is one example.  The Peacockes also seek expert
information from advisors, through discussion groups and other farmers.  David’s ideas
about farm development were influenced by visiting an FEA award-winning farm where
fencing and planting followed the natural lie of the land.  They have also found out
more about artefacts and Maori sites on the property by talking to people who ring,
visit or live locally.  Niki says, “You find out a little more each time, your appreciation
grows, you respect others’ opinions and develop an affinity with the land – that is
where its real value lies for us.”

☛ Michael and Michelle Anderson have gleaned a lot of practical information over the
years from the Southland branch of the Farm Forestry Assocation (FFA).  Michael had
seen bush on neighbouring properties cleared for forestry or grazing, but at an FFA field
day he realised he and Michelle could use covenants to protect bush blocks left on
their own property.  At another field day there were some great examples of shelter
belts, which sparked the Andersons’ own programme of planting and regular
maintenance of their shelter trees.  

☛ Mayfield farmer John Greenslade
says he gets information from
talking to people, from monitor
farms, from his farm consultant and
his vet.  To this he adds his own
powers of observation – as he says,
“Something that works well one
year may not work again the next.
You have to watch what is
happening with each season.”  He
does faecal egg counts to guide his
drenching choices. Using drenches
only when they are really needed
reduces the risk of parasites
developing drench resistance.

☛ Richard Kershaw (Senior) was one of the first landowners to support a Wairarapa
Catchment Board stopbank scheme after planting and fencing their river.  Richard
(Junior) later continued with river protection by managing the willows and doing further
planting.  With the river under control and the shelter up, Richard says, “We could
control our environment much more and had the confidence to put in irrigation and
grow other, higher value crops.”  Richard says Catchment Board and Regional Council
staff were always helpful, so it was natural to call them in when the Kershaws bought
their new run-off block.  They recommended Richard contact the QEII National Trust
about putting long-term covenants over the bush blocks to protect them for the future.
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...and the nitty gritty
While it can be tricky to plan your way through the complexities of sustainable farm
management, you can use the questions on this page as a prompt to consider which
aspects might apply to you.  On its own, each practice is positive – integrated they
become a powerful tool for futureproofing your farm or horticultural business.  

? Are your nutrient application rates and timing adjusted for soil type and nutrient
status, contour, production, clover levels, weather and effluent irrigation?

? Are wet areas and waterway edges protected from stock and used to filter runoff
from paddocks, crops and races?

? Are different land types (e.g. steep and erodable, flat and fertile, or wet) subdivided
as far as practicable and matched to appropriate stock, crops or protection uses?

? Is grazing managed to use pasture efficiently, while protecting soils and clover and
avoiding weed growth?

? Are tracks and races designed to avoid erosion and runoff to waterways while
maximising stock comfort and farm efficiency?

? Are stock excluded from native bush areas? Is control carried out for browsing pests
(deer, possums and goats) and predators which attack native birds and insects (such
as rats, cats, stoats, weasels and ferrets)?

? Is energy efficiency considered in decisions about irrigation, running vehicles and
machinery, crop or dairy processing and storage and in the use of inputs like
fertiliser and supplements?

? Is shade and shelter used to good effect for animal welfare, crop and pasture 
production, habitat creation and aesthetic improvements to the property?

? Is clean trough water sited in each paddock for stock performance and grazing 
efficiency, allowing natural waterways to be fenced to protect stock and enhance 
water quality?

? Is chemical use minimised and integrated with other control methods? 
Are records kept and quality assurance requirements met?

? How well does the farm provide for the family, contractors and employees 
(permanent and seasonal) and the local community (e.g. income; non-financial
rewards; succession planning; training; recreation and work-life balance)?

? Are you making the most of your available capital and/or discretionary spending to
help meet your farm, environmental and personal objectives?

? Do you have strategies to cope with risks like climate variability (e.g. growing a
range of crops; protecting pasture and soils through temporary destocking; off-farm
grazing or well-designed stand-off areas)?

? Is your production going up or down and will you be able to meet your future
production targets without compromising the natural resources of your property?
What monitoring can you do to check this (e.g. tests for soil compaction;
ground/surface water quality; condition/diversity of native species)?
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Putting it all 

Planning for whole farm sustainability

together

Developing ‘rules of thumb’
Some farmers use ‘rules of thumb’ to help with planning decisions.  For example:
‘fence out and retire anything you cannot drive a tractor to’.  Within grazed areas,
there may be some areas only suited to light stock or grazing at certain times or
under certain conditions so a rule of thumb could be ‘only young stock on these
slopes in winter’. A common principle is to ‘focus on the most productive areas and
reduce inputs to the rest’ (e.g. by excluding stock and planting).

Looking at the big picture...
Because the farm or horticultural system contains many different elements it helps to focus
on key things to be done. The questions below can help kick-start the planning process and
concentrate effort on the areas that will deliver the best results.

☛ What are the strengths of your property and your current approach to managing it?

☛ What are the main issues, constraints or risks to the sustainability of your farm or
horticultural operation?  For example, erosion, soil health, summer dry, runoff to
waterways, stock safety, cash flow.

☛ What are some key changes you could make to address these?

✔ Consider opportunities to increase the resilience of your farming or growing
system to climatic effects or changing markets e.g. diverse and resilient pasture
and crop species, lower cost options, quality assurance, new income streams.

✔ Think about changes to improve efficiency, e.g. better access, paddock subdivision,
integrated pest management, fencing rough areas for easier mustering.

✔ Try to factor in how you’d like to leave the property when you pass it on, 
e.g. succession planning, covenants, tree planting for timber or amenity value.

✔ Consider any special habitat features like waterways or bush areas, and what 
you can do to enhance these or reduce impacts on them.

☛ How can you prioritise the changes needed?
Are there some easy changes that would make quite a difference?
Are there major changes that need more resources or planning?

✔ Include the priorities in your annual and long-term plans and budgets.

✔ Seek good advice on implementing your priority changes.

✔ Share the priorities with the whole farm team (family, staff and contractors).

When leading farmers make decisions, they think about how different aspects of ‘sustainability’ – such as cost, environment and
natural resources, animal welfare and people – might be affected.  Sustainability may not be the cheap option in the short term,
but if you are prepared to go the extra mile and make the necessary changes, it will often save you money in the long run, as
well as give personal satisfaction and environmental benefits.

“It's something 

everybody's going 

to have to be on top of 

- a normal, 

everyday thought 

- if you have land, 

you need 

to look after it.

– Elsie Jermy

“Farming...requires the

highest business skills...

No other profession

requires such a variety of

learning, such an insight

into nature, such a skill

of a technical nature in

order to be successful...”

– H W Wiley


