
 

Well-developed people and systems 

Nick and Bec Simmonds, 50:50 sharemilkers, run a 550ha (300ha effective) Carter Holt Harvey farm, 

known as Onawhim Trust, in Tokoroa. They describe themselves as people who enjoy a challenge, and 

have been on the farm for the last three years, overseeing the conversion process from forestry.  Since 

arriving from England about 12 years ago, the Simmonds have steadily worked their way through the dairy 

‘progression system’, arriving on this farm with 600 cows, now having around 830 and with an aim to get to 

900 by next season.   

The land is rolling, with areas of scrub and bush, and criss-crossed by numerous creeks and gullies (all 

fenced and planted).  There are 88 paddocks, and only one farm dairy, so some of the distances the cows 

have to walk can be up to 3.7km.  The houses on the farm are 7km from the end of a public road, and the 

mailboxes are 14km away. 

The Simmonds don’t want too many staff changes and so they recognise the importance of staff who feel 

valued and happy with their working environment. 

In earlier farm manager roles they had gone through the all-too-common feeling that the reason staff 

turnover occurred was the fault of the employees.  On this farm they suddenly realised that it was their 

own staff selection system which was wrong, and set about devising a more organised and better system, 

(with the help of DairyNZ’s HR Toolkit).  They now devise a person specification for each role, defining 

skills, attitude and the need to fit into a team. 

When they do have to advertise these days, the ads are ‘no frills’ and state exactly what they are looking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nick and Bec Simmonds  

 

Role:   Sharemilkers  

Location:  Tokoroa 

Farm Information 

Farm size:   550 ha (300 ha effective)   

Herd numbers & breeds: 830  

Feed system:   Level 4 

Dairy shed:   50 bail rotary 

Staff Information 

Full time:   2 employees  

Part time:   1 employee 

 



 

Because the farm is isolated and hilly, there is a very big focus on health and safety.  They use radios 

and safety gear such as helmets, and everyone goes through an induction day which involves looking at 

potential hotspots, practical demonstrations and the importance of maintenance of equipment.  The bike 

maintenance includes a weekly wash, and everyone does Hazchem training.  They are also supplied 

with a health and safety folder, which includes photos taken on the farm. 

CHH also run training meetings for all farm staff, which not only ensure safety is emphasised, but allow 

staff from all the farms to meet regularly.  There are separate meetings held for managers which are 

equally useful to them. 

The Simmonds work on the basis that they want their staff to be happy and work well as a team, but the 

most useful staff are those who are striving to move to the next level, and they will support them in doing 

this, whether on their farms or elsewhere.  Thus, they hope that staff who have worked for them for three 

years will be ready to take the next step, have the right skills and competencies, and will be financially 

capable of doing so. 

 

What can I do? 

Here are some things you 

can do if you want to recruit 

and develop excellent staff: 

When recruiting staff 

make sure the roles are 

clearly defined, but also 

be clear about what sort 

of attitude will suit your 

farm, the location and 

the way you work. 

Develop a simple 

questionnaire for 

interviews – it will make 

the job easier and will 

provide a fair, consistent 

approach. 

Staff who feel they can 

progress will be more 

motivated and stay 

longer. Help them set 

clear career and 

financial goals and help 

them plan how to 

achieve these, with 

regular reviews. 

 

for.  Any applicant is invited to email them, at which time they are 

emailed an application form and a job description.  If they receive an 

application, Nick Simmonds then does a phone screening of about 20 

minutes, using a questionnaire which allows him to rate the skills and 

competencies he is seeking. 

Bec Simmonds, who also works part-time in the CHH office, has 

helped to devise an ‘Information for Potential Employees’ document, 

which is now being used on all the CHH farms.  This provides 

candidates with an illustrated idea of what is expected from them and 

what is available on farm.   

This year they have two full-time and one part-time staff members.  

Next season they will be taking over a second farm, and staff numbers 

will rise to seven.  The current deputy, Fred Bruwer will take over 

managing the second farm.  

Once employed, all staff are kept fully informed and involved.  They 

receive their own copies of the monthly reports done for CHH and the 

bank. Their progress is monitored, recorded and measured, and the 

Simmonds are very happy to mentor, pay for and support staff who opt 

to take AgITO courses.  To assist individual staff progress through the 

dairying system, mentoring also includes the creation of a 7-year 

financial plan for each, showing what savings habits are needed to 

reach each stage.  This is similar to the former Farm Cadet Scheme 

system where cadets saved a proportion of their pay to give them the 

financial stability to start buying cows when the opportunity arose. 

During their own progression through the system Nick and Bec also 

attended the DairyNZ Mark and Measure courses.  Their approach 

now is to have no negativity expressed on the farm.  While things can 

go wrong, the approach is to fix them, and not apportion blame. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The staff perspective 

Both Fred Bruwer, who has worked with the Simmonds for three years, and Brooke Nelson, a 17 year 

old who has recently begun work there after leaving school, enjoy their work on the Simmonds’ farm. 

 

Fred is very proud to be taking over managing the new farm next season, with his partner and two 

children.  There seems to be good affinity with the Simmonds and a real sense of satisfaction in what he 

does. Obviously, apart from milking times, each staff member spends time working alone on their 

specific jobs in different parts of the farm.   

 

Fred records what needs to be done in a yellow notebook, does a complete farm walk every week, and 

has learned much about pasture management as the various parts of the farm come into full production 

after the conversion. 

 

Brooke seems very happy in his choice to go dairy farming.  Living and helping on a dairy farm has 

focused his ideas on what he wants to do with his life. Brooke completed all possible credits while still in 

Year 12, and is enjoying his new role and clear responsibilities. He is looking forward to starting AgITO 

courses in June.   

 

Having the Simmonds as employers and mentors has given him a sense of security, despite his young 

age. 

 

 


