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………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 
The survey research results reported here were sponsored by the North 
Canterbury Sustainable Farming Systems Project. The project seeks to address 
information and technology gaps for farmers related to nutrient management.  
The project was developed to assist with the implementation of the Hurunui and 
Waiau River Regional Plan that encourages farmers to become more aware of and 
involved in nutrient management as part of a catchment-wide approach to 
improving water quality. This plan will require farmers to search out and 
implement new technologies for ecologically and economically sustainable 
land-uses. 
 
The objective of this survey was to collect information about: 

a) the types of farming operations in the Hurunui and Waiau River catchment 
b) the knowledge, attitudes and behaviors of farmers concerning nutrient 

management 
c) farmer perceptions regarding the enabling and challenging factors to 

catchment-wide efforts to minimize nutrient loading, and 
d) their preferred methods of communication with the project. 

  
Thirty seven farmers were surveyed in April, 2014 in face-to-face discussions with 
project staff. All names were removed from results to ensure confidentiality.  
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 



North Canterbury Farmers Survey Report – April 2014   3 
 

 

Table of Contents                            page  

Summary of Survey Findings 4 

Characteristics of Farming Operations  4 

Knowledge, Attitudes and Behaviors of Farmers 4 

Enabling and Challenging Factors to Catchment Efforts 7 

Preferred Methods of Communication 8 

 

  



North Canterbury Farmers Survey Report – April 2014   4 
 

Summary of Survey Findings 
 
 

Characteristics of Farming Operations 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Nearly two thirds of the respondents (64.8%) have farms located in the Waiau or 
Lower Waiau sub catchments. The rest of the farms are located in the Hawarden 
and Lower Hurunui sub catchments. The families that farm these lands have been 
doing so for many years (an average of about 61 years). The average size farm is 
1178 hectares and the average number of hectares irrigated is 121. Item 5 in the 
survey data section of this report provides information about the sources of this 
irrigation water. A little less than one third (30%) of farmers lease land and the 
average amount of leased land is 264 hectares. 
 
The average percentage of land on each farm that is devoted to raising sheep is 
about 60%. This is followed by dairy (26%), beef (22%), and deer (19%). Crops and 
other uses account for about 16% of land use on average.  
 
The average percentage of land on each farm which is devoted to raising:- 

  
 60% sheep            26% dairy               22% beef                  19% deer  16% crops 
 
Approximately half the farms (49%) are managed by the respondent and family 
members; 43% are managed by the respondent, family members and a fulltime 
manager or employee. On average, about 7.5 people are reliant on the farm for 
their livelihood. Nearly three quarters (72%) have a succession plan in place for the 
farm.  
       
 

Knowledge, Attitudes and Behaviors of Farmers 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Survey findings provide guidance on how project resources may be best 
employed and targeted. Areas where farmers need additional knowledge and 
assistance, and where their present knowledge and practices may be sufficient, 
are identified. As can be seen from the findings, the level of engagement in the 
development of regional plans needs to be improved with many respondents. 
Increased engagement should improve commitment levels. Respondents appear 
somewhat complacent concerning threats to water quality. The project might 
want to emphasize perceptions of severity and susceptibility of risk (present and 
future).  
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These perceptions should be motivating. The more important issues that farmers 
face are identified. Treating these issues as a priority should help win their 
support. The most important benefits associated with better management of 
nutrient are identified. Promoting these benefits should help motivate farmers. 
The most critical barriers to better management of nutrient are identified. 
Alleviating these barriers should help facilitate farmer engagement.  
 
As can be seen from the findings, the project needs to assist many farmers with 
developing high quality nutrient management plans for their farm. The project 
also needs to assist many farmers with better monitoring the environmental 
conditions on their farms. In addition, a significant number of farmers have yet to 
embrace the use of Overseer and the project will need to facilitate this. 
 
Survey findings show that respondents feel they have fairly high knowledge about 
dryland farming techniques, slightly more than moderate knowledge about 
irrigation techniques and ways to reduce nutrient runoff, and moderate 
knowledge about nitrogen and phosphorous concentration and load limits.  
 
A significant percentage (40.5%) of the farmers surveyed do not feel they were 
engaged in the development of regional plans for conserving water quality and 
limiting nutrient runoff the farmers; only 13.5% feel they were well engaged. The 
balance feels they were moderately engaged. 
 
Respondents believe that 10 years ago water quality in the catchment was better 
than it is now or will be in the future (44% think it was very good 10 years ago 
versus 24.3% presently and 21.6% in the future). Most respondents think present 
and future water quality is/will be moderately good (73% and 70%, respectively). 
Very few respondents think water quality has been or ever will be poor.  
 
When asked to what degree they think they need to expand irrigation on their 
land, about half the respondents (51.3%) stated they needed to do so to little or no 
extent and about half (48.6%) stated they need to do so to a moderate or great 
extent.  
 
When respondents were asked what they consider to be the most important 
issues that farms in the catchment face in order to comply with regional plans for 
decreasing nutrient loading and improving water quality, by far the most 
frequently listed response had to do with fertilizer related issues (mentioned by 21 
individuals). This was followed by fencing (9), collaboration/communication (8), 
nutrient placement/timing (7), and cattle in waterways (7). Further details of 
these findings can be found in survey data section and appendix of this report.  
 
When respondents were asked what they consider to be the most important 
issues that their farming operation needs to address in order to comply with 
regional plans for decreasing nutrient loading and improving water quality, the 
most frequently mentioned response again had to do with fertilizer related issues 
(mentioned by 16 individuals). This was followed by information needs (10), 
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fencing (9), land use (farm) planning (8), measurement/monitoring (6), and buffer 
zones (6). Further details of these findings can be found in survey data section 
and appendix of this report. 
 
When respondents were asked what they consider to be the most important 
benefits of regional plans for decreasing nutrient loading and improving water 
quality, by far the most frequently listed response had to do with ecosystem 
benefits; i.e., keeping environment/water clean (mentioned by 35 individuals). 
This was followed by economics (12), awareness/knowledge/behavior change (9), 
collaboration/communication (7), and recreation (6). Further details of these 
findings can be found in survey data section and appendix of this report. 
 
When respondents were asked what they consider to be the most important 
barriers to the implementation of regional plans for decreasing nutrient loading 
and improving water quality, by far the most frequently listed response had to do 
with (less than optimum) knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of farmers 
(mentioned by 22 individuals). This was followed by cost (money/resources) (14), 
policy/rules (13), science/assessment (11), ambiguity/ practicality (11), 
production/profitability (10), and collaboration (9). Further details of these 
findings can be found in survey data section and appendix of this report. 
 
When respondents were asked what they consider to be the most important 
issues affecting the viability of dry-land farming, by far the most frequently listed 
response had to do with economics/profitability (mentioned by 40 individuals). 
This was followed by climate (19), farm management issues (13), compliance (6), 
and policy/rules (6). Further details of these findings can be found in survey data 
section and appendix of this report. 
 
When asked to what degree they had developed plans for their farm that identify 
areas of environmental concern, 27% of respondents indicated that they had done 
so to a great degree and 57% indicated they had done this to a moderate degree. 
The remaining 26% had not done this at all or to a very small degree.  
When asked how well thought out these plans are, 25% felt they were very well 
thought out; 72% thought they were moderately well thought out.  
 
When asked to what degree they monitor the environmental conditions on their 
farm at present, about half (48.6%) felt they did this to a high or very high degree. 
Only 13.5% felt they did this to a low degree. The rest (37.8%) felt they did this to a 
moderate degree.  
 
When asked how they would rate the environmental conditions on their farm at 
present, nearly all (94.6%) rated it as good or very good. When asked to identify 
the most important practises they have implemented on their farm in the last ten 
years to reduce nutrient loading and protect water quality, the most frequently 
mentioned response had to do fertilizer management (mentioned by 24 
individuals). This was followed by fencing (21), water conservation (19), erosion 
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control (12), and grazing/feed management (10). Further details of these findings 
can be found in survey data section and appendix of this report. 
 
Survey data shows that 60% of respondents presently use Overseer; 40% do not. 
When that 40% were asked why not, their responses essentially indicated that to 
date, they had little interest; albeit three of these individuals indicated that they 
were planning to. 
  
 

Enabling and Challenging Factors to Catchment Efforts 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Based on work done by the New Zealand Landcare Trust in the upper Taieri River 
catchment of Otago in 20111, a number of enabling and challenging factors were 
identified that serve as determinants of success for communities managing water 
resources. These determinants have strong theoretical and empirical 
underpinnings. The determinants deemed pertinent in North Canterbury were 
assessed as part of the study reported here. For all but the community 
characteristics factor, respondents responded to 28 items on a one to five scale – 
strongly disagree to strongly agree. Further details of these findings can be found 
in items 30-58 in the survey data section of this report. 
 
These findings help identify priority topic areas that require the attention of the 
project. The findings also help set a benchmark for subsequent evaluation. Given 
that these factors are determinants of effective communities managing water 
resources, it would be hoped that significant improvements in how these factors 
are rated would be detected at the end of the project.    
 
The ten factors and the items that correspond to each are listed below. As can be 
seen from these findings, for the most part community characteristics are 
favorable to achieving project success; though variability among farmers in terms 
of the extent they a) monitor conditions on their farms, b) use Overseer, and c) 
need irrigation will work against community cohesiveness. These issues will need 
to be addressed. All items assessing the collaboration process and communication 
are at or above the scale mid-point indicating better than moderate conditions. 
Yet, there is considerable room for improvement as the highest score was only 3.7 
on a 1 to 5 scale. The need to engage all stakeholders in the planning process and 
the need to share information widely were both items rated right at the scale 
mid-point, meaning these two issues should be priority. Considerable project work 
should be devoted to improving levels of trust, support for government policies, 
and making sure recommendations are grounded in good science. All but one item 
assessing these three factors was rated below the scale mid-point indicating less 
than moderate conditions. The project will need to work on improving farmer 
trust with the media, public, and regional authorities; improving the perceived 
efficacy of government policies; and ensuring that the community has access to 
                                                           
1 Tyson, B., Edgar, N, & Robertson, G. (2012). Enablers and Challenges to Community-Led Water 
Resource Management in the Upper Taieri Catchment of Otago, New Zealand. Chapter 11 in In 
Advances in Environmental Research, Volume 23. Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 
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accurate science and the ability to commission studies as needed. Having the 
ability to commission their own studies should significantly improve ownership in 
the findings and facilitate implementation of recommendations. 
 
The two items assessing training were rated just above the scale mid-point. This 
finding plus the finding from the previous section of the report that showed that 
improving knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of farmers was the most 
important barrier to the implementation of regional plans, points to the need for 
the project to devote significant resources to farmer training. Optimistically, 
nearly all farmers recognize that problems exist concerning water quality. Though 
ratings were well above the scale mid-point, they did not exceed 4.0. Hence, 
project efforts would be well spent emphasizing the severity and susceptibility of 
the threat. As stated previously, this should help motivate farmers into action. 
Items assessing regulations and monitoring were at or below the scale mid-point 
meaning that the project needs to devote considerable effort to improving 
perceptions of these factors. It should be noted that perceptions of fairness 
scored significantly lower than perceptions of effectiveness. In terms of 
infrastructure and technology, findings were ambiguous. Respondents were 
positive about having access to “appropriate” technology and the long-term 
multigenerational impacts of these technologies, but less positive (slightly below 
the scale mid-point) concerning access to “low cost” technologies.     
 
Preferred Methods of Communication 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Respondents were asked to indicate how useful they thought several possible 
methods of communication would be in getting information to them about 
nutrient and water quality management. The project is most apt to be successful 
if it focuses as much as possible on using the more favored channels of 
communication.  
 
The three most useful methods (considered highly useful) included:  

• One-on-one discussions with technical specialist/scientists 
• Local field days held by local farmers 
• Field days involving technical specialist/scientists 

 
The three least useful methods (considered only moderately useful) included:  

• Internet 
• Newsletters 
• Printed materials 

 
The following methods that were ranked in between moderate and highly useful 
included:  

• Email 
• Discussions/meetings with local farmers 
• Group discussions with members of the Project Management Group 
• One-on-one discussions with members of the Project Management Group 


