
 

Getting it right with the right people 

Keeping communication lines open between staff and management has helped Canterbury farmers Mark 

and Devon Slee minimise expensive and time-consuming staff turnover. 

“This is a big operation here now, and you can’t run a business without happy staff – happy staff means 

happy cows,” says Mark Slee. 

With a total of 13 fulltime staff milking 2500 cows, the Slees have plenty riding on getting things right with 

HR. 

“We’ve been dairying for 24 years. It’s just experience: you learn over time what works and what doesn’t 

and, at the end of the day, the people we employ milking the cows, that’s the most important job and 

they’ve got to be happy in what they’re doing,” Mark says. 

To make sure those essential staff feel valued, the Slees keep them up-to-date with what’s going on 

around the farm. 

“We have weekly meetings with our senior managers and then we have monthly meetings with all our staff 

on-farm. So that’s come in, have a cup of coffee and we go through the things that are happening in the 

month – any issues – and we talk about health and safety,” says Devon. 

“Then I type up minutes – we call it the Melrose News.  We keep it to two sides, because otherwise it can 

be too much information, and then I email that out to everybody and print off copies for each cowshed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark and Devon Slee 

 

Role:   Farm Owners 

Family:    2 sons 

Passionate about:    Farming and the dairy industry 

Location:  Hinds, Mid Canterbury 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   890 ha (800 ha effective)   

Herd numbers & breeds: 2500 Jersey / Friesian Cross  

Feed system:   Grass and silage with barley fed in shed 

Dairy shed:   2 x 60 bail rotary and 1 x 50 bail rotary 

Staff Information 

Full time:   13 employees  



 

Once the right person’s been found to join the team, the Slees want to retain them.   There’s no shared 

accommodation on the farm – all staff have their own space, either a house or single self-contained unit. 

“You‘ve got to have the right conditions, and our reputation is important to us. It’s a two-way street,” Mark 

says. 

“It’s not just a job, it’s not just wages, it’s the time off, it’s the rosters, the whole package, and if you get 

that bit right, it all fits into place.  It’s no different to any other business.”  

“In dairying you’re competing with every other business out there recruiting, so it’s conditions that 

matter,” adds Devon. 

Mark says what was accepted by staff on dairy farms 30 years ago, no longer is. 

 “Dairy farmers have had a history of long hours, getting up early in the morning, doing 14 hour days and 

then getting not much time off. These days dairying has to be similar to a job in town, if not better.” 

If you look after your staff, Devon says, they’ll look after you.  

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do if you want to 

develop a well-motivated 

team of staff who feel 

valued: 

Have regular team 

meetings where staff 

feel free to discuss 

everything that is going 

on. Write up the meeting 

notes and make sure 

everybody has the 

chance to read them. 

Have an open-door 

policy and you’ll find 

your staff will feel part of 

your team and be more 

motivated and loyal. 

Provide the whole 

package – people value 

fair wages, good 

accommodation, fair 

rosters and great 

communication – and 

they’ll respond 

positively. 

 

“And from the weekly meetings that we have here with the senior 

managers, they all have catch-ups with their teams to talk about 

anything that’s happening that week.” 

Devon says the door is always open if staff need to talk to her or Mark. 

“The people here, whatever their role, are valued. We want them to 

feel they are contributing. We are interested in them, their goals and 

interests.” 

While staff turnover is low, most years at least one worker will move on 

to advance their career.   When recruiting new staff, the Slees look for 

someone who will fit the team culture. 

When they advertise, they ask applicants to contact them directly by 

phone or email and to provide a CV and referees.  

“We’ll use a spread sheet to write all their information down – single, 

non-single, smoking, non-smoking – all that information, and then we’ll 

just work through and interview only the people we’re really interested 

in. For example, if we have 20 applicants for one position, we’ll only 

interview, say, three,” Devon says. 

“We’ll have a more formalised interview at our house and then we’ll 

take them round the farm. You get a feel for people.  You’re looking for 

the right person that fits in with the rest of your team, because that’s so 

important.” 

Mark says it’s important not to be rushed during recruitment, even if 

finding someone is urgent.  “You know, if someone leaves in the 

middle of calving and you want someone immediately.  Farmers can 

get into a bit of a trap if they employ someone and they haven’t really 

checked references. This can affect the whole team.” 



 

“At the end of the day, the buck ends with you.  You don’t get perfection. I think sometimes as employers we 

expect too much. We’ve all got strengths and weaknesses, it’s recognising the strengths that you need for 

that position. People generally give their best and if you can recognise that in your staff and keep a positive 

attitude it goes a long way.” 

 

 

The staff perspective 

Assistant herd manager, Mel Gyton, says she likes everything about her job with the Slees – the work, 

the team and the accommodation. “I won’t be going nowhere,” she says. 

Originally from Whangarei, Gyton went south to do a horse course at Telford Rural Polytechnic in South 

Otago.  She liked the South Island so much that after she went home to Whangarei she sold her horses 

and moved down.  

“I came back down to Christchurch and I did some horses for a bit.  Then a friend rang me up and said, 

‘I’ve got a job on a farm, are you keen?’ I said, ‘Righto, why not?’  That was dairy grazing, not milking, 

and then after that I went milking on a couple of farms and then I got a job here.”  

Gyton says she likes the team environment on the farm. “It’s the support, it’s everything.  If you’ve got a 

stack or something to cover, everybody will come in and help – it won’t just be one or two of you out 

there doing it, everyone gets involved with everything. 

“The managers have weekly meetings with the whole team, we have once a month meetings with Mark 

and Devon and go through it all, what’s happening on the farm.” 

The accommodation’s another thing Gyton likes about the job. “It’s like a wee town – if you need to 

borrow something, say you’re cooking tea, you can ring your neighbour up and say ‘Have you got 

eggs?’ or something, and go and grab it.” 

But while she’s happy working on a dairy farm, Gyton hasn’t got horses out of her system. The Slees 

have made space for her to have a horse on the farm, which, for Mark, meant overcoming something of 

an anti-horse prejudice. 

“Probably 15 or 20 years ago when I was younger, a horse on a dairy farm, no way – but it’s quite a 

good point to make because she has got a horse here, it’s on a bit of land in the trees, it’s not a problem 

and because you’ve actually done that, she feels good.” 

Devon adds, “We know that that’s an important part of her.” 

 


