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Dairy conversion not without its challenges
Low sheep returns and high milk prices are contributing to an increase in dairy farm conversions across 
New Zealand. And this trend doesn’t look to be slowing anytime soon. We spoke to James Lemon who, 
in partnership with his wife Kerri, recently converted his Ashburton cropping farm to dairy.
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James Lemon is the fifth generation of 
his family to make his living from their 
321 hectare farm near Ashburton and he 
is determined he won’t be the last.

It was this resolve that drove him and 
his wife Kerri to convert 220 hectares of 
the farm from cropping to dairy, with 
the balance used for dairy support. 
They wanted to ensure the farm would 
continue to provide for their five children 
– 20-year-old Danielle, 18-year-old 
Olivia, 12-year-old Harry, 7-year-old 
William and 3-year-old Toby – long into 
the future.

“We’ve had a long-term relationship with 
PwC and they were really instrumental 
in our succession planning. We did a 
lot of thinking about the options for 
safeguarding the future of the farm for 
the next generation and dairy made the 
most sense,” Mr Lemon says. 

But it didn’t happen overnight. 

“About four years passed between 
making the decision to convert and 
getting lending approval from the bank. 
There was a huge amount of planning 
required. We looked at budgets, 
infrastructure requirements, how we 
wanted the farm to operate and what 
we needed to do and spend to get it that 
way,” Mr Lemon adds.

Their planning also extended to 
ensuring their farm was 100 percent self 
sufficient. The Lemon’s grow all their 
winter feed, raise their own young stock 
and grow all their supplement crops – 
grass and maize silage, and barley on 
their farm and have a 150 hectare runoff 
block lease farm.

“There are so many conversions 
happening in the Canterbury area that it’s 
getting harder and harder to find winter 
grazing and source grain for stock. If you 
can give yourself 100 percent security 
in your stock feed supply and the ability 
to somewhat control the expense of that 
feed supply by growing it yourself, you’re 
one step ahead.” 
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Staying one step ahead also applies to Mr 
Lemon’s enthusiasm for technology.

“Technology in the dairy industry is 
changing rapidly. At the click of a button 
I can see a huge amount of information 
about any one of my cows. I can track 
weight gain or loss and adjust feed levels. 
I can track mating and insemination 
and plan for calving accordingly. The 
opportunities are almost limitless.

“Yet, the information is only as good 
as the people putting it in,” Mr Lemon 
cautions. 

“My workers often ask why I spend so 
much time in the office. For me, it’s a 
no-brainer. It’s important to know what 
you’re putting in and getting out. Figures 
are crucial. Otherwise you’re in danger 
of pulling levers blindly, hoping it will 
make a difference,” Mr Lemon says.

Despite the assistance technology can 
provide, the conversion hasn’t been 
without its challenges. The infrastructure 
costs were huge and considering they 
had no experience in dairy before the 
conversion, there was a lot to learn. 
However, one of the biggest difficulties 
has been staffing. Mr Lemon has gone 
from one full-time staff member to eight. 

“It’s a lot of hard work. We were warned 
staffing would be an issue before we 
started, and we listened, but we were still 
unprepared for just how difficult it’s been.

“The shortage of staff in the dairy 
industry has really put the balance of 
power with the workers. Many aren’t 
willing to put in the hard yards and work 
their way up. If you’re not willing to give 
them what they’re asking for, it’s easy for 
them to walk and find another job.

“Don’t get me wrong. I want my staff 
to be happy and fairly rewarded for the 
work they do. But, we’re finding a lot of 
staff are unmotivated and don’t have the 
skills or experience for the remuneration 
they’re asking,” he says.

It’s a challenge, yet Mr Lemon never 
expected it to be easy. He recommends 
anyone considering a conversion to dairy 
to draw on all the information, knowledge 
and resources available to them.

“Talk to lots of people – existing dairy 
farmers, other people who have 
converted their farms. There is a lot of 
advice out there. Not all of it will fit. Pull 
out the pieces that suit the way that you 
want to farm.

“It’s been a major learning curve but 
so far very rewarding. There is a long 
road ahead of us but being able to see 
ourselves making progress toward where 
we want to be gives us real peace of 
mind,” concludes Mr Lemon.

“We’ve had a long-term relationship with PwC and 
they were really instrumental in our succession 
planning. We did a lot of thinking about the options 
for safeguarding the future of the farm for the next 
generation and dairy made the most sense.”

 James Lemon

5


