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Dairy Environmental Farm Plan Programme –  July 2012 - June 2015 

Executive Summary 
This report provides an overview and evaluation of the three year non-regulatory Dairy Environmental 
Farm Plan (DEFP), programme that was instigated by the Marlborough District Council (the Council) in 
2012 and has just concluded in June 2015.  The programme was intended to assist dairy farmers 
upgrade farm systems in recognition of a move to higher environmental standards and requirements in 
the near future.  The programme had provision for between 20 and 30 plans to be produced. 

Over this period a total of six dairy environmental farm plans were prepared and a number of follow up 
visits to farm plan holders were carried out.  In addition, in the 2014/15 year three further farm plans were 
produced on three of the participating properties, providing more detailed analysis with an emphasis on 
nutrient management assessment and planning. 

The report also discusses the effectiveness of the Marlborough regional dairy working group which was  
established in 2012 to promote improved integration with industry and involvement in the Marlborough 
Dairy monitor farm.  

Analysis shows that of the agreed works set out in the six farm plans about 50% have been completed 
and 30% are still intended or in progress.  The completed works are concentrated on three of the six 
farms.  Feedback from the participants is generally positive about the farm plan process. 

The report considers factors possibly contributing to the low uptake of this programme.  

 

MDC Technical Report No: 15-005 i 



 

 

 



Dairy Environmental Farm Plan Programme –  July 2012 - June 2015 

 

Contents 

 

 

Executive Summary................................................................................................... i 

1. Introduction ...................................................................................................... 1 

2. Background ...................................................................................................... 1 

3. Methods ............................................................................................................ 1 

4. Results .............................................................................................................. 2 

4.1. Regional Dairy Working Group .....................................................................................2 

4.2. Environmental Dairy Farm Plan Programme – Outputs ..............................................3 

4.3. Environmental Dairy Farm Plan Programme – Outcomes ...........................................3 

5. Discussion ........................................................................................................ 4 

6. Summary ........................................................................................................... 6 

7. References: ....................................................................................................... 6 
 

MDC Technical Report No: 15-005 iii 



 

 

 



Dairy Environmental Farm Plan Programme –  July 2012 - June 2015 

1. Introduction 
This report provides an overview and evaluation of the three year non-regulatory Dairy Environmental 
Farm Plan (DEFP), programme that was instigated by the Council in 2012 and has just concluded in 
June 2015.  Over this period a total of six dairy environmental farm plans were prepared and a number of 
follow up visits to farm plan holders were carried out. In addition, in the 2014/15 year three further farm 
plans were produced, providing more detailed analysis with an emphasis on nutrient management 
assessment and planning. 

The programme was largely based around the provision of tailored environmental farm plans for dairy 
farms in the region. This was an extension of a similar programme that had been successfully 
implemented by the NZ Landcare Trust in the Aorere catchment of Golden Bay and also in the Rai 
catchment of Marlborough over the three years from 2009 to 2012. 

A Marlborough regional dairy working group was also established in 2012 to promote improved 
integration with industry and involvement in the Marlborough Dairy monitor farm.  

This non-regulatory work with the dairy industry sat alongside the regulatory programme which is carried 
out and reported by the Council’s compliance team on an annual basis. 

2. Background 
The Council has had annual water quality monitoring programme and dairy effluent compliance 
programmes since 1996.  However, by 2010 it was apparent that many dairy farmers were still struggling 
to meet basic compliance standards and industry best practice guidelines.  

At that time industry (both DairyNZ and Fonterra), were signalling an intention to increase the emphasis 
on environmental performance.  While there had been some progress towards best practice, various 
stocktakes in 2011 including Council’s own compliance records, water quality monitoring results, a 
Council commissioned report from NIWA (2011), and an independent MAF audit of industry Clean 
Streams Accord targets (2010, 2011), showed that the performance of a number of Marlborough dairy 
farms was well below that likely to be required in the future.  This included a number of dairy farms that 
were considered compliant under the current dairy effluent standards and compliance monitoring 
programme in Marlborough. 

In response to this situation, the Council decided to step up its collaboration with the dairy industry and to 
allocate funding to a proactive voluntary programme to provide environmental farm plans to dairy farmers.  
This was an extension of the programme delivered by the NZ Landcare Trust in the Rai catchment over 
three years from 2009 to 2012 which had already produced nine farm plans.  

The goal was to assist dairy farmers to move towards operating at best practice level so that they were in 
a position to meet future Council, central government and industry standards and requirements.  This 
included improving knowledge and understanding about the day to day management required to ensure 
farms are operated sustainably, and, where required, advice on the upgrading of farm infrastructure. 

3. Methods 
After some initial discussion, in 2012 the Council initiated the establishment of a regional dairy working 
group to encourage collaboration and integration between industry groups, the Council and dairy farmers.  
Council staff also began regularly attending dairy industry workshops and the dairy monitor farm 
meetings.  The Dairy Working Group included representatives from Fonterra, DairyNZ, the Landcare 
Trust, Federated Farmers and local dairy farmers, as well as councillors and council staff.  The Dairy 
Working Group assisted the Council to design and implement the Environmental Farm Plan Programme. 
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The Marlborough District Council Dairy 
Environmental Farm Plan (DEFP) 
programme was initiated in 2012.  This was a 
three year funded programme to potentially 
deliver up to 30 individual farm plans to 
farmers to assist them move toward industry 
best practice standards.  Consultant Jan 
Derks was contracted to provide this service 
as he had already established a good track 
record working in the region providing farm 
plans through the NZ Landcare Trust.  

The programme included a visit to the farm to 
develop a practical farm plan which set out a 
three year programme of prioritised works, 
along with annual follow up visits to check 
progress and provide any further assistance 
or advice.  The Council offered the farm 
plans on a 50/50 cost share basis and set a 
standard cost of $1500.00 per farm plan.   

Information sheets and a partnership 
agreement form were developed and the 
farm plan programme was publicised through 
various dairy networks.  Initially the 
programme was restricted to those farmers in 
the Rai/Pelorus catchment but after the first 
year it was opened up to all dairy farmers in 
the Marlborough region. 

The DEFP included sections on the matters listed below and also included a property map and a three 
year prioritised work summary to help with planning and implementing the required actions. 

(a) Environmental management (grazing, irrigation, water supply, stock movement, fertiliser) 

(b) Infrastructure (effluent storage and discharge, silage storage, stock crossings, reticulated 
water) 

(c) Riparian and waterways (primarily stock exclusion through fencing of waterways, planting) 

(d) Nutrient management (overview of best practice around grazing, fertiliser, effluent discharge) 

4. Results 

4.1. Regional Dairy Working Group  
This group first met in May 2012 and has met regularly since that time at approximately 6 monthly 
intervals.  It has proved to be a positive initiative which encourages collaboration and understanding 
between the stakeholders.  The working group has enabled improved communication and co-ordination 
between Council’s programmes (regulatory and non-regulatory), and industry driven initiatives.  During 
the period the group has been meeting, Fonterra has rolled out a comprehensive Environmental 
Management programme and has kept the group informed of progress through these meetings. 

In addition, over the same period of time, Council staff have made an effort to attend DairyNZ workshops  
and also the dairy monitor farm meetings at Linkwater.  Staff have presented information and provided 
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relevant updates on Council programmes from time to time (for instance soil quality reports and water 
quality reports).  The Council also contributed 50% of the cost of a soil moisture sensor system on the 
monitor farm to enable improved monitoring of ground conditions and to promote understanding and 
discussion about irrigation and effluent disposal management.  

4.2. Environmental Dairy Farm Plan Programme – Outputs  
In the first year (2012/13), six farm 
plans were provided through the 
Council programme.  

In the second year (2013/14), in spite of 
the programme being made available to 
all dairy farmers in Marlborough 
(i.e. not restricted to the Rai/Pelorus 
catchment), there were several 
enquiries but no further farm plans 
were requested by farmers.  A follow up 
round was carried out, with eight farm 
plan holders revisited (three earlier 
Landcare plans and five of the six new 
Council farm plans), and the progress 
of actions assessed.  The follow up 
visits showed that about 60% of 
planned actions had been completed.  
Farmers visited were generally positive 
about the farm plan process. 

In the third and final year of the programme (2014/15), no further requests for farm plans were received.  
The decision was made to trial a small number of more detailed plans with a focus on nutrient 
management using the Overseer model to calculate nutrient inputs and outputs.  Three of these 
additional nutrient management plans were produced, fully funded by the Council and on dairy properties 
with existing farm plans. The intention was to provide additional information through the emphasis on 
detailed nutrient management analysis, and also to use the process as a learning and extension 
opportunity for both the three farming families involved and Council staff.  

In addition, a further follow up round was carried out in relation to the six farm plans carried out in the first 
year of the programme, with four of these properties being revisited, and some information being 
collected about the one other by phone discussion and roadside observations.  

4.3. Environmental Dairy Farm Plan Programme – Outcomes 
A total of six farm plans were completed for dairy farmers through the programme.  Nine Marlborough 
dairy farmers already had received farm plans through an earlier programme bringing the total number of 
farm plans completed to fifteen.  

Analysis of information on Marlborough dairy farms suggests that the majority of farms still have older 
sub-standard infrastructure (effluent systems, silage storage, raceways etc) and will need to upgrade in 
the near future to be able to perform at a level that meets industry best practice standards.  However, it 
appears that only a minority of dairy farmers felt that an Environmental Farm Plan would help them to 
make progress on making the required upgrade on their farms.  

Analysis of the six farm plans that were produced shows mixed results in terms of the effectiveness of the 
plans.  Follow up visits to measure progress against the agreed three year work programmes showed that 
slightly less than 50% of the agreed works had been completed.  Another 30% were partially completed 
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or still intended to be completed in the future.  It was also noted that progress was quite uneven, with 
some farms having made good progress overall and several having made little progress.  

However when questioned about the usefulness of the farm plan process, 4 of the 5 participants in the 
2013/14 follow up round and 4 out of 4 in the 2014/15 follow up round, stated their farm plan had been 
useful and reinforced their willingness to participate in any future opportunity for a different property.  
Positive comments included: 

• The farm plan and planning process provides a work strategy and maintains awareness of 
potential consequences of farming practices. 

• The farm plan focussed thinking on farm management activities and environmental 
implications, considerations and best practices and applied a consistent approach across 
participants. 

• The farm plan provided a prioritised work plan, and concise list of best practice. 

• The process assisted with decision-making re effluent management and effluent system 
infrastructure upgrade. 

• Mapping provided was of excellent quality and extremely useful. 

In summarising the results of his follow up visits, consultant Jan Derks stated; 

” While the opinions given support the value of farm planning in setting goals and a workplan for 
individual properties to aim for, a plan has no benefit unless prescribed actions are undertaken to a 
satisfactory standard and in reasonable timeframes. Results to date do not have a strong 
correlation to the apparently beneficial process of planning i.e., level of commitment to, and 
implementation of farm plan content has been low from some landowners. The voluntary process 
has not been universally successful in achieving outcomes under self-ascribed timeframes.” 
(TACCRA Ltd, 2015). 

The three additional more detailed nutrient management plans that were produced in the 2014/15 year 
re-visited basic farm infrastructure and operations as well as carrying out a full nutrient management 
analysis using the Overseer model and including farm scale soil investigations.  

These plans provide nitrogen leaching and efficiency estimates as well as mitigation options. Potential 
phosphorus loss and mitigation options are also considered.  Examples of mitigation options suggested 
included very basic best practice like having adequate sized and lined effluent storage areas and 
managing runoff from yards and raceways as well as other more subtle recommendations around 
targeting and extending effluent discharge areas and altering fertiliser programmes to reduce inputs and 
better match actual monitored requirements.  

All of the farm plans highlighted that two things are required to operate at best practice levels, firstly:- 

• adequate infrastructure needs to be in place (effluent storage ponds, well designed 
raceways, underpasses, feed areas etc), and secondly; 

• day to day management practices need to be in place ( regular checking and shifting of 
effluent disposal system, grazing management practices, regular cleaning of raceways and 
maintenance of cut-offs and so on) 

5. Discussion  
The Regional Dairy Working Group has been a useful forum to foster communication and in some cases 
collaboration and is likely to continue into the foreseeable future 

However the dairy environmental farm plan project has had limited success, with low uptake and mixed 
achievement of on-farm improvements.  
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It appears that only a minority of dairy farmers have wished to adopt a pro-active voluntary approach to 
upgrading their farm systems in partnership with a Council programme.  Of course, some dairy farmers 
may have been pro-actively improving their dairy systems over this time period independently of the farm 
plan programme.  However information from the dairy effluent compliance programme makes it clear that 
there are still a number of dairy farms operating with sub-standard systems that do not position them well 
for the future. 

Of those that did participate, actual progress to achieve agreed targets within the farm plans was also 
limited, with slightly less than 50% of the agreed works being completed and another 30% either 
underway or still intended.  Where progress was made it tended to be concentrated on three of the 
participating farms. 

There may be a number of reasons why the uptake of the DEFP programme was low. 

Information gained through the annual dairy compliance programme does suggest that a number of dairy 
farmers are waiting to consider the requirements set out in the second generation resource management 
plans, before they make significant changes on their farms.   

Also, dairy farmers may have been focussed on achieving the compulsory requirements of the Fonterra 
Environment Programme, which was launched in 2013 and required all dairy farmers to fence waterways 
by December the same year.  Marlborough was well behind voluntary industry targets for fencing of 
waterways and had a short timeframe to comply once this became compulsory.  The emphasis of the 
programme in 2014 was finalising outstanding fencing and collecting farm based information on nitrogen 
management.  

The Fonterra Environment Programme has also given effluent systems some attention, emphasising that 
all dairy effluent systems must comply with the Council requirements 365 days of the year, not just on the 
day the property is visited.  Fonterra representatives have been pro-actively identifying farms with sub-
standard systems and are providing assistance to improve systems through an “Environmental 
Improvement Plan” process.   

However, it is the Council that is ultimately responsible for assessing compliance of dairy effluent systems 
and results of the Council’s dairy effluent compliance inspections for the 2014/15 year have unfortunately 
shown that compliance rates are in fact decreasing.  New dairy effluent standards which are due to be 
publicly notified by the Council in late 2015 will require higher standards, for instance adequate effluent 
storage capacity based on a minimum of 3 months storage or certified as sufficient by a suitable 
professional. 

The next area of environmental management that will be required by industry under the Water Accord 
agreement relates to riparian management along waterways and around wetlands, including planting 
where this will have water quality benefits. Riparian management plans are to be developed by 2020 and 
all planting completed by 2030.  DairyNZ is in the process of developing guidelines for riparian 
management. 

Some councils provide funding assistance for riparian fencing and planting.  If the Council decided to 
provide some assistance for riparian planting in the future a model similar to the existing “Tui to Town” 
funding could potentially be used.  This model includes minimum and maximum assistance amounts 
which ensure the funding is targeted at projects of sufficient scale.  Riparian planting has multiple benefits 
including potential water quality benefits as well as biodiversity benefits (both terrestrial and aquatic) and 
amenity and landscape benefits.  An incentive programme could apply to all livestock farmers or be 
targeted to certain localities. 
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Examples of riparian fencing and planting and upgraded effluent storage pond 

6. Summary 
The Council has endeavoured to collaborate with industry groups such as Fonterra and DairyNZ to 
provide clarity to dairy farmers about expectations for the future and to assist farmers in achieving the 
required improvements.  Over the last decade the Council has made considerable efforts to work 
alongside dairy farmers to manage problems, with enforcement only resorted to in extreme cases of non-
compliance.  The three year 2012 – 2015 Dairy Environmental Farm Plan programme has been the most 
recent non-regulatory initiative but has had mixed success.  

A total of six farm plans were produced in the first year of the programme and no further plans were 
requested after this time.  A further three detailed Nutrient Management Plans were produced on three of 
the same farms in the third year of the programme to trial this methodology and gain learnings for both 
the farmers concerned and Council staff. 

Of the agreed works set out in the six farm plans about 50% have been completed and 30% are still 
intended or in progress.  The completed works are concentrated on three of the six farms. 

However feedback from the participants is generally positive about the farm plan process 

The three year funded programme is now complete and will not be continued.  There may be some 
provision for the Council to provide practical assistance in some other way to dairy farmers in the future. 

The Regional Dairy Working Group which was established in 2012 has been a positive initiative and 
continues to meet approximately 6-monthly to maintain collaborative relationships between the Council, 
industry groups and dairy farmers. 

The three additional nutrient management plans provided in the 2014/15 year have provided some 
interesting information about nutrient losses off the properties involved and have enabled Council staff to 
become more familiar with the issues involved in producing and analysing nutrient management plans. 
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