
Beyond reasonable drought; Marlborough field day points way 
through climate change 

Dryland farming techniques which have turned a 54% increase in profits on an East 
Coast Marlborough farm in the last three years despite record low rainfalls, will be 
shared at a national field day on Wednesday, May 14. 

‘Beyond Reasonable Drought; adapting dryland farming to climate change’, is the title of 
the field day, to be held on the Avery family’s Bonavaree Farm, between Seddon and 
Ward. 

Farmers in this drought-prone district once feared their farmland could become a desert.  
For 12 years, the traditionally dry area has failed to achieve its 576mm long term rainfall 
average, leaving hillsides cracked and bare and the future looking bleak. 

With help from the NZ Landcare Trust, the Marlborough District Council and Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forestry’s Sustainable Farming Fund, the farmers formed the 
Starborough-Flaxbourne Soil Conservation Group and gained funding to look at ways 
they could turn a profit while looking after their land.   

Four years later, the group is upbeat.  Techniques trialled are seen as pointing the way 
for farmers throughout New Zealand experiencing what’s widely regarded as the effects 
of global warming.   

“Sustainability is not business as usual with a few concessions, but a new road”, is the 
farming mantra of group chairman, Doug Avery.  “Under the old farming system, last 
season would have left us in tears, with no income and poor stock.  However, we’ve had 
one of our most successful years ever,” he says. 

At the end of February, the twinning and tripleting ewes weighed in for tupping at 79.7kg, 
9kg heavier than at this time last year despite an extremely dry season.  The average 
across the whole mixed age flock was 72kg, with the two tooths an average 62kg and 
the ewe hoggets 50kg. 

A major milestone in the last 12 months has been progress towards a long-term goal of 
doing away with drenching for internal parasites, with only mineral drenches used on half 
the twinning ewes.   

Changed management of lucerne – traditionally grown in the district for supplements and 
seed - has played a major role in this success story.  Lambs are now grazed on lucerne 
pre and post-weaning, finishing at 17-17.5kg carcase weights in nine to 13 weeks, with 
average growth rates of 390g/day.       

Other key changes to a low impact/high return farming system have included; 

• A change to Rissington Highlander rams 

• A reduction in total ewe numbers 

• Lambs and yearling heifers are mated  

• Angus breeding cows are run on hard country 

• Dairy bull calves – or this year the property’s own store calves - are finished.  

Not only is Bonavaree Farm more productive, but “we are making ground on damage 
done to our hills in the last 160 years,” says Mr Avery.  Rehabilitation techniques include 
planting saltbush and tagasaste; the conservation work funded by improved production 



thus profitability. 

In 2006, the Averys climbed aboard the Marlborough District Council’s Significant 
Natural Areas project.  Following an ecological survey, an area of wetland and a gully 
forest were protection-fenced with help from Government’s Biodiversity fund and the 
Marlborough District Council.   

“A lot of people have put plenty of hard work into the Starborough-Flaxbourne project 
and it’s satisfying to see it ending in success,” says Mr Avery. 

Anyone who would like to be kept in touch with plans for the field day or who knows 
others who would be interested should contact project manager, Heather Collins   
heather.collins@landcare.org.nz phone 03 572-8876 or NZ Landcare Trust, 0508 526 
322.  Registrations close at the end of April.   

‘Beyond Reasonable Drought – adapting dryland farming to climate change’ will 
be held at the Avery family’s Bonavaree Farm, 309 Grassmere Road, on 
Wednesday, May 14, 9.30am-3.45pm.  Take State Highway 1 south from Blenheim, 
12km south of Seddon, opposite the Lake Grassmere saltworks. 
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