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Managing the important measures – Peter Floyd – 18 August 2009                                        
In my last column I talked a lot about profit and the importance of using the right measure of profit as the main driver of the farming business (see my website if you missed it).  Of course, profit is not the only driver, and for some people their vision includes a lifestyle that means profit takes second place.  However, for most farmers it is profit that gives the lifestyle that they want, so using the right measure of sustained profitability is vital to achieving your vision.
One new eCOGENT member commented to me recently how simple it was to maximise profit sustainably once you collect the right information and have it analysed.   Our system of business analysis for farm data has been refined over the past decade and is continually updated as members seek to include more factors in profit forecasts.

Some of these factors are not new, e.g. animal condition.  This measure has been given lip service by advisers in the past and they have allowed it to slip down the list of priorities to such an extent that today we have the skinniest national dairy herd of all time.  Disgusting really, and certainly not in the best interests of profits as our database shows very clearly.   This is a “must improve” issue that needs urgent attention.
Other factors are new, and our members see them as critical to improving profits and applying to all types of pastoral farming.  The first is raising pasture residuals – a strategy that produces more feed, and helps to retain moisture and sustain biological activity particularly at the soil surface.  The second is checking Brix levels daily and managing pastures in such a way as to keep them high.  Careful use of these two measures goes a long way towards ensuring that quantity and quality of feed are not only adequate but also profitable.  Again, our database shows this very clearly.

Having plenty of high quality feed keeps stock productive and contented, and our members talk about the benefits of having “fat, happy cows”.  What amazes me is that their views are mocked by some advisers.  These same advisers would never maintain their vehicles badly or put low grade fuel into their high performance engines, yet they seem happy to tell farmers to feed high producing stock on limited amounts of second rate pasture!     
We have found that the daily focus on Brix and residuals amounts to a very practical farm business tool that has huge effects on animal performance every day of the year, and we are seeing this throughout the country on a wide range of farm types from sheep to intensive dairying and from steep hill country to heavy flats.  
This focus improves the overall health of animals and takes care of the skinny cow problem.  Not surprisingly it also reduces animal health bills – in fact one member with a herd of 250 cows announced at a recent farming conference that he had had only two visits from the vet last season – one to attend to a breach birth and the other to dehorn calves.  

Another benefit is the improvement in soil condition.  This is something I would not have believed if I had not seen the huge change that has taken place on many members’ farms in the past three years since Brix and residuals became a basic component of the eCOGENT approach.

Finally, this change in focus is very cost effective. Yes, there is an investment to be made in the strategic management process and effort in putting it into practice, but that brings about a whole lot of extra benefits as well.  It is just a shame that it took me over 20 years to uncover and prove this simple approach.
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