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SUMMARY 

To effectively implement environmental policies for natural resource management, 
landowners are expected to use available information to assist them understand the short-
term and long-term relationships between their actions and resource condition.  In this 
project the information required by dairy farmers for them to establish and maintain an 
effective effluent strategy was identified, and recommendations made as to how this 
information could be best provided. 

Five workshops were held with 41 farmers in the west, north and east of Victoria to identify 
their different goals, decision objectives, and performance expectations.  These were 
compared and the main target groups of farmers identified for policy implementation. 

Based upon the results, the authors identified the key messages that each target group 
needed for them to be motivated to change their effluent management practices.  Each 
group required distinctly different forms of information to link the desired behaviour changes 
with their farming goals and the different purposes that they had for effluent management. 

INTRODUCTION 

The size of dairy herds and the volume of water used in milk harvesting are increasing in 
Victoria.  General community and environmental groups are pressuring farmers to deal with 
community concerns about water quality.  People within the dairy industry also want their 
industry to have a “clean and green” image and want to avoid having regulatory controls 
imposed upon them.   

A project to improve the management of dairy effluent, so farmers could make the best use 
of effluent on farms while complying with EPA legislation, was jointly initiated and funded by 
GippsDairy, Murray Dairy, WestVic Dairy, the EPA, Victorian Nutrient Management 
Initiative, DNRE, Catchment Management Authorities, and the Victorian Dairy Industry 
Authority.  This study is one part of that project.  Other papers associated with the project 
have already been reported to this society (Parminter et al, 2000b, and Parminter 2001). 

The aim of this part of the project was to provide information to the industry and 
government agencies that would help them increase the proportion of farmers who would 
adopt an intention not to pollute and then implement an effective dairy effluent scheme. 

More detail on all parts of the study can be obtained from the final research report.  Copies 
of this report can be obtained from GippsDairy and the Victoria Dairy Research and 
Development Corporation (Parminter and Pedersen 2000). 



 

 

METHODS 

Several focus groups of 5-16 farmers were held in each of three regions of Victoria.  Two 
groups met in Western Victoria, one in Northern Victoria and two in Eastern Victoria.  Each 
focus group met once for a semi-structured workshop of 3-4 hours.  The workshops were 
designed to elicit attitudes and opinions on effluent management, including the strengths, 
weaknesses, and possible improvements to typical schemes in use in each region.  A wide 
diversity of information and opinion was sought from the focus groups in order to provide an 
adequate base for quantification of key beliefs in a telephone survey to be conducted later 
in the project (Parminter, et al 2000b).   

The methods used at the workshops were based upon Soft Systems (Checkland & 
Scholes, 1990) and Participatory Learning and Action (Chambers, 1987, Mikkelsen 1995) 
and had previously been used for similar workshops in New Zealand.  The people attending 
each workshop filled out a survey form covering basic demographic information that 
described their farming context.  Each participant ranked their farming goals and how 
effluent disposal related to those.  The list of goals had been previously used in New 
Zealand (Parminter and Perkins, 1997) and was limited to only those goals associated with 
farming activities and not those that might have been considered to be family or personal.  
Workshop participants individually described the purpose of an effluent management 
scheme, and then worked in small groups to describe a typical scheme for “farmers like 
me”. 

Data from the workshops was evaluated using the Excel statistics functions and content 
analysis using NVivo. 

RESULTS 

Demographics of the People Attending the Workshops 

The workshops were attended by 41 farmers in total (Table 1).  Most of those attending 
were men, but four women also participated. 

The average farm size for those attending the workshops was 146 ha with little variation 
between regions.  Participants from Western Victoria had the highest proportion of dairy 
farms on hilly topography.  Participants in Western Victoria also had the lowest average 
milk production per farm. 

Table 1: Background about the Farmers Attending the Workshops  

ATTRIBUTE REGION 

 West North East Overall 

Number of farmers 8 15 18 41 (total) 

Average farm size (ha)  151  148  143  146 

Average proportion of 
farms hilly (%)  60  10  40  30 

Average milk production 
(litres/farm) 0.93 million 1.75 million 1.62 million 1.35 million 

 

 



 

 

Farming Goals 

The researchers considered that farmers would be likely to implement any actions that they 
associated with their priority goals.  The most highly ranked goals in this survey were 
‘maximising farm profits’ and ‘building a valuable farming business’ (Figure 1).  More than 
70% of farmers had these goals as a priority. 

If the farmers with business related goals (i.e. ‘maximising farm profits’ and ‘building a 
valuable farming business’) as their most important farming goals also considered that 
making changes to their effluent system would improve their farming business, then they 
were likely to implement those changes.  Many farmers said that looking after nature was 
important to them but subsidiary to their primary goals.  If these people also associated 
making changes to their effluent scheme with ‘looking after nature’ they were less likely to 
implement the changes because the outcome was less important to them.  On farms where 
‘looking after nature’ was a subsidiary goal, changes were unlikely to take place unless the 
performance of the effluent system was well below what the farmers considered to be the 
minimum acceptable standards associated with the goal of ‘looking after nature’. 

 

Figure 1 :Ranking of Farming Goals by Farmers (1 Being the Highest Ranking) 

 
 

Purpose of a Dairy Farm Effluent Scheme 

For many farmers, the main purpose of effluent management was to ensure that the farm 
business remained viable.  This included taking whatever actions would be needed to 
comply with industry requirements, ensuring that there were no limitations to future 
expansion, and treating effluent in the most cost-effective way possible. 

The next most important purpose of effluent management was to maintain the health of the 
people on the farm and their natural environment.  This included taking any action that 
would reduce the effects of salinity, reducing nutrient transfer, and reducing any other off-
farm effects of contamination (e.g. smells, and blue green algae). 



 

 

Another important purpose for some farmers of having a farm effluent scheme was to reuse 
nutrients or as a way to reuse water for pasture growth.  Farmers with this purpose would 
take any actions that could assist them to improve farm fertility and increase the amount of 
pasture or crops they could grow. 

In Table 2 there are two columns of results for farmers with business and nature goals as 
their primary goals.  In the same table there are three rows for farmers who have 
harvesting, environment, or health purposes for their effluent decision-making. Within each 
cell (defined by farming goal and decision making purpose) the researchers have estimated 
the numbers of farmers in the general population from their focus group results (see Table 
2). 

 

Table 2. Proportion of Farmers in Different Target Groups Based Upon Their Decision 
Making Preferences 

 Goals  

Purpose of 
Effluent 
Management 

Business Nature 

Milk 
Harvesting 

quality 
focussed  

40% environmental 
pragmatists 

5% 

Environment 
and Health 

socially 
responsible 

 

20% environmental 
idealists 

5% 

Nutrient/ 

Water 
Recycling 

production 
focussed 

20% ecosystem 
dominant 

1% 

 

The three groups of farmers motivated by their environmental goals were in the minority but 
were likely to have values and goals homogenous with the agencies responsible for 
environmental policy.  The farmers in the focus groups who fitted these characteristics 
already had contact with environmental agencies, and were aware of the information that 
these agencies could provide. 

The largest groups of farmers were those who understood the issue of effluent 
management within a business context, even if they did have an environmental purpose for 
their decision-making.  The smallest target group of farmers within the business goals 
column were those with nutrient and water recycling purposes for their decision-making.  A 
number of farmers were uncertain about the nutrient value of recycled effluent, and it may 
be that if this value was made more widely known then the size of this group could 
increase. 

To influence the behaviour of the farmers in each of the target groups, information is 
needed that can build a link between effluent management and the key drivers of farmer 
behaviour. 



 

 

In Table 3 the key information for each of the target groups was identified from focus group 
material. 

For “quality focussed” farmers they wanted to know how they could produce top quality milk 
for processing.  They wanted to know the needs of their markets for different specifications 
of milk products, how farmers’ management of effluent could affect these markets, what 
changes they should be making to their management, and what the likely benefits of those 
changes would be.  In the end they wanted to have transparent milk quality standards and 
to receive market premiums for achieving them. 

Each of the other farmer groups required different information about effluent management 
to encourage behavioural change.  To provide some of this information environmental 
agencies will need to develop collaborations with other information providers.  For instance 
to provide information to quality focussed farmers will probably require environmental 
agencies to work together with industry agencies in the preparation and promotion of  
suitably focussed information. 

Figure 3.  Key Types of Information Required by Decision Makers in Target Groups 

 Goals  

Purpose of 
Effluent 
Management 

Business Nature 

Milk 
Harvesting 

quality 
focussed  

transparent 
standards and 
premiums 

environmental 
pragmatists 

cost reduction 
incentives e.g. 
nutrient use 

Environment 
and Health 

socially 
responsible 

 

easy-care 
guidelines 

environmental 
idealists 

reinforcement 
of ‘safe’ 
behaviour 

Nutrient/ 

Water 
Recycling 

production 
focussed 

input-output 
relationships 

ecosystem 
dominant 

biodiversity 
effects 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

F Farming goals and the key factors of decision-making can be identified in focus group 
workshops and used to describe target groups for policy implementation. 

F Business goals were the most dominant goals expressed by the dairy farmers in the 
focus groups. 

F For most farmers, the standard of effluent management decision-making was 
determined by its perceived importance to farm business viability. 

F The largest target group of dairy farmers (40%) were those people described as being 
Quality Focussed.  They had business goals for farming and managed their dairy 
effluent as part of their milk harvesting operation.  The development of transparent 
standards and premiums for good performance was identified as the best way to 
influence their behaviour. 
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