DAIRY FARMING IN ARGENTINA NZ STYLE– 
Luis Peluffo, farmer, 2009-10-10
Who am I ?

Born 1947
· Bch An.Sci.- Reading “From Grass to Milk” (McMeekan) : 1970
· Working on family farms, West of Buenos Aires, with my father as Owner- administrator: 4.000 has, 3.000 beef cows, rearing the males up to steers for market. Crops; wheat, sorghum : 1970-1982;
· In partnership with my 3 brothers, same farms, converting them to dairy, 4 dairy sheds, 1.500 dairy cows, no more beef, continuing with crops, now maize and sunflower included.- Since 1987 using NZ genetics in dairying.- 1983-1995.-
· First visit to NZ, with Jock Campbell:  1992.

· Farming on my own, 2.700 has, 2.340 inherited, 360 bought.- NZ style, upgrading the dairy farms up to 3 own farms with @ 36 cups each, 2.400 cows; beginning with sharemilkers in charge of each unit.- Continue cropping, same crops, soy included now : 1995-2002.-.-
· 2003-2008: Built another 44 bail shed with Sharemilkers Lucas & Carolina; rented with wife Maru 2.500 has in different areas where 2 sheds already been built, 70 bails between both.- Two of three portable dairy sheds (22 bails each) already working in the last farm.- Planning to milk 5.600 cows in this year 2009. :  
· Family : Married now with Maria Eugenia (Maru) since 2004, after coming a widower in 2002. Have from my first marriage 2 boys and two girls, three of them married.- The eldest, Soledad, married to a farmer, farming on their own, the second one, Matías, working with my brothers and now in leasing 2 of the Dairy Farms in the West.- Matías has a MSc at Massey, he also has been working in NZ. Dairy Farms.-
·  Others : Member of NZ Soc.of Animal production – NZ Grassland Association – Argentine Soc of An.Prod.-  
· References: Prof.Colin Holmes (Massey) – Kevin Mcdonald (Dexcel) – Bill Montgomery (LIC) – Louis & Barbara Kuriger, Farmers, Opunake – Ross Wrenn (LIC) – Shane Caroll (farmer) & Nicola Shadbolt (Senior Lecturer, Massey) Palmerston North.- Andrew Speight; Farmer.-
INTRODUCTION:

It is understandable that when Kiwi People come to Argentina and have a sight of so many thousands of hectares of flat land with different crops that may look good, they get the idea that milk could be produced NZ style in big quantities, providing the correct technology is applied.- Same happens regarding Uruguay, I will try to explain why this is not so.-
 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, 700-850 mms. rainfall/year) without the possibility of irrigation and a 22°C medium temperature summer.- 
Even in the best places, with 1.000-1.100 mms rain average, perennial rye-grass won’t survive more than two o three summers; this rain usually comes in spaced & strong showers of many mms each with maybe 10-25 days between rains. Also evapotranspiration by forages is higher according the higher summer temperature and lower % air humidity.- 
 I have not yet seen in our country a place with the climatic conditions for growing without irrigation more than 8-10TnDM/ha/year (measured NZ style) of fescue and white clover when correctly fertilized.- Until now, in Argentina NZ style farmers are using fescue as we cannot use rye-grass. In the last farm we have leased, in San Francisco, Cordoba, we are trying, with the local University help, different C4 grasses that may be better to build a long lasting pasture (kikuyu by example).-  
In Research Stations placed in the good cropping areas, alfalfa (Lucerne)  may give you by cutting up to 15-16Tns/DM/year, for 3 or even 4 years, after it will need to be re-sown.-  A common practice in dairy farms is to rotate paddocks on a five year rotation; 3 years of alfalfa, a winter cereal (annual rye-grass, oasts or rye), followed by maize for silaje, again one winter cereal and maize silaje and then to alfalfa again.-  As you can imagine, even with no-till this sequence is not good for building soil organic matter.-  No fertilizer is used except P and N (and maybe some S) .- All the rest of the minerals just go away without return. 
Irrigation, in most areas, because of water quality and low availability has been only economic for high value crops, as by example producing hybrid maize seed.- 

As with this situation, “standard to good” dairy farmers, with a stocking rate of 1.2 o 1.3 Holstein cows/ha, are producing some 500-600 KgMS/ha with no more than 55-60% of total feed coming from grass directly grassed, you can easily realise that with 8-10.000U$S/ha land this grass is too expensive.- 

At the moment there is a strong lobby towards the EEUU way of dairying; you grow maize for silage & grain, cut and take alfalfa or keep as bales or silage; buy meal and feed give a TMR for high individual production with American Holsteins cows in dirt pads.-
Maria Teresa Sur SRL & Tambo Fundacion SRL Dairy farms:
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 (in 2007, 91 frost, last one 4 of November) 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 most of them have a P. Olsen of 8-15 (about 80 under old fences).-  Actual value of land without dairy conversion: @ 4.000 U$S/ha.- 
 We are also farming since 2004 in two leased farms, at Pergamino, Buenos Aires Province, one of the best land & climate of the country, with silt & clay soils, about 3-4% of  Org.Mat., that we have received with 10-15% P but we have upgraded to 25- Rain average is 980mms (in 2006 we had 683mms, in 2008 only 590 mms); summers with 23-25ºC medium temperature and 20-25 frosts/year.-  Actual value of land without dairy conversion has changed to @ 12.000 U$S/ha.-  Recently we leased for 7 years a 1.750 has farm in Cordoba Province, soils with drainage problems and low fertility because of long years of cropping with little fertilizer, we plan to rear our heifers there and we have already establish a couple of transportable dairy 22 bails sheds.- Land value in this area @ 5.000 U$S/hectare.-
 Land values has risen more than 100% in the last five years because of four years of good grain production & prices;  also because as people don’t feel safe with money in the Bank or to have it hidden on you house, they invest in equity (houses, apartments, buildings & land). Land price have come down after last very poor cropping year, but no to much.- 
    To convert a farm to dairying (40 bail shed, 3 second-hand tractors, 3 grain wagons, augers, mower, up grading houses, water bores & troughs, etc will cost around 500.000U$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 70 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 until 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 6.000-8.500 kgDM/ha/year of “real” grass ; fescue, white clover, brome (Matua) or dactylis(cocksfoot).- 
In the West of Buenos Aires  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, and again in 2008.- About 40% of our soils in this area will “support only Lucerne”, which is genetically made for cutting , not for direct grassing ; Lucerne may produce in our area 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), a C4 grass that is drought resistant, for areas of 500-600 mms. This grass, with the help of some 150 kg urea  will provide 4-7tns of DM but quality will be @ 10 MJME in the best moments.-
 This may explain why although many NZ consultants and farmers have come to  help us how to manage grass the NZ way (beginning with Dr.McMeekan visit more than fifty years ago ), actually, in Argentina best areas, top farmers seldom produce more than 500 kgsLWmeat/ha/year or 270 kgMS/ha/year on grass alone, reaching two o three times more production with feed coming from outside the farm.-  
Our 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.- Poor living standard in most dairy farms, not easily reverted because of :

* Most farms would need better sheds and better houses, representing important long-term investments of uncertain profit (because the farm may definitely stop dairying and go to crops, as has happened last years with smaller and/or lest efficient dairy farms).-  

* 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 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 Educators at the Agricultural Colleges and Universities believe that educated people are for “deciding and directing”, not for doing physical work.- 

2009-10-20 : Argentine dairy production still in trouble, but where’s  trouble we may find opportunities 
 We intend to produce with a late-summer calving pattern (February 5th to April 30th ) in five of the eight dairies; other three in July-August-September.- 
As a system, in autumn we 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 (from 5.500 to 7500 kgDM/ha) and achieve a stocking rate of 2.2-2.3 cows/ha. to produce some 750-800 kgMS/ha .-   

    During 2005-2006 as we had some 200mms lest than average, we had to use some 2-3tns.DM/ha more than we had planned, grass harvested was not more than 5tns/ha.-

    Something similar happened in 2008-2009, total rain was higher than average but with a dry spring & summer and @ 700 mms in autumn, we used supplements up to 5tons of DM per ha.

Our hopes for the future
- We aim to work and continue growing in win-win relation with experienced and educated people as sharemilkers, achieving better results for them and for us.- On our 8 dairies, actually, of 15 (one is single) Junior and Senior Sharemilker couples, 8 are University Vets, one is an accountant, 4 are dairy farmers sons/daughters, and the last  3 are from Agricultural Schools.- (Polyt.School) .- Most of their staff are also young fellows out of the Ag. Polytechnic Schools of Treinta de Agosto, Cañada Rosquin or Pergamino towns. 
- As we have a positive approach, we still hope Argentina will get better in the world ranking of corruption (is beginning to happen, with more hope in after 2011.- - 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 and we have, and also spending your time and money in accountants & tax advisers because of a high level of bureaucracy and complicated taxes of the government agencies we have to deal with.-  But, as I said, we farmers are looking forward to participate much more in politics and be able to elect of better governments for the future. Actually we are also regarding the possibility of dairy industry joint-ventures with the Govern of the Provinces that are lucky to have a good ruler, as Santa Fe.- 
- As dairy farmers we have not only survived but we have also grown with this NZ style dairy system, with fair play for all people we have relation with, and of course, because of the efficiency level this people puts back on the farm.- 
- We think they are opportunities in Argentina for joint-ventures in dairy farming with Kiwi people; we are always willing to learn more about how to produce and harvest grass, we can progress much in this subject if we have more dairy farmers really involved in motivating research.- Subtropical grasses may be a great possibility, even kikuyu !!.-

- 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 (and Kiwi cross).-  We may go to once a day milking if we can progress with the selection of that type of cow.- 
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