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OWL FARM STRATEGY  
 

 

 

1. Vision 

a. Dairy Farm  

• To apply proven research, utilising good on farm practice and scientific monitoring for the farm to 
become an exemplar in dairy production, financial, environmental and people performance, while 
maintaining the highest standards of health and safety. 

b. Students 

• To encourage more young people into the dairy industry. 

 

2. Strategic Objectives  

a. Dairy Farm  

• Providing leadership to dairy farmers and the wider community by demonstrating progressive 
practices that can be achieved on farm.   

• Optimise profit through identifying the appropriate dairy production system for Owl Farm. 

• Achieving a farm sustainable environmental footprint based on industry good management practice. 

• To attract, train and retain quality employees. 

b. Students  

• To provide educational opportunities and exposure to the dairy industry which demonstrates career 
opportunities to students. 

 

3. Farm Development Stages 

a. Stage 1 Objective (2015/16 – 2017/18) 

Establish credibility by addressing current issues and performance, whilst setting up the farm for future 
development. During this stage, the farm will operate a pasture based system, with tactical supplementation 
strategies, based largely on existing infrastructure, to optimise profit while developing a resilient farm system. 

 

b. Stage 2 Objective (2018/19 – onwards) 

Testing and investigating in conjunction with partners, innovative strategies to lead sustainable profit. The farm 
system will be developed over years 1-3 and reflect demonstration requirements of industry that are relevant and 
appropriate at that time point. 
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HEALTH AND SAFETY 
 

 

Welcome to Owl Farm.  We are a fully operational, commercial dairy farm with a number of potential hazards to both 
visitors and staff.   Many of these potential hazards cannot be eliminated while also providing access to visitors therefore 
all staff and visitors MUST watch for potential hazards and act with caution. 

 

St Peter’s School / Owl Farm Hazard Notifications 

• Children are the responsibility of their parent or guardian 

• Normal hazards associated with a dairy farm 

• Other vehicle traffic on farm roads and races 

• Races may be slippery 

 

ARE YOU TRAINED FOR WHAT YOUR ARE ABOUT TO DO?  If not, STOP. 
 

Emergency Contact Information 

 

In the event of an emergency, ensure the scene is safe and raise the alarm to get Owl Farm staff and emergency services 
to assist.   

 

Emergency Services 

• Fire, Police and Ambulance   111 

1716 Cambridge Road, Follow Hanlin Road through the school to the farm 

 

Farm Staff 

• Jo Sheridan – Acting Demonstration Manager 021 712 680 

• Tom Buckley – Farm Manager   021 058 4916 

 
 

Safety Equipment Location 

• First Aid Kits     Dairy Shed and Vehicles 

• Fire Extinguishers     Dairy Shed and Tractor 

• Defibrillator     Main Office and St Peter’s Medical Centre 

 

By entering Owl Farm and signing in at registration, you are acknowledging your understanding of any potential hazards and 
agree to take personal responsibility and act in such a manner as to protect yourselves and others also on-farm. 
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OWL FARM MULTI-YEAR SNAPSHOT 
 

Year 2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019  2019-20 F 

P
h

ys
ic

a
l I

n
fo

 

Total farm area 177 164 164 164 164 

Effective area (ha) 157 146 148 147.3 147.5 

Effective area leased (ha) 23 18 18 18 22 

Leased run off (ha) 3 7 5 3+12 5+5 

Cows wintered 470 453 441 419 421 

Peak cows (1 Nov) 445 423 418 406 412 

Peak stocking rate cows/ha 2.83 2.90 2.82 2.76 2.79 

P
ro

d
u

ct
io

n
 

Total kgMS 176,197 178,294 168,169 169,359 177,654 

MS/cow 396 421 402 417 431 

MS/ha 1,122 1,221 1,136 1,150 1,204 

MS/ha from homegrown feed 879 952 978 1,013 1,066 

MS as % liveweight 85.2% 90.6% 86.5% 89.7% 92.7% 

Average SCC 112,000 125,000 146,000 172,000 150,000 

Fe
ed

 a
n

d
 In

p
u

ts
 

Feed grown TDM/ha 15.9 15.1 17.5 15.7 15.9 

Feed harvested TDM/Ha (actual kg) 11.7 12.6 13.6 14.1 12.5 

Feed harvested TDM/ha (@11MJME/kgDM) 12.4 12.8 13.7 13.2 13.6 

Supplements imported TDM/Ha 4.3 3.6 2.3 2.1 2.1 

Supplements imported TDM 671 523 335 306 305.5 

% diet imported 21% 19% 11% 11.8% 11.5% 

% of farm cropped & harvested (silages) 21% 35% 33% 93% 57% 

Nitrogen applied/effective ha 149kg 163kg 150kg 150kg 150kg 

Fi
n

a
n

ci
a

ls
 

Gross farm rev/kgMS (inc stock/dividend) $4.78 $7.00 $7.56 $6.86 $7.14 

Cash farmgate milk price /kgMS (dairybase) $3.46 $5.52 $6.39 $6.43 $6.75 

Accrued farmgate milk price /kgMS $3.90 $6.12 $6.66     

Stock sales /kgMS $0.48 $0.43 $0.54 $0.43 $0.39 

Dividend /kgMS $0.41 $0.44 $0.36 $0.00 $0.00 

FWE/kgMS $4.95 $4.12 $4.28 $4.41 $4.25 

OPEX/kgMS (inc depn & feed inv) $5.03 $4.81 $4.59 $4.72 $4.65 

EFS/ha actual payouts (cash milk rev) 
Dairybase 

-$723 $1,925 $3,096 $2,482   

EFS/ha actual payouts (accrued milk rev) $126 $2,742 $3,446 $2,395 $2,871 

EFS/ha @ $6.00 farmgate milk price (no div) $1,189 $1,807 $2,102 $1,922 $2,060 

Opening debt/kgMS held $20.00 $23.02 $21.23 $23.02 $21.61 

En
vi

ro
 

Estimated N loss kg/ha 40 42 35 35 33 

Estimated P loss kg/ha 1.2 1.1 0.8 0.9 1.0 

GHG loss/ha Overseer FM kgCO2e/ha 11,700 12,600 11,900 11,700 11,900 

Biological GHG/ha (methane + nitrous oxide) 9,744 10,340 9,824 9,361 9,561 

N conversion efficiency 33% 39% 39% 39% 39% 

St
a

ti
st

ic
s 

Cowshed 36 Rot 36 Rot 36 Rot 36 Rot 36 Rot 

Feed infrastructure NIL NIL NIL NIL NIL 

Herd BW/PW 162/189 107/128 112/135 119/153 118/152 

Industry BW/PW 110/122 64/73 72/93 64/73 64/73 

Effluent storage Clay lined pond New lined pond 

% farm effluent applied to 44 ha 29% 51 ha 35 % 51 ha 34% 51 ha 34% 51 ha 34% 

Soils are a mix of clays and sands, on largely flat terraced contour 

Operational re-grassing via crop and re-grassing ~ 15% per year 

3 permanent staff members are employed - no relief staff required to cover time off or calf rearing duties. 
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OWL FARM SEASON PERFORMANCE ON OUR SCORECARD 
Our wagon wheel works best when we have a round wheel.  This year we have taken out some of the angles and made real progress in some areas, but there is more to work on.  
The closer to the black line we get, the closer we are to our goals.  This tool allows us to evaluate performance in all the areas that are important.  Each item creates tension on the 
others on the wheel to keep our performance improvements balanced. 
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DAIRYBASE DATA 
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SEASON TO DATE 

 Season to date 10/09/2019 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 Notes

Milking Platform 146 148 147 147

Cows on farm 430 430 411 407

Peak cows 423 418 405 405

Cows calved 404 420 403 404

Cows in vat today 385 410 389 397

Peak stocking rate 2.90 2.82 2.75 2.75 1

Total kgMS Season to date to factory 34,309 35,498 35,500 37,740 2

MS/cow/day - last 10 days 1.96 2.00 2.13 2.16

MS/ha/day - last 10 days 5.32 5.07 5.37 5.46

MS/cow Season to date 81 85 88 93 3

MS/ha Season to date 235 239 241 256

MS/ha from homegrown feed to date 181 176 202 240 4

Average Pasture Cover 1 June 2,951 2,256 2,430 2,516

Pasture Cover at 15 Feb 1,798 2,494 2,051

Pasture growth rates total TDM/ha 3.7 3.6 3.4 4.1 5

Actual pasture grown to graze and harvest as silage 

excl area sprayed out in crop
3.3 3.3 3.2 3.5 6

Reduction in APC TDM/ha 16-17 only (mined cover 

from 2900 to 1900 pre-balance date)
1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Total pasture supply TDM/ha 4.3 3.3 3.2 3.5

Yield of Crop grown per total farm /ha 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Winter  homemade silage on hand fed 0.2 0.2 0.8 0.0

Imported Supplements fed/ha 1.2 1.2 0.8 0.2

Total Feed supply TDM/ha 5.6 4.8 4.8 3.7 7

Homegrown grass eaten TDM/Ha (grown this year) 3.0 2.6 2.6 2.9

Homegrown silage grown and eaten this year 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Crop eaten per total farm/ha 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Homegrown feed EatenTDM/ha (grown this year) 3.0 2.6 2.6 2.9 8

Feed Harvested TDM/ha (11.0MJME/kgDM)

Silage harvested TDM/ha Season to date 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.0

Total Homegrown feed Harvested TDM/ha 3.0 2.7 2.7 3.0

Winter  homemade silage on hand eaten 0.1 0.2 0.6 0.0

Imported Supplements Eaten TDM/ha 0.9 1.0 0.6 0.2

Total Feead eaten this year (includes only silage fed) 

TDM/ha 
4.1 3.8 3.8 3.1

Feed Eaten TDM/ha (11.0MJME/kgDM) 15.3 15.7

% Feed eaten grown on farm 77% 74% 84% 94% 9

Feed conversion Eff (kgDM/kgMS eaten) 17.4 15.7 15.8 12.3 10

Nitrogen Applied/effective ha 57 40 36 32

Homegrown silage/hay 0 34 0 92

Crops available (estimate yield remaining) 0 0 0 0

PKE in budget for rest of year 129 124 121 180

Bought silage hay 0 0 0 33

Maize silage
227 0 0 0

Total supplements on hand 356 158 121 305 11

P
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OWL FARM NUMBERS – SEASONAL UPDATE 

 

 

Stocking Rate 
1. We wintered 419 cows and currently have 405 cows in milk on farm, meaning we will have a comparable stocking 

rate again in the coming season. 

Milk Matters 

2. An agreeable June saw high pasture covers going into calving and cows that averaged BCS of 5.6, resulting in 
2,240kgMS more milk in the vat so far this season compared to last season.   

3. Cows are producing well, maintaining over 2 kg MS/cow/day from 9th August to now on an almost all grass milking 
diet for this spring. 

Summary of the pantry this year 

4. A substantial lift in milksolids from home grown feed has been achieved due to more milk from the following factors:   
 

5. Total pasture supply to date is an extra 0.7 T DM/ha compared with last year.  This is mainly due to higher than 
average growth rates throughout June and average growth rates through July and August.  

6. A small amount of sorghum silage was feed and approximately 11.1 T DM/ of PKE was feed during wet periods and 
to at-risk mobs. 

7. Total feed supply required to produce milk to date is lower this year due to reduced amount of supplement being 
fed.  Supplement feed carries with it an element of wastage that is higher than that from pasture. 

8. Homegrown feed eaten this season is higher due to the extra 0.7 T DM grown but not all fully utilised as we juggled 
with high covers early on in the season and limited ability to eat it all before death and decay within the sward.  We 
did make some early silage on one paddock that was slowing the round down too much as we grappled with 
paddocks with high covers no longer accumulating DM. 

9. 94% of feed eaten so far has been grown on the farm; this has saved time on tractors, fuel and R&M costs, and 
costs of supplements, as can be seen in the cashflow to date. 

10. The conversion of this high quality spring feed into milk so far has exceeded all previous years to date. 

11. We are entering into summer with lots of feed on hand with two bunkers of grass silage for milking on and one of 
sorghum silage for dry cows. 
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CURRENT YEAR FINANCIALS – BUDGET CASHFLOW 
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SUMMARY DATA 

FEED INFORMATION 

 
High average growth rates in June have had a huge effect on cover carried through the early part of spring. Growth rates 
throughout July, August and September have been average but with minimal damage (through good management) and 
good grazing weather, pastures are in excellent condition for spring grazing. 
By the 10th September we had used only 12.5 T DM of sorghum silage for dry cows compared with 132 T DM silage used 
last season.  We have imported and feed 13 T PKE this year compared with 76 T DM this time last season.  We have used 
approximately the same amount of N as we were concerned about regrowth on paddocks that had held high covers for 
long periods of time.  This seems to have helped regrowth. 
We have 2,240 Kg MS more, spent $10k less than budget and have BCS 4.7 going into mating.  
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MS/ha from homegrown feed to date 181 176 202 240

-100

100

300

500

700

900

1,100

1,300

kg
M

S/
h

a

Production/ha to date



 

 

14 

 

CLIMATE 
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RAINFALL 
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PRODUCTION 

 

 

Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May

17/18 production 6,807 21,183 23,287 24,376 21,030 19,213 16,158 12,856 14,641 7,549 1,070

18/19 Production 6,216 21,391 24,460 24,906 22,042 19,744 18,745 15,165 11,509 5,148

19/20 Production 7,184 22,507

Budgeted 19/20 7,545 22,500 24,500 24,641 22,400 19,478 17,452 15,135 15,065 8,131 807
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PASTURE COVER AND GROWTH RATES 
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REPRODUCTION PREVIEW
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OWL FARM 

 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE FARM 
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MATING OVERVIEW 

 
Owl Farm are using sexed semen and Wagyu as part of our mating programme this year; the objectives are: 

• Maintaining or improving farm reproduction performance, currently 74% 6-week InCalf rate, 13% not InCalf rate. 
84 day mating duration with a 70 day calving period. 

• Target heifer replacement rate, maintained at the same number (25%) but achieved in fewer days (4 weeks vs 6 
weeks). 

• Accelerated genetic gain through taking replacements from the top 75% of the herd. 

• Value added through the Wagyu programme, 150 saleable animals resulting in a 50% reduction in bobby calves. 

• A shift to A2/A2 semen. 

 

 

 

MATING TIMELINE 
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BODY CONDITION SCORE  
The focus has been on BCS at calving and mating for reproduction improvements. We have acceptable submission rates, 

good heat detection, some challenges with conception rate later in mating but overall low conception rate upfront.  

Research tells us cow BCS at calving is one risk area, and at herd level it looked like, that was causing issues a few seasons 

back. 

We had herd level BCS distribution data from in-paddock scoring, but no data on which cows were at, below or over 

target.  For the last 12 months we have carried out individual scoring monthly so we could track the information.  From 

that tracking we’ve changed how and when we act on individual cows.  That has led to a dramatic improvement in herd 

BCS at calving and mating between the last two years. 

The individual BCS data for this season showed that only 1% of cows were below calving BSC on the 1st July 2019, with an 

average BCS of 5.6 for mixed-age cows and 6 for heifers. 

BCS information from 19th September has shown an average BCS of 4.7, and only one cow is below BCS 4. 
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BODY CONDITION SCORING ALL COWS 

THE PROCESS 

Peter Briston from Cambridge Vets is accredited in Body Condition Scoring and so far this season has come out twice, on 
the 1st July and the 19th September. 

An important point to note is that cows are recorded at the last definitive score they passed; e.g. we might go to the paddock 
and assess a cow as “more than 3.5 and less than 4.0”, and we might decide she is closer to a 4 than a 3.5, so we would 
round her score up and record her as a 4.0.  The vet would say (and rightly so), she is not yet a 4, therefore she is recorded 
as a 3.5.  This was difficult for us as it dragged our average down, and possibly skews the true BCS of the herd, but it is an 
accurate reflection of the cows and helps create a risk portfolio for the herd.   

 

THE RESULTS – ABSOLUTELY WORTH IT 

With such a good winter and early spring growth, cows were at the highest BCS recorded on the farm to date, a 

whopping average of 5.6.  They were able to hold a 5 BCS through August and are currently 4.7 less than two weeks 

out from Planned Start of Mating (PSM). 

We have ensured that average BCS loss has been less than 1 (0.9 BCS) from calving to mating. 

Our average BCS has had a much healthier start to the season this year, which has resulted in only one cow being below BCS 
4 heading into mating, compared to 21% of the herd in 2017 and none in 2018.   

We’re now looking at this as a capital investment in BCS that we intend to maintain year-on-year, a little like feed inventory.  

It’s part of how our system works now and needs to be carefully maintained each year. 

INDIVIDUAL BCS – BENEFITS 

Most importantly it gave us the list of individual cows in the herd most at risk – which removes any farmer bias when having 
to choose WHICH are the cows whose BCS at calving is most under threat. 

• Reducing BCS range and the number of at risk cows.  

• Historic data for any performance issues a cow has in the season (reproductive or low production – we have a BCS 
reference). 

• Ensure all animals are on a trajectory for their BCS target in line with their calving date. 

• Impartial decision making about at-risk cows. 
 
Average Herd BCS last 4 years from paddock assessment. 
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FERTILISER PLAN 
 

Current season use: 20T Sustain 36N                   Planned use: 24T of Sustain Ammo 30N 

The reason for the change in fertiliser plan was because we had less rain than expected during the winter and we soil 

tested in August, which showed current soil levels to be optimum or just below optimum and thus only a small 

amount of sulphur was needed. 

Soil testing is carried out annually in March. This has been shifted to spring this year. This is partially due to timing 

with crop testing and to ensure we are testing when the conditions are more stable and soil moisture levels are 

constant year on year. We found autumn to be too variable in the conditions and thus not allowing us to maintain an 

effective soil-testing regime. 

Part of our soil testing was to capture Total N tests. This test measures the ability of the soil to respond to nitrogen 

applied due to level of nitrogen present in the soil naturally. A low N percentage equates to a better response from 

nitrogen applied. Conversely a high N percentage equates to the opposite. This level is influenced by soil type and 

the history of the soil in relation to use. 

As shown in the table, the farm has different Total N levels and 

thus a nitrogen plan ensures we are making the best use of the 

nitrogen applied. 

We also look at the supply and demand of the pasture and animals, 

taking into account the feed brought onto farm. This allows us to 

gauge whether we need to apply nitrogen, cut silage or feed 

supplement. We use this to align our nitrogen applications and 

along with the Total N tests, to get the most pasture production at 

the right times throughout the year. 
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Some of the changes Ballance has been involved in at Owl Farm are outlined below. 

  Before After 

Soil monitoring The farm was divided into three 
blocks, with soil testing in each 
block conducted annually.  

The three blocks were re-divided into seven. 
Four yearly Total N testing and herbage testing 
(see below) were added to the soil monitoring 
programme. 

Herbage testing Herbage testing was not typically 
used. 

Herbage on each block is tested every spring, 
and also as required on poorly performing 
paddocks, providing extra information for the 
fertiliser plan. Herbage testing revealed that 
selenium was low in herbage (and in young 
stock). 

Blocking Paddocks were grouped into three 
blocks (effluent and two other). 

Paddocks are grouped into seven blocks, to 
align soil monitoring and farm management. 

pH Soil pH ranged from 5.4 to 5.9. Capital rates of lime were applied to some 
blocks, and now all of the blocks have a pH of 
5.7 or above. 

Olsen P Phosphorus was evenly applied. Phosphorus was applied on a block by block 
basis, with 75% of maintenance phosphorus 
applied on blocks above an Olsen P of 40. 

Pasture renewal Cropping and renewal was based 
on observation and convenience, 
and done by either cultivation and 
drilling, or direct drilling without 
fertiliser down the drill spout. 

All paddocks get Pasture Condition Scoring (1-
5) every year, to guide cropping and renewal. 
Paddocks are being changed to no-till cropping 
with DAP drilled close to the seed. 
  

Nitrogen fertiliser Nitrogen was usually applied over 
the whole farm at a set time. 

The farm begins the year with a fertiliser plan, 
which is refined based on seasonal growth, 
supplementary feed produced and pasture 
covers. Products containing nitrogen and 
sulphur are applied in early spring and late 
autumn, and nitrogen and potassium in late 
spring. Some blocks are prioritised for nitrogen 
application, based on Total N soil test results 
entered into My Pasture Planner 

Physical soil testing No physical testing. Visual Soil Assessment is used on poor 
performing paddocks. After a Ballance soil 
expert found a historic treading pan, half of 
four paddocks were sub-soiled to break the 
pan, as a useful trial. 

Forage cropping Used to either cultivate to 
establish crops, or direct  drill and 
then broadcast fertiliser 

Now all crops are (no till) direct drilled with 
fertiliser “down the spout” so it is alongside 
the seed.  Usually this is done with DAP but can 
depend on the crop. 
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NEW GRASS PLAN 2019-20 
So far 30ha of permanent pastures have had Ecotain Plantain added in this spring, to allow strong management post-
emergence of broadleaf weeds in the autumn and winter e.g. hedge mustard. Broadcasting Ecotain at 4kg/ha into the 
swards will still see great establishment of the Plantain plants in the sward. 

All permanent pastures will be sown with Quartz and Legacy white clover cultivars. 

We continue to see advantageous use of cocksfoot in many the our worst performing paddocks where soil compaction, free 
draining soil type, or historical cultivation has led to poorer soil structure and environment for ryegrass alone to persist.  
Where these issues aren’t present we continue to preferentially use permanent ryegrass cultivars. 

2019 Autumn re-grassing 
Area 
(ha) 

Notes 
Cultivars 
Rate/ha 

Undersow permanent ryegrass 15.0 
Stitch open permanent 

pastures, don’t need crop 
Platform permanent ryegrass 

12kg/ha 

Undersow Italian ryegrass 10.0 
Stitch for short term yield 

before crop 2021 
Lush Italian ryegrass 

18kg/ha 

Permanent pasture after crop 8.0 
3ha into permanent 

ryegrass dominant pasture 
Rely  +   clover 

21kg/ha       4kg/ha 

Permanent pasture after crop 3.0 
8ha into cocksfoot 
dominant pasture 

Platform + Savvy cocksfoot + clover 
12kg/ha            8kg/ha               4kg/ha 

Autumn sown annuals 6.0 
Drive winter yield ahead of 

crop in Annual ryegrass 
Winter Star II 

30kg/ha 

Total area re-grassed 26.0 18% of Farm  

Total area drilled 32.0 
22% of farm (including 
annuals ahead of crop) 
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PEOPLE PRIORITY - STUDY OF TIME AND TASKS ON FARM 
 

Owl Farm is committed to sustainable work hours targeting an average of 45 hours/week/person over the year.   

As at 16th September the team has averaged 50hrs/week/person for the season to date.  The monthly break down of this 
is as follows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This season as well as monitoring work hours and regular weekends off (every second weekend even during calving) we 
have recorded what we are spending our time on while we are at work. The graph below shows the proportion of time 
spent on each of the activities.  For example, 21% of all work time was spent by the team on milking tasks.   

We hope to compare this data year on year and against industry information.  

How does this compare to your farm and the proportion of time spent on some of the bigger tasks? 

 

 

 

 

Month Hours worked/week/person 

June 29 hours 

July 57.5 hours 

August 64 hours 

Milking
21%

Cows in
11%

Break times
11%

Feed calves
11%

Other
8%

Calves in
7%

Washing down
6%

Springer Check
5%

Break Fences
4%

Effluent
4%

Feed out
2%

Drafting
2%

Data collection
2% Lame Cows

2%

Minda
1%

Water 
Leaks

1%

Farm 
Walk
1%

Fert Spread
1%

Combined hours spent on tasks July/August 2019
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Next Farm Focus Day 
Wednesday 27 November, 2019 

 
Weekly Monitor Walk 

Tuesdays, 11am 
 
 
 

 

 

Like us on Facebook 
facebook.com/OwlFarmNZ 

 

 

Follow us on Twitter 
twitter.com/OwlFarmNZ 

https://www.facebook.com/OwlFarmNZ/
https://twitter.com/OwlFarmNZ

