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Plenty for farmers to take from festive season – Peter Floyd – 16th December 2009
For most farmers Christmas comes at an inconvenient time of the year.

It’s right in the middle of summer when late hay needs to be baled, other crops need attention or are maturing and need to be harvested, irrigation may be up and running, and pressure is being put on water supplies.

It would be great to take a day off but cows don’t stop producing milk just because it’s Christmas. Calves still fall in drains, sheep still get cast and blowflies don’t even pause to think about the season of good cheer before they strike.

Then there’s the hassle and cost of presents.

It isn’t enough the kids have cricket coaching and horse-riding lessons – they each want a new laptop and an I-phone as well. And all you are likely to get is gumboot socks and a copy of the latest book on how to bring up children in the era of global warming.

No wonder some people say, ‘Bah, humbug!’ to Christmas and wish that the Grinch was successful in stealing it.

Okay, maybe I am exaggerating just a little, but with all the pressure on farmers at this time of year does the festive season have any value from a business point of view?

These days an important component of any farm business is its sustainability. There is no point in taking a short term profit now if it is going to make you suffer in the long term. Similarly, working long hours for months on end without a break may look like it will pay off but is not sustainable. At some point your physical and/or mental health will suffer and relationships will be put under strain, and there is absolutely no profit in that.

Christmas can help you avoid that outcome. Yes, it is a religious festival that coincides with the Northern hemisphere mid-winter and for that reason it may seem somewhat out of place here, but we have built around it all sorts of Kiwi summer traditions that can make it a refreshing family time.

Another important component of the rewards from farming is satisfaction, and if your business plan allows you to pause and spend quality time with your family and friends then it contributes substantially to the satisfaction you derive from it.

You can’t measure the value of taking a break at Christmas in terms of cents profit per kilo of dry matter eaten by stock, nor can you assess it as increases in levels of soil carbon. But like your weekends off or annual holidays, a Christmas break gives you an opportunity to chill out and be cheery – quality time away from the constant slog of work is time well spent even though you may have to fit it in between milkings.

So while Christmas is an important part of our spiritual heritage I believe it also makes very good business sense to celebrate Christmas well and nurture yourself and your family a little. It is a valuable opportunity for farm families, including staff, to renew the goodwill and strength that will carry them through the rest of the season.

I wish you all a very merry and highly profitable Christmas.
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