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What is a Variable Order 

Sharemilker? 

 

 

A brief overview of Variable Order Sharemilking 
 

Sharemilking has a long history in New Zealand and is often seen as part of progression towards farm 

ownership. In 2013-14 there were 4,081 sharemilkers (around 35% of farms) with 2,200 operating as herd 

owning sharemilkers and the remaining 1,880 variable order.  

 

Variable (or Lower) order sharemilkers 

 Refers to any sharemilking situation where the sharemilker doesn’t provide the herd.  They provide 

the labour and receive an agreed percentage of the income, and cover some of the costs. They may 

provide a small amount of equipment such as bikes or tractors. 

 The agreement is negotiated between parties, who negotiate the percentage split of income and 

expenses. 

 Historically 29 and 39 % sharemilking was common.  Now a wide range of contracts exist, with a 

range from 18 to 29% being most common. 

 Take on risk from production and payout variability. 

 Agreements are often for one to two years 

 The VOSM is considered self employed 

 The VOSM agreement is covered by specific legislation – Sharemilking Agreements Order 2011 

 The sharemilker receives  

o a percentage of the milk cheque (therefore payout and production influences income) 

o a fee per calf based on milk consumed and labour involved 

o % of bobbies and reared calves 

o wages for work outside of the contract 

 Expenses covered are variable between contracts.  Those costs particularly related to milking are 

normally paid in full, whereas other costs may be a percentage: 

o Costs normally paid in full:  wages, electricity, dairy expenses, rubberware, operating own 

machinery, fuel, admin, ACC, Personal Liability Insurance 

o Normally a %: feed, silage, nitrogen, grazing, animal health 

o Not herd testing or AI. 

 In some situations VOSM may have a chance to own cows, will provide bikes and possibly machinery 

 Herds with less than 300 cows, must receive 21% or greater 

 

As with all contracts and agreements due diligence should be undertaken when considering entering into 

contracts. Make use of rural professionals to help guide you through the process if you are considering 

entering into a contract. Federated Farmers have Agreement templates available for members; always seek 

advice before signing a contract. 


