A farm where every day is an

Gerald Piddock

Sheep and beef

VERY day is an “open

day” on Alastair and Ann

Reeves’s farm.

It’s an ethos backed

by the Waikato sheep and beef
farming couple. If they expect
to receive a premium for their
product, their customers should
have the right to see how that
product is made.

If other farmers adopt this
mindset of transparency, it will
guide how they farm and change
farming behaviour, Alastair said.

“If you do something and you
think, ‘Our customer can’t turn
up today’, there’s a fair chance
it’s wrong. We need to change our
behaviour to reflect our values and
be true to our customer.”

It’s a mindset that the Reeves
walk the talk on.

Their 605 hectare (550ha
effective) farm at Te Akau, west of
Ngaruawahia is Farm Assurance
Programme (FAP Plus) accredited,
meaning it is audited for its social,
environmental, animal welfare
and agrichemical policies.

FAP Plus is independently
audited by QCONZ.

“That really excites me because
I think FAP Plus could be the
future for sheep and beef farmers
to tell our story to our customers
and at the same time meet
regulatory requirements that are
coming down at us from central
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government. That’s a win-win for
everyone.”

The Reeves’s efforts were
recognised when they won the
Supreme Award for Waikato at this
year’s Ballance Farm Environment
Awards (BFEA).

Their farm runs prime lambs,
bulls for beef finishing and a sheep
stud business, Waimai Romney,
selling both maternal and terminal
rams

The terrain is typical for the
district with the bulk of it in
rolling, medium or steeper hill
country and a small area of flats.

We’re trying to grow
the Wagyu of lamb, off
grass — a high-marbled
lamb that one day we’ll get
a premium for.

Alastair Reeves

Alastair describes the weather as
winter wet and summer dry.

“We have to ‘farm the farm’, and
that is why we still have a large
component of sheep, as sheep
are the only animal that can be
sustainably farmed on our heavy
clay hill country.”

Alastair has always had the
vision of wanting to farm a farm
park, where there are not just
livestock but trees, birds and other
forms of biodiversity.

“Most importantly, I love my
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BREEDING: The Reeves’s stud, Waimai Romney, breeds for facial eczema,
worm resistence and more recently, low methane.

land, I love my whenua,” he said.

“This was brought home to us
when we spoke with the other
BFEA finalists in the leadup to the
National Showcase event.

“We were all talking about the
same stuff. We were all talking
about the whenua and making sure
we look after it and the awa and
the biodiversity.

“It’s a common theme
throughout all of the BFEA
participants, which made me really
proud. It gave me huge hope that
we are on the right track.”

The bull beef system uses a
cell grazing system on the farm’s
easier country where Friesian bulls
are bought in as yearlings.

The Reeves sell their finished
stock by date rather than weight
to mitigate the summer dry
and 80% of the cattle are gone
by Christmas. The Chara-black
(Hampshire/Charolais-stabilised
cross) prime lambs are sorted
into three picks with the first two
also gone by that stage and the
final mob are gone by the end of
January.

The farm has 1200 SIL recorded
stud sheep and 600 commercial
ewes that are mated to a terminal
sire with its progeny sold as prime.

The stud has 1000 Romney
sheep and the rest are terminal
breeds. He has been breeding facial
eczema traits in his sheep for 38
years and helped set up the FE
Gold brand for rams that are FE
tolerant.

Over the past 18 years they
have bred their sheep for worm
resistance and added low-methane
emitting genetics over the past
four years.

“We have done all of this at no
expense to production, which is
the really exciting thing.

“To select sheep for low-
methane traits, we initially select
the rams on production, parasite
resistance and FE resistance
traits and if good enough, the
rams are analysed in a portable
accumulation chamber to measure
the methane emitted.

“Within that cohort of our
already top production and disease
genetics, we then pick the ones
that have the best methane. This
year, 87% of our ewe and ram
hoggets have negative methane
and their NZ maternal worth
(NZMW) is 9% higher than the
sheep with positive methane.”

This showed Alastair that he
has not chosen methane at the
expense of production, and has
improved the NZMW of the flock.

“It’s really exciting and in
four years, we have dropped our
methane on this property by 3.2%,
as analysed by AgResearch.”

The Reeves focus on growth and
eating quality for the prime lambs
and the animals have consistently
performed well in progeny trials
for marbling.

They have been involved in two
such trials in the past six years,
looking at eating quality with
the sheep having consistently

‘open day’

RAMS: Alastair and Ann Reeves have a 605 hectare (550ha effective)
farm at Te Akau, west of Ngaruawahia running prime lambs, bulls for
beef finishing and a sheep stud business, Waimai Romney, selling both
maternal and terminal rams.

performed very high in those
trials.

“We believe eating quality
in sheep is where the next
opportunity will be to grow value,
with meat companies throughout
the country already giving
premiums for high eating quality
(EQ) beef, so it’s not a big leap to
think lamb is next.

“We’re trying to grow the Wagyu
of lamb, off grass — a high-marbled
lamb that one day we’ll get a
premium for.”

The Reeves supply Silver
Fern Farms for both beef and
sheepmeat and it’s critical that the
meat companies find a market for
these products, he said.

On the land, we’re
just passing through and
it shouldn’t matter who is
next as long as they have
those same values.

Alastair Reeves

“This is how we’re going to
grow value. The consumer wants
an eating experience. They don’t
want to know if it’s black, white or
green.

“They just want it to be a good
bit of beef or lamb.”

While he is yet to see a premium
for that, as a breeder he believes
he has to be forward thinking
in terms of where the market is
going.

The Reeves are also involved
in the Growing Future Farmers
programme, designed to get young
adults interested in a career in the
sheep and beef industry.

The two-year programme
includes both on-farm and NZQA
tertiary training in agriculture.
Alister heard about the programme
and contacted its organisers to get
involved.

“I’'m really proud to be part of it.
It’s a great initiative,” he said.

Jess Cameron is in her second
year in the programme and works

alongside the Reeves and his
manager, Tom Lilley.

Around 10% of the Reeves’s
farm is planted in trees for timber
production and nearly all of
its streams are fenced off, and
riparian planted, after planting
1000-1500 native trees every year
for the past 15 years along the
waterways and steeper sidings and
sediment traps.

In the community, Alastair
also co-chairs a local catchment
group for people who live on the
northwestern area of Waikato,
the Western Waikato Coastal
Community Catchment Group,
covering a 65,000ha area.

Launched in late August, it has
around 165 members and its aim
is to promote a thriving resilient
community.

He also successfully initiated the
creation of priority possum control
areas (PPCA) with the Waikato
Regional Council in 2002 after
his first efforts at planting native
trees got decimated by these pest
animals.

“Twenty-three years later, it’s
still going, the native trees have
flourished and there’s birdlife
everywhere, which shows working
with council to find solutions to
problems is always going to be the
best option for success.

“We view sheep and beef
farming as, for the most part, an
intergenerational industry and
because of those values, looking
after the land and our waterways is
a priority.

“It’s in our DNA. We’re only
borrowing the land off our
children, and this sets up our
whole moral compass.

“Looking ahead, our focus is
on leaving the whenua in the
best possible state for our three
children, as talks of succession
loom.

“We’re having those
conversations but I have no
expectations on them. On the land,
we’re just passing through and
it shouldn’t matter who is next
as long as they have those same
values.”



