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More profit with lower impact
The low milk price in 2013 was not the ideal time for a 
multimillion dollar dairy conversion let alone one writing 
its own blueprint. But, as Neal Wallace reports, North 
Otago’s John and Ruby Foley had a vision and a goal and 
they were determined to see it through.

T
HERE was no single 
dairy farm blueprint 
for John and Ruby 
Foley to follow. 

They had just a wish 
list underpinned by a philosophy 
that the value of the business had 
to be set by the enterprise not the 
cost of land.

In the back of the minds of the 
North Otago dairy farmers was 
the increased difficulty for young 
people to enter the industry 
because of the cost of land.

Having previously invested in 
two traditional dairy farms they 
wanted a business that did not 
require vast areas of land but an 
enterprise generating enough 
income to fund the purchase.

Their solution was to develop 
Gleniffer, a farm near Tokorahi, 
as a hybrid dairy farm focused on 
efficiency throughout the supply 
chain.

It uses two Herd Homes to 
support pasture grazing backed by 
extensive monitoring of the feed 
eaten, feed bought-in, waste and 
the volume and quality of milk 
produced each day.

“The value of Gleniffer is in the 
enterprise, not the land,” John 
Foley said.

Through their company 
Glenmoa Farms the Foleys milk 
420 cows averaging 750kg MS a 
cow at an earnings before interest, 
tax, depreciation and amortisation 
(EBITDA) margin of $4.60 a kg MS 
a cow.

Last season they produced 

315,000kg MS off 180ha at a 
stocking rate of 2.3 cows a 
productive hectare. The farm was 
split between 117ha used for feed 
production and the remaining 
53ha for cow grazing.

“To get the production that we 
have achieved we would need a 
227ha traditional pasture system, 
operating under average-efficient 
conditions and milking 820 cows,” 
he said.

The key was a relentless focus 
on efficient milk production by 
controlling costs, monitoring 
inputs, ensuring cows were 
efficiently converting feed and 
maximising milk produced.

“We’ve dropped our cost curve,” 
he said.

Four staff, including John and 
Ruby, were employed, at a staffing 
rate of one person to about 100 
cows or 75,000kg of MS produced, 
compared to the NZ average of 
one to 140 cows or 54,000kg of MS 
produced.

They run 133 cows per 
100,000kg MS compared to the NZ 
average of 260 cows per 100,000kg 
MS.

Supplements harvested off 
Gleniffer – grass silage, fodder 
beet and cereal crops – provide 
75% of their needs.

The weight of all supplements 
used were recorded on a weigh 
bridge so the Foleys knew exactly 
what was used.

Bought-in feed included high 
protein products and some 
concentrates but the exact recipes 
were secret, their intellectual 
property.

“It’s where we make our money,” 
he said.

The skills they learned when 
cropping proved useful, especially 
monitoring, mixing and buying 
grain and feed and reinforcing 
the importance of timing and 

tasks such as annual soil testing of 
paddocks.

At 5pm each day Oceania Dairy 
texts him a milk quality report on 
that day’s consignment.

Subtle changes can then be 
made to the feed mix to ensure the 
milk qualifies for premiums paid 
for meeting specific composition 
targets.

Their milk price, including 
a winter premium and milk 
composition premium, is $7.74/
kg MS and so exact is their 
farm system, in a perfect week 
production varies only 3kg MS a 
day.

“Every day the cost of the feed 

we feed to our cows is put into a 
computer and at the end of the 
day we know our milk volume and 
our margins.”

When they established Glenmoa 
Farms in 2013 it was a green field 
site, which Foley said was vital 
to get the optimum layout of 
infrastructure.

That planning also had to meet 
several criteria.

The average efficient farm 
produces 384kg MS a cow. They 
wanted to double that.

They also wanted to ensure 
nitrogen leaching was well 
within Otago Regional Council 
limits and the enterprise was 
environmentally sustainable.

“Environmentally, it has to be 
sustainable. Animal health-wise 
we want to treat the cows the best 
we can.”

Their eventual hybrid system 
is based on what they learnt 
and liked from viewing other 
businesses and one of the most 
important components is an 
exceptional herd of cows, the 
result of 70 years of breeding, they 
bought from Taranaki.

“It was probably one of the best 
decisions we ever made,” he said.

Two further requirements for 
their stock were that cows should 
not have to walk far and not 
muddy gateways or trample over 
grazed areas.

As a result, lameness and 
sore feet are not an issue while 
the installation of four gates in 
each paddock gives the cows a 
fresh daily entry and exit from 
subdivided paddocks.

The Foleys milk all year-round 
with the main calvings in August 
and January and a smaller drop in 
March.

Cows are on pasture for 14 
hours a day and inside for eight, 
except if the weather is extremely 
wet, cold or hot when they can be 
kept inside to protect the pastures 
and for comfort.

For the balance of the time they 
are being milked.

At 2.30am paddock gates 

automatically open and the cows 
wander at their own pace to the 
Herd Home where feed is provided 
from 3.30am.

Cameras provide security but 
also an alert if the cows are late 
arriving.

Milking starts at 4.30am after 
which the cows return to the 
paddock before the process is 
repeated at 11am, with feed 
provided at the Herd Home ahead 
of milking at 2.30pm.

Foley describes the hybrid 
system as de-intensification.

Compared to a conventional 
system, Gleniffer is driven by 
fewer but more efficient cows, 
making best use of inputs 
to produce more milk while 
requiring fewer staff.

His replacement rate is 18%. He 
has cows in their tenth lactation 
and each cow is weighed daily 
and production is recorded, a key 
indicator of individual animal 
health.

The average cow weighs 625kg 
to 650kg and total milksolids 
produced is 115% of live weight.

Foley said feed use is high 
because of its quality. 

The winter herd is fed 240 
tonnes of supplement a month 
with waste less than 500kg.

This utilisation was attributed 
to the Foleys doing their own 
harvesting, which allows crops 
to be cut when they are at their 
optimum.

Foley said the degree of 
animal monitoring such as daily 
weighing and milk production 
quickly reveal any issues such as 
Mycoplasma bovis.

And his milk production curve 
is flat so any sudden reduction 
gives another warning of possible 
health issues.

“If something changes, we know 
about it.”

Even with that early warning 
system the Foleys have tightened 
the farm’s biosecurity by closing 
the herd and leased the farm 
where they graze and grow out 
heifers and dairy-beef cross 

CONTENTED COWS: The Gleniffer Farm winter milking herd out of the elements during a cold North Otago winter’s day.
 Photos: Neal Wallace

COVERED: Two herd homes are central to the Foley’s hybrid farming system.

The value of 
Gleniffer is in the 
enterprise, not the 
land. 
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calves rather than contracting the 
grazing.

“We’ve completely shut our 
place down. We’ve really closed 
the door.”

A new venture, 2ha of apples, 
will create a further biosecurity 
boarder with the trees planted 
around the boundary and the fruit 
to be fed to the cows. 

The hybrid system allows about 
80% of cow effluent to be captured 
in bunkers and holding tanks.

Urine is mixed with shed-wash 
water and filtered twice before 
being stored in a large tank and 
irrigated over cropping and silage 
paddocks.

A 20mm effluent application 
is equivalent to 63kg of nitrogen 
a hectare and has halved the 
volume of bagged urea they apply.

Solid waste is collected under 
the Herd Homes and applied to 
pasture paddocks.

An unexpected benefit is that 
when applied during winter, the 
solid effluent forms an insulating 
layer over the grass, protecting 
it from frost and helping it come 
away early in spring.

Their stewardship of their 
farm and environment has 
twice been recognised by the 
North Otago Irrigation Company 
environmental awards, reflecting 
the high standard of their 
management.

Foley is investigating a new 
venture drying and selling the cow 
effluent as compost.

A minor issue has been the one 
to two cows a year that do not 
adjust to living in close proximity 
to other cows. 

Conversely, they have identified 
67 super-cows averaging 29 litres 

in the morning and 19 litres in 
the afternoon and over a season 
produce more than 1000kg MS.

They form the basis of the herd’s 
breeding future.

And being a green field site, they 
were able to design Gleniffer for 
the future.

The 40-aside herringbone shed 
was designed to handle larger 
cows and should robot technology 
get to a stage that satisfies him, 
the shed can be modified easily.

About half the cups have 
automatic cup removers. They did 
not install them throughout the 
shed to ensure cows still interact 
with staff.

They have operated the hybrid 
dairy farm for nearly four years 
and are still learning and refining 
their management, which is 
becoming easier and resulting in 
improved performance.

Foley said it became easier 
once it was understood the 
fundamental driver was cow 
efficiency.

“It sounds complicated but it’s 
actually very simple,” he said.

John and Ruby both work in 
the business but a key person 
is manager Jason Angland, 
who the Foleys describe as 
relaxed, intelligent and a natural 
stockman.

Foley was raised on Glenmoa, 
a neighbouring mixed-cropping 
farm, and apart from 10 years 
working and living in Gisborne, 
has spent his working career in 
North Otago.

On returning, he bought 
Glenmoa, expanded the area and 
focused on cropping. At one stage 

he was harvesting 10,000 tonnes 
of grain a year.

Two of the farms were sold and 
in 2009 an investment was made 
in a corporate dairy farm.

Four years later they converted 
the 190ha Glenmoa property 
to dairying and employed a 
sharemilker who milked 650 cows.

But they were not happy with 
the traditional dairy model, 
questioning who would buy the 
farm if they came to sell it.

“Ruby and I thought about 
farming, continuing to do 
cropping and dairying but how to 
do it better, to create an enterprise 
rather than large-scale farming.”

They sold Glenmoa and created 
the hybrid venture on Gleniffer, 
with work starting after crop 
harvesting in 2013 and ready in 
time for the 2014 dairy season.

Foley said the hybrid system 
sounds more complicated than 
it is and any farmer could adopt 
it provided they stay focused on 
the drivers, that it is an enterprise 
and requires careful monitoring of 
inputs and cow efficiency.

Importantly, Gleniffer is 
profitable but is also less 
demanding on the land and 
environment.

THE BRAINS: Innovative dairy farmers, from left, Gleniffer Farm manager Jason Angland and property owners Ruby and John Foley.

EFFECTIVE: Cow efficiency is a central plank to the Foleys’ hybrid dairy unit. >> Video link: bit.ly/OFSFoley

We’ve completely 
shut our place down. 
We’ve really closed the 
door.


