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Thank goodness – the Fieldays have come and gone for another year.  Yes, I kicked a few big tyres and eyeballed a lot of gadgets and gimmicks but the best part, as always, was meeting familiar faces, chewing the fat with them and re-establishing our place in the scheme of things.  Old colleagues are to be treasured and their wisdom is a reminder that the more things change, the more they stay the same.
The colour and gloss of Fieldays is a diversion from the cold, wet and mud back on farms, and I can hardly blame farmers for taking a bit of time out to drool over the new machinery and technology.  But the fact that many left their credit cards and cheque books at home is telling.  Things are getting tight behind the farm gate.

Lately I have followed up a number of inquiries from farmers in the central North Island, and they have some major concerns.  First, some very good farmers, caught up in the hi-tech-high-input-high-cost approach that has been fashionable in the past decade, are now feeling very let down.  The production-driven system that promised so much has failed them by placing too much emphasis on high stocking rates, high overdrafts, more fences and more fertiliser but not asking whether these would lead to more profit.
Rightly or wrongly they feel deserted and financially they are going backwards, but selling up does not seem to be an option.  Wives, who tend to be the ones looking after the books, are often more aware of the seriousness of the problem and are more willing seek advice and take action.  The men were finding it difficult to face up to the need to change, and I detected a certain amount of confusion and some despair in the cold and wet.
But there is a brighter side to winter.  It is a time when farming couples can and should take some time out for themselves.  Calving and lambing are still some way off, and there is the opportunity to step aside from the day-to-day grind, relax, be together and think.

It is usually best to get away from the farm.  Let someone else look after the feeding out and the kids, and take yourselves off to a warmer spot or perhaps a hotel with a spa.  After a few days you are able to get a better perspective on life and be able to ask yourselves a few curly questions.  
Why are you farming?  Are you original reasons still valid?  Have your family circumstances changed?  Would it be useful to revisit your vision for your future?
Discussing these questions with your partner is invariably valuable.  Reassessing your personal and business goals is something that should be done at least annually, and after a while thinking through the issues involved does become easier.  The experience of eCOGENT farmers is that the regular sorting out of their visions and strategies for reaching their goals keeps them on track to profitability and satisfaction.

Lower farm gate prices should prompt you to question what you are doing and how you are doing it.  You might come to the conclusion that backing away from the high input system is a wise strategy.  You might find that your partner has different goals to you, and work out ways to accommodate those within your business and lifestyle.  You might find that you are doing exactly what you want to and decide to make no changes.  That in itself would be a valuable boost to your morale.
The journey towards farming for the right reasons – your reasons – and sustaining higher profits is not always straightforward.  It requires a degree of discipline, some dedication, some determination and a heap of desire to get back on track and kick ahead.  There are some suggestions on the eCOGENT website that you might give you the boost you are looking for, or you can give me a call.
Assessing how well you are doing and working out the way forward is never easy, but a trailer load of common sense is far better than the truckload of dollars you may have been throwing at your farm to maintain production.  Give up following the loudest voice at the discussion group or field day, and use winter to think your way to profitability.
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