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Study Tour Visited 
Our whistle stop tour took us to farms, universities, research institutions, processors and policy 
makers through the United States of America, Ireland, Netherlands, Germany and Denmark, 
with a focus on nitrate loss reduction and greenhouse gas mitigations and management. 
 

  
 
 
Key Findings 
 
1. Celebrate what we are good at and reduce the negative comments between ourselves, 

which is immediately seen by customers worldwide (social media moves fast). 
 
2. The world that we saw, are facing similar challenges in the environmental space (nitrate 

and greenhouse gasses) as we are, and often with similar tools/solutions. 
 
3. Key words overseas are Sustainability and Biodiversity, which includes Regenerative 

production systems.  
 

4. New Zealand agriculture needs to adopt a Regenerative definition that is specific to our 
conditions and be able to be audited. We need to be able to stand up and celebrate that 



many farms in New Zealand already meet the Regenerative Agriculture principles in 
many other countries. We are missing an opportunity. 

 
5. Greenhouse gas targets and calculations, as provided by the IPCC, with the best of 

intentions, have been challenged by other countries and overturned for their specific 
situations.  

 
What did we Learn? 
 
1. Celebrate what we are good at and reduce negative interaction. 

 
1.1 We were overseas when the very public debate between Eady et al. and the Plantain 

Potency and Practice Program broke.  
 
Researchers we were with at the time of the news breaking asking “what is your team in 
NZ up to?” 
 
This very public debate does little to instill confidence in the industry (or the world) in 
relation to mitigation options for nitrate and greenhouse gases. 

 
Whilst both sides of this story may be right (Plantain does reduce nitrate and maybe 
Greenhouse gas loss – BUT there may be other species that could achieve similar 
outcomes), this ‘spat’ does little to improve confidence to all who could use these 
potential mitigations. 

 
Not only does it undermine confidence of New Zealand farmers to implement mitigation 
tools, but it also places doubt on our research by other researchers worldwide. 

 
1.2  Perception in the media is critical. The Plantain challenge in NZ wasn’t the only thing 

that we were asked about. 

Other matters like ‘NZ Agriculture has pulled out of GHG reduction limits’, ‘Denmark is 
taxing their farmers for GHG’, reduction in Agricultural GHG in Ireland was headline 
news. 

While all of these matters seem small, let’s explore what really happened from our 
perspective. 

 Plantain – a public debate was hardly necessary when many of the issues could 
have been sorted by the parties communicating with each other to understand the 
diƯerence. 

 NZ Agriculture has pulled out of GHG reduction limits – well no, there is a pause 
but that it not how overseas media picked it up. 

 Denmark’s farmers are being taxed on GHG – well yes, but provided they utilize the 
mitigations currently available and with the 60% discount on liability, the net cost 
to the farmers is nil! 

 Irelands Agriculture GHG output dropped by 4.6% from the previous 12 months – 
this was headline TV and written media news. 

 
 
 
 
 



2.0 Challenges in agriculture are similar the world over. 
 
2.1  There is a strong push on improving water quality, reducing GHG, enhancing 

biodiversity, considering soil carbon as a sink, sustainable farms systems and 
practices. 
 
The world has similar Environmental Challenges. 
- USA they were grappling with nitrate losses to water ways and irrigation security 
- Ireland was about reducing nitrate loss and GHG reductions 
- Netherlands previously large focus on nitrate reduction and currently extreme 

pressure on Greenhouse gasses. 
- Germany farmers and dairy companies are trying to stay ahead of the regulations 

both in N reduction and GHG. 
- Denmark has negotiated an incentive scheme to encourage farmers to take up 

mitigations and in so doing may not have a taxation liability on GHG. 
 

 
2.2 ‘Better Farm for Water – 8 Actions for Change’  is an Irish program but could easily have 

been a  New Zealand program when you consider action areas being – 
1. Reduce purchased nitrogen and phosphorus surplus/ha. 
2. Ensure soil fertility is optimal. 
3. Ensure application of fertilizer and organic manure at appropriate times and 

conditions 
4. Have suƯicient slurry and eƯluent storage. 
5. Manage and minimize nutrient loss from farmyards and roadways. 
6. Fence oƯ watercourse. 
7. Promote targeted use of mitigation actions such as riparian margins, buƯer strips 

and sediment traps to mitigate nutrient and sediment loss to water. 
8. Maintain our winter green cover to reduce leaching rom tillage soils. 

 

 
 
 



2.3 Driving for economic greenhouse gas reductions is frantic through feed additives, gut 
biome changes, breeding and bolus treatments. 

 
The research at Davis UC (just out of San Francisco) into GHG reductions was wide 
ranging, from changing the gut flora from birth, looking into genetic variation, feed 
additives (3NOP and Asparagopsis amongst others) to reduce GHG output/unit of 
production. Much of the work was completed in fully self-contained “tunnel houses” 
where groups of animals could be fully housed and measurements recorded of feed 
ingested, water consumed, animal performance and gas production.  
 

 
 

 Eight controlled air feed chambers for evaluation of up to 40 animals per chamber at 
Davis UC 

 
2.4 Growing the consumer awareness and confidence of farmers environmental 

stewardship and reduction of footprint was clearly demonstrated at Tillamook Dairy 
Factory. Tillamook is the second largest tourist attraction in the state with free entry 
but large merchandise and product sales to oƯset the cost. 

 
Displays demonstrated feed sources on farm, feeding a fiberglass calf, putting cups on 
a model milking cow, watching the cheese making and packaging. Much has been 
done by the Co-op to grow the understanding of where the milk comes from and the 
commitment of the farmers to producing a sustainable quality product. 



  
 
Tillamook Factory and Tourist Attraction with life sized cow for visitors to attach milking 
cups. 

 
2.5 The Evers family in Warenholz, Germany, an 18th generation family farming on the 

property, showed commitment to “dairying ahead of regulation”.  In the current focus 
of GHG and farmer sustainability, this family shows how they have adapted over 
centuries with the adoption of new technologies both on farm and oƯ farm.  

 
They are the first to erect a wind turbine to provide electricity for the local settlement, 
installing a 50Kw and 80Kw waste wood burner on farm to provide hot water and 
heating to over 300 houses in the settlement, supplying milk and cream to the local 
bakery and ice cream manufacturer, supporting the local vending machine with milk, 
yoghurt, cheese, ice cream, eggs and meat from their property. They continue to work 
with the local university to monitor and enhance the environment in the local streams. 

 
Their approach of being ahead of regulation and using “farmers markets” to actively tell 
the sustainability story of milk production to the wider community has grown 
consumer confidence.  
 
The use of virtual 3D movie goggles was a ‘game changer’ in taking urban folk “to the 
farm” without having to be in the dairy shed.  
 
Starting at a young age, the local kindergarten walks through the dairy barn, watches 
the feed wagon being loaded, and looks at newly calved cows.  
 
The proximity of the dairy to town allowed the children and teachers to walk to the farm 
on a number of occasions during the year – growing the children’s understanding of 
agriculture. 
 



 
 
Helmut Evers very proudly milking his 60 cows with his wife every day.  
 
2.6 The Danish Agriculture and Frood Council have developed “overcoming the challenge 

of feeding the world sustainably – climate plan towards 2030”. 
 

How the Danish intend to “produce more climate – eƯiciently without limiting 
production” is well detailed.  
 
Actions include withdrawing lowland peat soils from production (42% of expected 
reduction). Pyrolysis (biochar of waste and residue products) 21% reduction but is 
dependent on the development of new technology, moving to grass production for part 
of the protein supply 1.7% reduction, animal breeding advances 0.08% reduction, feed 
additives (such as Bovear) 13% reduction. 
 
The most significant gain in reducing GHG output/unit of production for the Danish is 
proposed to be the retirement/reflooding of peat soils. 

 
2.7 Soil carbon accumulation and measurement in Ireland with solar flux meters. 
 

For 20 years the Irish have had a solar flux meter in operation measuring solar radiation 
in and reflected out, plant growth, animal consumption of plant material and GHG 
product from the cow and pasture. 
 
Over 20 years, the average accumulation of carbon into soils has bene 1.2t 
Carbon/ha/yr. The research showed a variation between years with some showing a 
decrease in carbon and others showing an accumulation. But over 20 years there was 
a net gain. 

 
To raise the confidence of the science the Irish have now installed the solar flux meters 
in 28 diƯerent sites throughout the country to check for variability. 



 
 
James explaining the functioning and outputs of the solar flux meter to measure soil carbon 
sequestration 
 
3. Sustainability and Biodiversity includes regenerative farming. 

 
3.1 Often the words sustainable, biodiversity and regenerative agriculture are intertwined. 

Countries seemed to have developed their own strategies and definitions. 
 

 As a general comment New Zealand agriculture already meets or exceeds many of the 
definitions for regenerative agriculture used overseas. Diverse pastures outdoor, 
grazing systems, carbon accumulation and auditable farm plans. 



 
 

 Some of the range of products produced from Alexandre Family Farms 
 

Alexandre Farms, Farming at Crescent City, California. Produce A2, Organic and 
Regenerative milk from their 7500 cows. The market premium for their regenerative 
milk is 32-40% above their organic milk.   
 
Their market research into why people purchase their product rated taste (fat content) 
1st, health attributes 2nd, quality attributes 3rd and nutrition attributes 4th. Price didn’t 
even hit the top four! 
 

3.2 In Ireland all trees are accounted for in greenhouse gas monitoring via satellite photos. 
This includes scattered trees in rock fence lines which are also adding to their 
biodiversity.  
 
Nitrogen loss which is directly monitored in streams and from nitrogen surplus 
calculations, is a strong driver for sustainability. Catch crops between arable crops is 
given considerable encouragement through their sustainability farm programmes. 



 
 
Real time water sensing, including nitrate and phosphate, on streams in Ireland 
 

3.3 In Germany catch crops following crops to reduce winter losses was widespread.  
 
“Renaturation” alongside rivers and streams where long-term pastures of mixed 
species swards are encouraged to reduce surface runoƯ and leachate. Much of this 
‘nature reserve land’ is used for cut and carry.  
 
The Evers family had a quote ‘we are a museum and a zoo’ for the local community to 
clearly demonstrate sustainable biodiversity. 
 

 
Catch crop paddock direct drilled after cereals in Germany 



3.4 The minimum requirement for organic milk production in the USA is a pasture fed diet 
of 30% for 120 days of lactation. 

 
100% grass fed production is 60% pasture diet for 150 days of lactation. 

 
Clearly these are diƯerent to the standards which we and others, hold us to in NZ. 

 
4.0 The IPCC calculations and targets are often challenged through science from 

other countries. 
 
4.1 The Irish recalculated their greenhouse gas loss from natural wetlands which resulted 

in a 6MT CO2 eq reduction (drop from 9.5MT to 3.5MT) as their scientists recalculated 
their areas and the actual carbon losses from those wetlands 

 
4.2 USA was challenging the method of calculation for the GHG warming eƯect from 

methane. 
 

As they see it: “Our cows are part of the solution rather than the problem with their 
carbon cycling”. 

 
4.3 In New Zealand I feel at times when international scientists and regulators provide 

information, we tend to adopt it without question (e.g. GHG target calculations) but 
there are other times when we want to reinvent the science ourselves (agricultural 
chemical registration, human health drugs) 

 
There are times when we need to check, challenge and update as new science is 
provided to us. 

 
5.0 The other issues that we noted were: 
 

i) Our regulatory processes in NZ often slowing or stopping ‘good stuƯ’ being 
developed and enabled. 

ii) We need to bring young minds into research to bring fresh ideas, enthusiasm 
and provide succession. 

iii) New Zealand’s silo approach to ‘our own industry’ or ‘our company’ needs to 
change. 

 
Agriculture is so important to NZ for our foreign exchange that we cannot aƯord to 
waste energy, with limited personnel infighting between sectors, and even between 
companies, (noted competitive advantage issues still apply). 

 
 
 
Attachments: 
Ashburton Guardian Live Feed 
Rural Life 
Ashburton Courier 
A full travel log is available on request 
 
 
Phil and Jos Everest 
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