
 

A place for all in multi herd business 

Kyran Brown takes it as a compliment that he and wife Emma have only ever had three staff members 

leave over the last seven years. Being only 30 years old and running multiple farm operations provides 

him not only with the ability to provide staff with a variety of positions to suit their talents, but also makes 

him close in age to his farm employees.   

Emma and Kyran hold two lower order sharemilking positions with Fonterra on the outskirts of Palmerston 

North, comprising two herds of 400 and 200 cows. They also lease a 170 cow farm with a contract milker 

at Ashhurst.  

The coming season also marks their first step into farm ownership. They have purchased a 150 cow farm 

near Woodville which they see as a stepping stone to fulfil their longer term goal of milking 1000 of their 

own cows within the next 10 years. The farm not only crystallises their goal of farm ownership, but will also 

be a platform offering opportunities for the staff they employ to share in that longer term goal. 

“Given the distance from where we are here (40km), we have a couple lined up to take the job on who we 

believe also want to grow their dairy investment”, says Kyran.  

While they juggle the multiple properties with apparent ease, they have some clear, simple approaches to 

managing the five staff and additional relief milkers the multiple herd business requires. 

They typically employ young workers who may be straight out of school and they base their assessment 

on attitude rather than skill level.  

“It really comes down to their willingness to have a go, and to stick with the job. We don’t expect them to 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kyran and Emma Brown 

 

Role:   Sharemilkers, Farm Owners, Farm Leasers 

Passionate about:    Seeing people advance within their business, working with young people, working 
with staff to grow both parties equity 

Location:  Palmerston North, Manawatu 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   355 Ha across 3 farms (331 Ha effective)  

Herd numbers & breeds: 960 Fresian, Jersey and Fresian Cross across 3 farms 

Feed systems:   All grass 

Dairy Sheds:   3 herringbones from 20 – 36 aside 

Staff Information 

Full time:   5 employees over 3 farms plus Kyran and Emma 
    (3 employees, 1 contract milker and 1 Farm Manager) 

 



 

focussed on its importance early on. Positive feedback here, even when staff make the wrong decision, 

is critical.  

“It could be they go to shift the cows onto a fresh break too soon – the fact they are committed enough to 

be thinking about it, even if their timing is wrong, is really worth acknowledging.” 

Even the apparently mundane task of getting the cows in is valuable in painting a picture for staff.  

“They will have a checklist in their minds, including what the residual is, if the trough is working, if the 

cows are bulling and if there are any lame ones.” 

Reviews are done every couple of months around the kitchen table, with an emphasis first on the 

positive aspects of performance. 

“Then I will point out where they can improve, and tell them if they do improve they will be perfect, like 

me. It gets a laugh and keeps it relaxed.”  He places as much emphasis on social skills as farming ability, 

encourages all staff to get on well and builds in some relaxed off-farm activities like golf or jet skiing 

during the year. 

“We do put an emphasis on having a laugh. We work hard, but need to enjoy what we do, or it’s just not 

worth doing it.”    

Kyran’s own experience means he is aware that even the most enthusiastic staff member can become 

jaded on the job. 

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do if you want to 

develop and keep good 

staff: 

Employ staff who, above 

all, show a positive 

attitude and then train 

and coach them to 

develop their skills and 

keep them motivated. 

Take the time to get to 

know your staff well and 

provide opportunities for 

them to get to know 

each other outside of 

work. It will create a 

strong, committed team 

working with you. 

Vary the jobs your staff 

do so they develop more 

skills and can see 

opportunities for 

achieving their goals.   

 

be describing their big goals right from day one. If you ask a 16 year 

old what he wants to achieve during his interview, of course he will tell 

you it’s to own a farm, if he thinks that will get him the job.” 

Kyran would prefer to allow a year for the staff member to develop a 

clear idea of where they are heading. 

“After a year, if they say they are not so sure about this dairying 

business, then you know something may not be right.” He prefers to 

spend early time getting to know the individual and observing where 

their skills lie. 

“I have found with the younger guys they will either be very good in the 

dairy, or good outside the dairy, rarely both. The guys that perform well 

in the dairy are usually good stockmen, but need to be coached a bit 

on things like pasture management and machinery use.”   

Having the multiple herds has given the couple the option to mix and 

match staff to different positions, either supervised with Kyran, or more 

remotely, with the new farm 40km away adding another rung to the 

responsibility ladder. 

A key skill he expects staff to develop is grass management, as the 

farm is predominately an all grass system. He will spend time 

alongside them, guiding them on plate meter use, and doing a farm 

walk once a week.  

Quizzing even the greenest staff on grass residual helps get them 



 

“When I was 23 I started to consider other options, and got a bit restless.”  To manage this he will change 

responsibilities on the farm, perhaps stepping the staff member out of the dairy for other jobs, or even 

moving them to one of the other properties for a short change of scene. 

“One thing I have learned is to ensure you don’t split jobs up too much. I try to share all the good and bad 

jobs around. It keeps skill levels up and provides variety without anyone resenting anyone else.”  

Extra motivation over the longer hours required in the spring weeks comes with spring pay rises. Off-farm 

training at Agriculture ITO will be compulsory from next season for all staff, although around 75% usually 

take it up anyway.  

“It costs us around $750 per person. It’s really not a lot against what they bring back, and the contact they 

get with others while there.” 

For his part, Kyran believes being seen to do the “dirty jobs” helps immeasurably with staff rapport.  

“You quickly earn their respect if you do that instead of leaning on your ute while they do it for you.” 

Longer term, he and Emma are excited about the steps they can take to share with staff on their first farm 

purchase. Kyran is adamant that modern dairy farmers have to share more with staff if they are to grow and 

have a happy work environment.  

“People may say cows are the most important aspect of dairying, but I believe it is cows and staff equally – 

you can soon have bad cows coming from bad staff but not the other way around.” 

 

The staff perspective: 

The 2012 season sees Nathan Williams step up in Kyran and Emma Brown’s dairying business to a 

contract milking position on their 170 cow job at Ashhurst.  He admits he is “a bit nervous” but keen to 

make the next step after only one season managing the 200 cow herd Nathan and Emma contract milk 

for Fonterra. 

After five years with the couple Nathan has enjoyed Kyran’s approach as a boss who wants to see staff 

happy, “having a laugh” and learning well on the job. 

“He is my boss, but he’s also like a mate who wants you to learn all you can – he’s always been 

interested in what I like, but we work hard on the job.”  

Nathan attributes “pretty much everything” he knows to Kyran’s mentoring, and appreciates the 

emphasis he has placed on pasture management and stockmanship –  skills best learned on the job.  

However, he has also appreciated the investment the Browns have made into Ag ITO training, ATV and 

chainsaw safety courses. 

“I feel overall I am set up well to make that next step, and it’s good to be able to do it while keeping him 

as my boss.” He sees his regular performance reviews, conducted in a relaxed, amiable fashion, as 

valuable for the feedback they give to keep him on track. 

“I admit I am nervous about taking on the contract position, but I’m ready to make that step up. Top of 

the list is to own my own farm. I didn’t really think I wanted to be a dairy farmer, but after a few years of 

working with Kyran I can see what is possible, and am keen to follow that path.” 


