DAIRYING IN ARGENTINA – Massey-Vet Tower-Feb.2006
(Trying to explain the unexplainable)

Luis Peluffo, farmer
INTRODUCTION :

 In Argentina we may find dairy farms in very different areas , but for soil quality (fertility and water retention) , annual rainfall and evapotranspiration , we could say that most of them would be like dairying in Canterbury (New Zealand, South Island, 700-800 mms. rainfall/year) without the possibility of irrigation and a 22°C medium temperature summer.- 
 I have not yet seen in our country a place with the climatic conditions for growing 12 TnDM/ha/year (measured NZ style) of rye-grass and white clover when correctly fertilized(*).- 

(*) until @ 1990, most farmers and consultants in our country behaved as they believed that 3-5 years of pasture sown without fertilizer or with 60-70 kgs of DAP once was enough to recover soil fertility to the extent of permitting 3-5 years of grain production without or with very little fertilizers.  

MTS & LMT Dairyfarms :

Our family farm is placed in the best part of the “West Buenos Aires State-North La Pampa State area” , where most of the new big dairies have being built ; the area has an average rainfall of 700-850mms , with 40-60 frosts per year and summers of 22-23ºC average temperature ; soils are of the free-draining-low water retention - sandy type , with 1,5-3% organic matter in the first 20 cms and P. Olsen of 8-15.-    Actual value of land without dairy conversion: @ 2.500 U$S/ha.- 
 We are also farming since 2004 in two leased farms, at Pergamino, Buenos Aires Province, one of the best land & climate of the country, with silt & clay soils, more than 3-4% of  Org.Mat., that we have received with 10-15% P but we are upgrading to 25%.- Rain average is 950mms (this year 2006 we had 683mms); summers with 23-25ºC medium temperature and 20-25 frosts/year.-  Actual value of land without dairy conversion: @ 6.000 U$S/ha.- Land values has risen 50% in the last two years because of three years of good grain production & prices.

    To convert a farm to dairying (40 bail shed, 3 used tractors, grain wagons, augers, mower, up grading houses, water bores & troughs, etc will cost around 300.000U$S.- (without cows)  

Our Feeding system:
We feed the cows only grass when :

* It is growing more than 30 kgDM/day ;

* Cows can manage to harvest every day over 3% Body Weight ;

* and that what they harvest is over 10 MjME/kgDM .-

 In the average year this ideal situation may happen for about 90 days , divided in spring , autumn and brief periods of summer ; we usually have a summer drought as in most parts of NZ , but we also have a dry winter and what I think is crucial , in many years September and October receive less than the necessary rain so we have a short spring ; “magic day” (grass grows more than the needs of the cows) in our farm , stocked with 2,1 cows/ha is not usually before November.-

 Many times in the year we face the situation that if we wait till the grass has enough volume (DM/ha) for the cows to harvest over 3%  BW per day , quality has already fallen below 10 MjME so it is not possible to produce more than 1 kgMS/day without supplements.-        

 Grass production, measured the way they do in NZ and for our best places will not be more than 7-9.500 kgDM/ha/year of “real” grass ; fescue, white clover, brome (Matua) or dactylis(cocksfoot) ; we cannot use rye-grass as it dies in the first summer; in fact, more than 80% of our pastures, lucerne included, died in the 1995 drought ; soils in most of our area will “support only Lucerne”, which is genetically made for cutting , not for direct grassing ; Lucerne may produce up to 10-12.000 kgsDM/ in a good year but I would say  it is nearly impossible to harvest more than 50% of it with direct grassing dairy cows.- We are sowing the lighter soils with Lucerne and weeping lovegrass (eragrostis cúrvula)

 This may explain why although many NZ consultants and farmers have come to  teach us how to manage grass the NZ way (beginning with Dr.McMeekan visit more than thirty years ago ); up to these days, in Argentina best areas-top farmers seldom produce more than 500 kgsLWmeat/ha/year or 270 kgMS/ha/year on grass alone.- 

Management system:

 We have changed from the traditional system of little educated milkers to “NZ type of sharemilkers” ; this has not been easy because Argentina’s actual situation has:

a.- Lack of social status for milkers-sharemilkers jobs.- 

b.- Generally poor living standard in dairy farms , not easily reverted because of :

* Most farms would need better sheds and better houses, representing important long-term investments of uncertain profit.-  

* Living in the farm means using dirt roads , more distance to good schools, health centres, sports and entertainment’s , more expensive electricity and telephone , no access to natural gas, etc. 

* Experienced and educated managers/sharemilkers means more rational use of products and less needs for consultants ; it is understandable  that this level of farm staff may be of little interest for some of the dairy advisers and the very strong agro-industry that funds most of the paid publicity in papers and technical magazines.- 

c.- An important percent of the staff from the Agricultural Colleges and Universities believe that educated people are for “deciding and directing”, not for doing physical work.- 

 We intend to produce with a late-summer calving pattern (5 February to 30 April) in four of the five dairies; the cows of the fifth one will calve in July-August-September ; We will supplement strongly with grain and by-products the first 5-6 months (about 5500 kgsDM/ha) and produce mostly on grass the other 6 months; taking out part of the farm area for summer crops (maize-soya-sunflower) we expect to harvest nearly all the grass we can produce in a normal season (about 6.500-7500 kgDM/ha) and achieve a stocking rate of 2.2-2.3 cows/ha. to produce some 750-800 kgMS/ha .-   

July 2004-June 2005 PERFORMANCE  (1.023 mms rain) Includes first 

5 months of a new farm, if not, production would be similar to last year.- 
(grass used was about 6.600 kgDM/ha/year (+/-74% of grass grow)

 (economic numbers in EEUU dollars; U$S)                                                          

Production

Effective dairy area, has ................................................................1.671     

Cows (all)…...................................................................................3.632
Stocking rate Total Cows/ha………………………..………………….…..2.17

Production , Milk Solids

(included milk used for rearing), kg/ha..............................................738
Supplements used, kgDM/ha.........................................................5.672 

Income per ha

Milk, ....4.76%MF; 3.91%Prot… 2.05U$S/KgMS..... ……...............1.513 

Stock sales , others..........................................................................103
Total income per ha......................................................................1.616
Costs per ha

Sharemilkers...................................................................................105
Wages........................................ .....................................................79
Animal health....................................................................................19
Breeding............................................................................................14
Herd testing........................................................................................1.3

Shed expenses, R & M, vehicles expenses...................................... 32
Electricity............................................................................................8.7
Concentrates................................................................................. 221
Hay buying & making costs...............................................................31
Grassing & cropping, inc.pest & weed control...................................69
Fertilizer......................................... .................................................64
Administration...................................................................................72
Replacements rearing costs........................................................... 202
Standing charges (council taxes)……… ...........................................16
Total costs per ha...........................................................................964
Farmer wages per ha................................................................ .......21
Profit per ha after 35% revenue taxes............................................429.65
ROA: 428/9000

Our hopes for 2.006:

- We aim to work with experienced and educated people as sharemilkers, achieving better results for them and for us .- On our 4 dairies, actually, of 8 sharemilkers, 6 are University Vets, two are Technical Diplomats. (Polyt.School) 2 ; most of their staff are also young fellows out of the Ag. Polytechnic Schools of Treinta de Agosto or Berutti towns. The fifth one has a couple of Junior Managers (1 Vet, 1 BchAn.Prod) with staff.- 
- As we have a positive approach, we still hope Argentina will get better in the world ranking of corruption; today, even if we could achieve NZ standard of farm managers or sharemilkers , dairying efficiency would not be the same as in NZ as here they will have to spend part of their energies to cope with the level of general corruption we have , (controlling if the buyer of your milk gives you the real analysis of its components and quality ; that when you buy if you really get what you have bought in time, quantity and quality and if the invoice has the accorded price, and also spending your time and money in advisers because of a high level of bureaucracy and complicated taxes of the government agencies we have to deal with )      

- If we are better as a country, it is possible that some of our costs may go down (energy, petrol, taxes, imported goods ) and/or we may have a better quality of living in the rural areas.- 

- On the other hand fertilizers costs and anti-pollution costs are bound to go up, (Argentina expends little in both today) and milk price will not be better as Argentine produced milk (or any other relevant farm produced commodity) has never been subsided; so we can expect to hold actual price only if we produce mostly for the domestic market, if we produce more, as it has happen this year and export prices make domestic price go up, government will put new taxes to exporters so to keep voters happy with without an increase in the dairy goods the buy.-  
- We aim to learn more about how to produce and harvest grass ; I would say that it will take some 20 years of well directed research to achieve something near NZ actual level of information.- 

- We expect to have more clear which is the most viable system of dairying in each area of our country and to breed the type of cow suitable for them.- We have decide since 2002 to aim for pure Jerseys of NZ genetics, but we are coming back in some of the dairies with criss-cross Jersey-Frisian.-  We may go to once a day milking if we can progress with the selection of that type of cow.- 

- In conclusion , for 2006, not expecting to lower our cost of production, except maybe in the prices of leased land, and thinking that probably our milk price will be lower , we hope to achieve rentability by gaining efficiency .- 

OTHER ACTIVITIES JULY 2004 – JUNE 2005
Activity                    Hectares (ha)          Kg.  production per ha              gross profit per ha (U$S)

Wheat                              165                                     4.120                                                 290
Maize                              620                                      9.130                                                  270
Soya 1º                           675                                     2.830                                                   235
Sunflower                       267                                      2.955                                                  299       

Soya 2º                          197                                       2.120                                                  210
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