
 

Management challenge to keep it in the family 

For a generation of dairy farmers now seeing their children show an interest in dairying, there can be a 
conflict between the desire to help family get ahead, but also maintain the good relationships enjoyed; 
sharing blood, not business. 

Successful Taranaki farmers Katrina and Kevin Knowles have made some concerted and focused efforts 
to steer around the pitfalls that often befall families working together in dairy businesses.  

Being a DairyNZ Consulting Officer with a strong interest in human resource management, Katrina keenly 
appreciated the need to “walk the talk” when her two sons Chris and Craig wanted to come back home to 
dairying.  

Her experience with HR groups was that a constructive, mutually beneficial outcome at a personal and 
business level with family involvement would only transpire if clear pathways existed for her and Kevin to 
develop other interests, and the boys to progress within the family farm set up. 

The farm business’s physical set up was conducive to getting things started on the right foot. The Knowles’ 
own two properties that share a common boundary, but are individually operated. One is 160ha and the 
other 130ha, the result of Katrina and Kevin’s own hard work over three decades and some good 
purchase decisions that included a dry stock block added onto one of the properties.  

Having the delineated properties has provided each of the boys with the space to develop their farming 
skills within an identifiable boundary – learning and appreciating the impact of mistakes and successes as 
they went. 

A former diesel mechanic, Craig came back to the property having already had a year working for well 
known farmers Peter and Tania Forde. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kevin and Katrina Knowles 

Role:   Farm Owners 

Family:    3 children 

Passionate about:    Communication and HR within the dairy industry. Providing opportunities for 
family and space for them to grow and have independence 

Location:  Inglewood, Taranaki 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   315 ha (283 ha effective) over 2 farms plus 20 ha support  

Herd numbers & breeds: 840 crossbred  

Feed system:   Grass with feed pads on both farms, and molasses 

Dairy shed:   50 bail rotary and 36 aside herringbone 

Staff Information 

Full time:   2 sons operate one farm each. Each son has one full time employee. 

Part time:   Katrina and Kevin 

 



 

Katrina’s position as a DairyNZ Consulting Officer gives her good insight into what can go wrong in managing 
or working with family. While she maintains communication is a key component, there is a step that comes 
before family sit down to decide what it is they want from the business together. 

“Before you even do that it is the ‘mother ship’ (mum and dad) who must be clear in their minds what it is they 
want from this big change in relationship that is going to happen – your kids move from being just your kids to 
being workers, managers or investors. This is on a farm the parents may have built from scratch, probably still 
own and may still want to continue to be a part of.” 

She admires Kevin’s ability to let the boys “make their own mistakes” and resist sorting them out for them. He 
also required them to come to him with a solution to a problem they were dealing with. 

“It is too easy to be the one with the answers, and then it becomes a power thing and that is not constructive.” 

Today he helps with maintenance around the properties, runs his own dairy grazing blocks and also advises 
to Maori owned Parihaka farms. He is also conducting interviews for DairyNZ on farmers’ networking 
contacts.  

“He has made that step that many farmers often struggle with, thinking they are ‘just’ farmers.”  

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do to when working with 

family and thinking about 

succession: 

Plan what you want to 

achieve in the future and 

how you are going to get 

there. Remember the 

goal is financial and 

emotional security for 

you as well as your 

family. 

Ensure open and honest 

communication so 

everyone knows where 

they stand. Have regular 

discussions separate 

from family social 

gatherings to discuss 

progress. 

Once the decision has 

been made for your 

family to be involved in 

the farm offer support 

and guidance but be 

prepared to let them 

make their own 

mistakes and learn from 

them.  

“When he and Chris came back Kevin worked with Craig on the home 
farm, and I worked with Chris on the other for a season.”  

Chris’s career as a carpenter and cabinet maker on luxury yachts, meant 
he could bring these skills to any maintenance and upkeep tasks. 

“We quickly came to see they were more than capable of going on to 
manage the farms, and we let them at it after that.” 

Today the boys are in their third season 50:50 sharemilking on the 
properties.  

While acknowledging the boy’s practical capabilities, Katrina and Kevin 
insisted they attend Agriculture ITO training on pasture management. 

“That was an absolute non-negotiable point on employing them, it is 
simply too critical to not learn more about.” Katrina herself has been an 
Agriculture ITO tutor and developed module courses including level 2 
milk quality and effluent management for level 2 and 3. 

She puts the successful settling in period down not only to being able to 
develop within their own “patch” but also to the strong transition made by 
the boys’ partners. 

“Both were town girls who had not had a lot of contact with farms before 
coming here to live. However they were engaged right from the start, and 
keen to learn as well. That makes a huge difference to the boys’ attitude 
and drive also.” 

Continuing progression to succession is ensured by Kevin and Katrina’s 
willingness to invest further with their sons into the industry. The 2012-
2013 season sees Craig move onto a 240 cow farm near Egmont Village 
in equity partnership with Katrina and Kevin. Meantime Chris will be 
moving onto the larger home farm with the opportunity to build his equity 
further on the larger 50:50 job. 

“And if he wants to then make that next move to farm ownership that is 
something we can look at.” 



 

 “To make the transition off the farm we have had to re-educate and upskill, but it has been good to keep 
challenging ourselves in these areas.” The couple have also physically given their sons space by moving 
onto a 12ha block separate from the farms. 

To help keep communication channels open the couple have a farm advisor who walks the farm regularly 
with Chris and Craig, then meets them with Kevin to discuss how things are going. Katrina says a farm 
adviser is vital in any owner-sharemilker relationship to provide a neutral party to discuss operations and 
issues with. 

 This is even more so with a family set up, removing any emotion from discussions and helping offer a 
balanced, farm focussed view on direction. 

Before bringing family on board, Katrina urges farmers to consider the state of their farm business, what the 
infrastructure, dairy and housing is all like.  

“It is a simple test, but we ask ourselves ‘would we work there?’ You need to be in a strong financial state 
before embarking, and be prepared to grow and progress with family once they are there.” 

 

The staff perspective 

Good communication, space to make your own, and respect are the three components for a successful 

family partnership, says Chris Knowles. 

Chris and wife Amy are approaching the end of their third year 50:50 sharemilking for parents Katrina 

and Kevin. He describes their approach when he came back into the family business as supportive and 

hands-on getting him up to speed with the basics of dairying.  

“Once they saw we were capable, it was pretty much sink or swim after that.”  

Both he and brother Craig obviously proved to be good swimmers, with both finding a pathway and 

progression through the family enterprise that is not always achieved by those returning to family 

farming. 

Next season sees him progress to the family’s larger property, to sharemilk 500 cows, while Craig 

moves into an equity partnership position on a new farm. 

"Long term Amy and I would like to buy a smaller farm independently and employ a manager to run it, 

while we continue with the 50:50 job on the family farm.  We are looking forward to the new challenge of 

moving to a bigger 50:50 job on the home farm." 

Chris agrees that having separately titled farms is better for all parties wanting to make their own mark, 

but the structure still provides opportunity for Kevin to be involved in both properties. 

“He can and does still help out as needed – he doesn’t want to milk any more, but he can still be 

involved with maintenance and jobs around the farms, it keeps his interest up, and he’s still around for 

input and ideas, it works well.” 

His advice to anyone bringing family back into a management or contract position is to have good lines 

of communication about what everyone wants from the business. 

"Parents knowing when to step back and when to let go is also important for it to work" 


