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Extended Abstract 

The DairyLink – Tararua project involved dairy farmers, industry leaders and community leaders in the 
Tararua district.  The participants worked together at finding ways to improve productivity and reduce the 
environmental impacts of dairy farming on the Manawatu River catchment.  The project was an initiative of 
Tararua community leaders in response to the proposed regulation of agriculture that had been included in 
the proposed Manawatu-Whanganui Regional Council One-Plan.  

In 2010 the number of dairy herds in the Tararua District had dropped from 370 herds in 1990 to 315.  Over 
the same time period farm size had almost doubled to 116 hectares.  The average herd size had increased 
from 150 to 315 cows and stocking rates increased to 2.7 cows per hectare.  Production for 2009-2010 had 
increased from 280 kg ms per cow in 1990 to 330kg ms per cow and 900kg ms per hectare.   

The project was begun in April 2011 with three outcomes intended: 

1. To reconcile farmers’ goals for sustainable increases in profitable production and their goals for 
responsible use of natural resources and continued “freedom to operate” in Tararua District. 

2. To encourage dairy farmers within the catchments to use selected practices that in combination 
could reduce the amounts of nutrients, sediment and pathogens being lost in the catchment. 

3. To increase farmers’ own level of control over the natural resource issues on their properties. 

DairyNZ staff had close contact with about 50 farmers and limited contact with a further 100 farmers in the 
catchment.  A catchment-based extension programme was developed combining mass communication with 
individual mentoring to reach every farmer. 

Project governance was provided by a local agricultural subcommittee funded by DairyNZ as the project 
sponsor.  Project management was provided by PACT Consulting, and project delivery involved DairyNZ staff 
and local consultants.  Three farmers in the District agreed to provide learning hubs for the project and host 
regular field days on their properties. 

In the first year of the project, activities included: 

• Initial field days at each farm learning-hub to develop farmer expectations for the project – June 
2011 

• For each farm completed: Overseer nutrient management plan, water efficiency inventory, farm 
dairy effluent calculations, environmental risk analysis, and grazing system analysis.  Developed 
priorities for optimising animal production, minimising environmental risks and mitigating potential 
nutrient losses. 

• Field days on the science results from catchment monitoring - February 2012 

• Field days to follow-up farm dairy effluent discussion – July 2012 

• Newsletters sent out December 2011 (phosphorus losses), March 2012 (Manawatu River nutrient 
loads), May 2012 (understanding nitrogen cycling), July 2012 (water use efficiency). 

After 18 months industry priorities changed and the project finished early.  Despite the short duration of the 
project, some progress was made towards achieving the project’s outcomes. 

• Participating farmers at the field days were linking more of their day-to-day management decisions 
with long term changes in environmental conditions. 

• Beginning with farm dairy effluent, participating farmers were considering ways to reduce the 
environmental risks from their farming systems. 

• Participating farmers at the learning events were reviewing ways that they could: increase the 
efficiency with which natural resources were used, manage their farm investment and operational 
costs, and work within societal expectations. 

The Manawatu-Whanganui Regional Council One-Plan is still controversial and is currently before the High 
Court for further judgement about its provisions.  The staff at the Council are working with farmers to develop 
farm plans that will bring them into compliance over time.  DairyNZ no longer has a catchment extension 
strategy for the Tararua District but is working with individual farmers and agricultural agencies to increase 
the use of environmental practices.  Farmers in the area are gradually adapting to the new regulatory 
environment and working together to support those people in the most difficult circumstances so that they 



 

 

can maintain the viability of their businesses.  The three host farmers have been including environmental 
considerations in their priorities for development investments, as well as changing their operational practices.  
If the project had continued for its full design life, more results like these might have been expected. 

 


