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Farmers in New Zealand live with great uncertainty over markets, exchanges rates and government policies that are as unpredictable as the weather. But that’s not new – it’s always been like that. However, that should not stop us from making sure that the most productive sector of the economy doesn’t get ignored by decision makers in Wellington.

In recent columns I have pleaded for agricultural science to
Lincoln’s Professor Caroline    become more responsible, for projects to be assessed for their

Saunders emphasises the       value to farmers rather than to the research organisation
importances of frequent           involved.
and robust dialogue with        
targeted customers 

This means farmer input as to the key areas to be studied, and a well funded and intelligently directed programme of technology transfer to ensure that results get out to those they are supposed to be helping.

I am calling for the Budget to promote research around best business practices for farmers. These need to be measured in terms that support profitability, such as net profit per kgDM eaten.

We also need better information on truly sustainable practices for farms of varying sizes, types and localities from Southland to Northland. We need more extensive data gathering to fine-tune carbon capture and storage measures, brix standard pasture measures, and product quality measures such as omega-3 and mineral levels.

We have well studied and documented farms throughout the country with detailed environmental, soil, pasture and animal records that could be used as a springboard for on-farm trials. We have done the hard yards and established trends that could well benefit all farmers in the future by helping them meet top-end market demands.

The recent KPMG report highlighted the threats from the bulk commodity producers like China and countries in South America. Their cheaper land and labour and closer proximity to markets are huge advantages that we need to appreciate and take appropriate action to mitigate.

At our annual conference in Queenstown last week, Meat & Wool NZ director James Parsons initially laid out a sombre platform for the sector’s future. However, he quickly followed with an enthusiastic presentation of the opportunities available as long as we look at our marketing structures in a new light.

The ability to establish simple supply chains with target markets has all been raised before but it is about playing your cards right in the international game.

As Parsons points out, there are many successful supply chain examples in international commerce – Dell and Levi, are just two. Also at the conference, Lincoln-based Professor Caroline Saunders called for sustainable food solutions to satisfy the world customer needs.

Yes, specific markets again, along with the need to highlight measures of food quality and production efficiency, such as low carbon footprint, low water footprint and low energy footprints. She emphasises the importance of having robust and frequent dialogue with targeted customers.

So my plea is for on-farm research into sustainability in it broadest sense, measured by best business practice indicators. We have the farms, the farmers and the systems available throughout the country to try out and demonstrate this on right now.

Please let commonsense prevail so that the whole country will benefit now and our grandchildren can be assured of quality food and greater prosperity in the future.
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