“Growing up in harmony with people and the environment. From 1.500 to 6.000 cows within 11 years” Luis Peluffo, Montevideo, ORU, 28-04-2010

Fundamentals:


This view (growing up in harmony), philosophy of life developed in the dairies for over 12 years, mirrors our way of working. We strongly believe that in order to positively thrive on dairy farming and, at the time, have a clear conscience, it is essential to put together a team of people who are skilled, trustworthy and enthusiastic about the company’s success of which they feel to be a part. We are firmly convinced that if one genuinely cares about people’s well-being, they will eventually care about the company’s.
The way to foster that kind of relationship between businessman and team: 

Basing on the kind of share of profits and incentives that we have been offering during the 1970-80s, we progressed towards forms of association, given that we already had the profile of people willing to assume further responsibilities and take risks (we integrated sowing associations, farming team associations, land lease associations). Later, the dairy associations started to gain ground, with sharemilkers in the characteristic style of New Zealand –idea drawn by the consulted bibliography and the trips to that country. Consequently, in New Zealand, the dairy farmer or the sharemilker has the opportunity to do a rewarding job that goes hand in hand with a comfortable lifestyle and a range of possibilities for economic success. We are fully convinced that this is a sensible, efficient manner, and that it implies increasing chances of generating capital stock, apart from providing the group of people with further professional training and motivation.
The System

The system is based on making a dairy job offer which is attractive enough to be chosen by young professionals or technicians - with a sense of vocation for this activity- who are enthusiastic about spending several years of “work & family” living in the countryside. 
Ever since I was at University, I was keen on reading about the New Zealand grazing system, and fortunately, thanks to the many trips to that country (the first one on ‘92, taken by Jock Campbell) I had the chance to affirm that it is indeed efficient. In view of the outstanding quality of life of those in charge of the milking process, the effectiveness demonstrated in the dairy chain and the friendly framework in which human beings, animals and environment are immersed in, I realized that it was this system what I wanted for our country. From that moment on, we worked to adapt to our country the essential parts and also whatever it was possible.

The impossibility to demonstrate a priori that switching to the “kiwi Creole” system was convenient made it sensible that I withdrew from the association I was in with my three brothers, of course in agreement with each other and in a friendly way. This gave birth to a new association, “María Teresa Sur SRL” which started its activities on an inherited countryside plus a portion of land purchased on ’87, three dairy farms with about 1.400-1.500 milking cows.
Nowadays, we manage nine dairy farms in three different geographical regions of the country; three associations with families and sharemilkers: María Teresa Sur, Kiwi Criollo and Tambo Fundación working, by 2010-2011, with 6.000 milking cows. Within a framework that combines a strong bond of trust with an excellent quality of life guaranteed for all members of the team, these associations allow for a distinct possibility of growth.

We started to invest in order to achieve such a lifestyle and working conditions that young professionals or technicians with a vocation for dairy farming would feel attracted by the idea of living in the countryside, managing the farm as sharemilkers of a dairy and sharing the tasks with the rest of the team. For instance, the houses at the dairy farms in which they are to live were refurbished (no luxuries: hot and cold water, 3 bedrooms with 1 or 2 bathrooms -depending on the number of members in the family- garage, Direct TV, Internet, heating, room for a garden).-
Similar improvements have been made to the houses prepared for the assistants, except that these ones do not have access to Internet. Most of the times, the assistants are bachelors who stay overnight at the dairy farm, or married men who own a residence in the nearest town.
The dairy installations have been improved so as to keep the milking process less than 2:30 hours long, with an allocation of 12-13 teat cups per person. The NZ design has been dutifully followed and the last dairy farms have been built up by a highly experienced sharemilker as the project manager. We invest in comfort=efficiency, we invest with knowledge and sobriety, we invest to eliminate, insofar as it is possible, all the setbacks, we have a stock of spare parts, we include preventative maintenance carried out by an excellent service in case of an emergency, we have elements in duplicate, for example: milk pump, vacuum pumps and motors so as to be able to continue with the milking process in case of a breakage, we have TRACTOUSINAS in case the light is cut off, we do scheduled purchases of consumables, etc.-
From the very beginning we stipulated the exact same working day at the dairy as we already had at the countryside; 6 am morning milking, 3 pm afternoon milking. This schedule allows us to be nearby to help in the case of an emergency. With the passage of time, together with the opinion of sharemilkers and employees, it has been proved that this working day contributes to a better quality of life. We stress on the importance of our costumer companies not distorting this working day; we ask them to adapt their withdrawal timetables to it.
Basing on the New Zealand experience, there is something which we consider to be essential if we are to achieve these sensitive living and working conditions, and it is to opt for the seasonal calving dairy. Having more than 10 years of experience, the seasonal method is approved by young professionals, technicians and workers who have followed the way. There is widespread agreement on the fact that, speaking in terms of work, it is more appealing that the different periods that make up the breeding and the productive cycles of the milking cow are concentrated and intense, instead of being interim and spread along the year. 
Finally, we made contact with Universities and Technical Schools, which led to the arrival of young couples who, eventually, became the first sharemilkers. They were trained within a year to be assistants in dairies managed, first by ourselves and then, by other couples with two or three years of experience on the system.
As regards the contractual relationship, a legal framework different from the Argentinean one, “Associate Dairy Farmer”, was set. The contract of “Sharemilker” basically implies that the company and a couple, or a married couple, of young professionals or technicians form an association (a dairy association) in which the profits made on the farming of one dairy are shared. All the factors of production earn in accordance with the part they play in the “dairy association” (the land, the cows, installation resources, work, management, etc) That is to say, each one of the members in the dairy association will make a profit depending on his/her contribution to the production process and the final result will be shared half and half. The system is fundamentally associative. The main criterion applied is to maintain the job as simple and interesting as possible, so that it can be carried out by trustworthy, intelligent and highly qualified people who, as such, have the possibility to choose between different alternatives available within the agricultural sector (and even outside it).
Tools required for the system to work

Income:


Nowadays, sharemilkers earn an income of $90,000-130,000 each, depending on their seniority, plus the recovered costs owing to mobility of labour; all of this invoiced as Self-employed taxpayer or Registered taxpayer. Added to this, there is a percentage of the annual profit that, during standard years, fluctuates between $25,000 and 35,000 per person.

If the sharemilkers live at the dairy farm, they are provided with a house that has the mentioned facilities; the bills (electricity, gas, etc) will be paid by them (this residence is provided only when the land is our own). If they do not live in the countryside (leased lands), the company assumes the responsibility of renting a house for them at the nearest town.

As an incentive to grow within this activity, the company offers sharemilkers the possibility of participating in the cow capital; they may own up to 100 milking cows (M.C) each, female breeding stock capitalised at the dairy over a total of 650-850 cows (T.C)

The totality of the dairy workers is included in the company’s payroll. At the present time, their minimum take-home pay is around $48,000 a year, including salary and allowances for milk quality, calf barn, artificial insemination, and calving assistance. If they wish so, they are registered for a private Health Care Insurance Plan that provides a good medical care, the company assuming the responsibility for paying the difference in costs between their contributions detailed at the payslip and the cost of the Health Care Insurance Plan. They enjoy of off-duty days and vacation leave, a working day from 6 am to 12 am and from 3 pm to 6 pm (the person in charge of the electric fence starts one hour before the rest), as for the management, we give employees fair, lenient treatment and, if there is a sense of vocation, the chance to continue receiving professional training. Salaries and fees are indexed by the cost of living every two months. (Cost of living according to INDEC Santa Fe).
Trust and Independence, possibilities of growth


As we said before, in order to maintain the continuance of trustworthy, intelligent and highly qualified people, further attractions to the main offer need to be added. For instance, once the basic training as dairy assistants throughout the first year has been completed, they can become Junior Sharemilkers (JS), during the first year of management of a dairy farm. Consequently, they gain freedom of choice to manage the farm with great independence, always within the framework of trust that both parts have agreed on and are worthy of simply because they are human beings. At this point, the Share-administrator (SA) performs the function of supporting, helping and giving advice to the JS, trying to avoid the necessity to enforce the contractual right of making a different decision to the one proposed by the JS. Apart from this type of relationship with the SA, who may be either the land owner or a general administrator, there are neither assistants nor people with hierarchic roles who will tell the JS what to do; the assistants’ function is to give a piece of advice whenever the JS asks for it, but never to give orders.

The other “leg” that supports this relationship is the already mentioned possibility to increase capital by the purchase of cows, as well as the chance to become a shareholder of new, appealing projects when the SM had reached the top of the capitalization period, and when a similar vision & mission and the corporate interests lead to it.
Collective Calf barn

It is traditional that the calf barn, place where around 200 to 400 female calves are raised during their first 4 months of life, is handled by the “girls”, that is to say, the young lady of the sharemilker couple in charge of the dairy. At present time, the women sharemilkers who already have kids to look after receive help from young internships who are recent graduates. 

The calves, born in a season of 70-85 days, are raised in groups of 22 and live loose in plots of land of 600 to 800 square metres normally delimited by an electric fence. Each of the plots has its own handmade drinking and feeding trough and an L-shaped shelter made of 3-4 round bales of corn husk or straw to protect the calves from South and West wind. We are working to provide the winter calving with more shelter. At the beginning, the milk is supplied twice a day through milk bars of 22 nipples each. The activities in the calf barn are performed, as I said before, by only one experienced person, or by two people if there is an internship collaborating. We have had cases of death toll rate minor to 1, 5% during the first 4 months, yet from time to time we cannot avoid a failure because of unusual weather or a new disease, which increases the percentage dramatically.
Rebreeding

It is the period that comprises from the 4th to the 13-15th month of life, when the calves are bred. During this period, the monthly weight gain is about 550gr/day average (let us not forget that they are adult animals that weight around 430-480 kg), and the annual death toll rate is normally below 2%. They are inseminated at the 14-15th month of life, approximately 10-15 days before the dairy’s herd, applying a protocol that is practical for the sharemilkers, and later the purebred Jersey clean-up bulls are used.  Generally, we achieve between 82-85% of pregnant cows over the total; as for the rest, some of them (normally the heifers born in the last days of calving) are given a second chance through a short bred for the calving of the following date’s dairies, and the ones that do not get pregnant are sold for meat. A couple of months before calving, being 23-25 months old, they are received by the dairy as pregnant heifers. Before this, heifers undergo vaginal examination to rule out the possibility of any female breeding stock having suffered an unnoticed miscarriage, in which case, the animals are directly sold without a second chance. The combination of good genetic fertility, low rate of perinatal death, low rate of death toll while being at calf barn and during rebreeding leads us to establish a new dairy farm each year, except when the heifers are sold, or a sharemilker decides to withdraw from the association taking away his/her cows.
Genetics

In order for the dairies to achieve the seasonal quality, it is essential to use NZ genetics, given that it is not only highly efficient but also has the characteristic of calving, generally, every 12 months. NZ genetics also substantially contributes to the previously mentioned goal since it is a “human friendly” breed that has been milked for over half a century by the exact same people who decide which ones are cull-cows. This has resulted in a national herd extremely tame and even which requires no individual assistance.

Taking into account the complete staff that a dairy which rebreeds its own replacement requires (milkers, share-administrator or dairy manager, person in charge of the calf barn, person in charge of insemination, part-time veterinarians, part-time foreman or manager, etc), in Argentina, it is usual that every 50 cows, more than one Working Unit (WU) is required.


In our dairies, covering the totality of the above mentioned roles, the normal thing is to have one WU every 100 cows, rebreeding all our heifers, and yet we are far from equalising NZ, where one WU is in charge of 150-180 milking cows.

NZ genetics allows us to:

· Achieve good breeding results, with an AI that does not take longer than 40-42 days per year and almost always applying protocols that leave us time to rest. We complete the 90 days with the bulls.
· Perform no more than three vaginal examinations per cow/ year.

· Avoid, almost completely, calving problems, and maintain perinatal death at 1-2%

· Keep the milking process quick and uniform, since the hard-milking cows (and every animal that hinders the process) are culled, even if they are good at calving.

· Carry out a thorough evaluation of the calving capacity of the female breeding stock, practising our own milk control -4 times per lactation- taking samples, analysing its composition and SSC.
· Avoid leg problems, which is in fact due to the commendable work of the staff.
Simplified milking process

The usual milking process consists of changing the teat cup from one cow to the one in front of it, except that the milker detects something unusual on the udder. When the other row of cows is arranged and the milk flow determines it, the vacuum is interrupted, changing the teat cup to another cow, applying a teat sanitizer that contains 4-5,000 portions of iodine to the just milked cow. The udder should never get wet. If a nipple is dirty, the workers, who wear protective gloves, clean it with their own hands. Our annual average remains under 25,000 CFU and around 200 to 250,000 SSC. If we encounter curds in the filters, or an SSC increase at the bulk tank, we may foresee a case of mastitis. In view of this, we try to identify the responsible cow/s by extracting the first milk let-downs of one or two quarters per milking so as not to delay the process. Doing this, within two days, the cows whose tests are positive for mastitis are detected.

Grazing, as far as possible 

We are particularly keen on the idea that the cows should look for the food by themselves and then “dispose” their waste on the ground. We realise that we do not have the same weather conditions as NZ so as to produce pastures in good quality and quantity during a long time of the year. Therefore, we have concluded that autumn calving (Feb-Mar-Apr) proved more convenient for us since we have to supplement the cows in a period of the year in which the grass is not enough all the same (autumn-winter). By doing so, we have the chance to feed the cows only grass during the last months of lactation, given that by that moment of the year, and also during spring, we get the necessary quality and quantity of pastures.
Regarding the question of yield and full use of Digestible Dry Matter per ha, which is becoming increasingly controversial as the prices of the lands and the land leases raise, we can assure that we make a difference. The reason to say so is that we do not pay much attention to the total DDM possible to produce, but to the quantity the cow is able to collect by itself. Here, the philosophy remains the same, sharing out the tasks, the cows take as many as possible; we do so because of their own good as well (work is health).

Owing to the lack of grazing information in our country, we continue to look for the proper forage plants, without considering which ones will correspond with each region. On the basis of lucerne, chicory greens, fescue at some places, with winter and summer green varieties we find ourselves examining some C4 grasses (Rhode grass, Kikuyu, etc) and other types of grass such as rib grass. In the meantime, given the cultivars’ evolution ever since we launched our project, we are sowing interspersed rows of lucerne and fescue at the West of BA, just as we used to do 30 years ago. 

Fixed plots delimited by electric fences for one to two days of grazing, water supply in every one of them, up graded races, are all the improvements that contribute to the excellent quality of life that the system offers not only to the people, but also to the cows. 

The exact same philosophy is applied when the grass does not comply with all the requirements; we try to provide food that contains the least quantity of water possible. For example, we produce our own concentrated nourishment, and we supply it at the milking room in amounts of 7-8 kgs/day when the low pasture growth requires so. Whenever we encounter a more serious situation, round bales of corn husk, straw, or pasture, etc with more concentrated nourishment is offered beneath the fences at the plots or during confinement. In order to keep the plots and confinements free from mud, they are rotated. Besides, when it rains we choose to let the cows loose at two-year-old fescue plots and supply the nourishment there.

Undoubtedly, it is maize –or sorghum, depending on the soil- what yields the most regarding DDM/ha. We supply it through bag silos for self-nourishment of 20-30 has. of maize every 400 cows. We make use of maize in other ways as well; we harvest the grains and manufacture round bales with the stubble, grazing it as green feed or when mature, in small breaks, or grazing the stubble with the dry cows and replacements.
Results

Twelve years have passed since we started to work on this, and we are fully conscious of the impossibility to exactly reproduce the kiwi system in Argentina or Uruguay. This learning way, of trial and error, led us to adapt the system to our own conditions and capacities.

Finally, we believe that what has being adapted is indeed absolutely possible to reproduce, especially by those who are launching their own farms. We recognise that, at first, we were rather fundamentalists, and that might have scared those friends who considered the possibility of imitating us. We sincerely apologise to them, yet we sustain that it is indeed a perfectly reproducible system.
Applying this way of thinking, we have not only survived in Argentina, but also grew. As Colin Holmes used to say: “they must be doing something right eh?”
CHART
THE EIGHT DAIRIES

Data about all the dairies that make up LP group, by October 2009

	Dairy
	MTS 1
	MTS 2
	MT3
	Kiwi C
	TF
	La Lucha
	L.V 1
	L.V 2

	Production (lts/day)
	13.828
	7.472
	10.172
	16.762
	5.650
	14.386
	11.014
	6.198

	Milk Fat (%)
	5,08
	5,31
	5,03
	4,75
	5,18
	4,57
	4,51
	4,47

	Total Proteins (%)
	3,98
	4,30
	3,79
	3,75
	4,22
	3,80
	3,64
	3,90

	Milking Cows (MC)
	918
	526
	647
	845
	434
	809
	499
	439

	Individual production (lts/MC)
	15,06
	15,24
	15,71
	16,86
	15,92
	15,92
	20,04
	14,34

	Colony-forming Unity (CFU) * 1000
	19
	19
	18
	25
	33
	16
	45
	22

	Somatic Cells (thousand cells/ml)
	282
	215
	175
	253
	291
	292
	231
	233

	Milk price ($/lts)
	1,124
	1,144
	0,975
	0,956
	1,083
	1,087
	0,997
	1,040

	Milk fat price ($/Kg MF)
	20,36
	20,99
	18,84
	20,33
	20,96
	22,95
	22,06
	22,37

	TP price ($/Kg TP)
	25,99
	25,92
	25,00
	25,75
	25,73
	27,60
	27,33
	25,64


Evolution
· 2000: 4,429 female breeding stock (478 not our own?) 4 dairies- 2,252 MC

· 2010: 10,767 female breeding stock (1,312 not our own) 10 dairies- 5,835 MC

· 2010: 3 dairies with 1,500 MC belonging to sharemilkers who have withdrawn from the association and stand on their own.

