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SUBMISSION 

 
1. My name is Ross Rathgen and I have lived in this area all my life and 

farm several properties in the mid to lower Otaio River catchment. I hold 

the current positions: 

 Deputy Chairman of Hunter Downs Irrigation Ltd (HDIL) 

 Director of Hunter Downs Development Company Ltd (HDDCL) 

 Member of the NARG (Nitrogen Allocation Reference Group) 
 

2. Our properties are one of 7 monitor farms throughout Canterbury 

participating in a programme to reduce nitrogen leaching while 

sustaining production and profit. There are 50 scientists working with this 

challenge on the Forages for Reduced Nitrate Leaching (FRNL) 

programme. This programme is combining then expertise and resources 

from six organisations – Dairy NZ, AgResearch, Plant & Food Research, 

Landcare Research, Lincoln University and the Foundation for Arable 

Research. 

 

3. Our properties have been chosen because we are able to supply 

information for cropping and dairying, this cross-sector project is 

focusing on three areas – alternative pasture species, crops and farm 

systems. We are contributing information to the programme for 5 

seasons. 

 

4. Information collected includes daily grazing and supplementary feed 

records, application levels of effluent, fertiliser and irrigation and stock 

and feed movements. This will help determine the effects of 

management on crop and pasture yield and quality, the farm's nutrient 

budget, and profit. 

 

5. We are actively trying to reduce Nitrate Leaching by using lesser 

amounts of water when irrigating, and increasing the frequency of 

irrigating. Our fertiliser programme has also been changed, we are now 

using a slow release product. 



 
 

 

 

6. The introduction of feed pads at the dairy units ensures all supplements 

are restricted to just these areas and our development of pastures has 

enabled us to introduce herbs into the replacement pastures which is 

possibly reducing nitrogen leaching. 

 

7. Approximately 33 years ago we bought our first farm beside the Otaio 

River at Grays Crossing.  It was 2,200 ha and had a small consent to 

take water from the Otaio River. This was the reason we purchased the 

farm, to enable us to irrigate. Over the next four years we increased our 

consent (CRC920874) to take up to 32,500 cubic metres per week at a 

maximum rate of 60 l/s. We invested in infrastructure to irrigate more 

land and so we could grow more intensive crops. 

 

8. As time went on we purchased more property in the immediate area and 

down towards the coast.  We now own 1,300 ha of land in total.  On 

these properties we put deep bores down about 120-130 metres deep to 

provide a reliable water supply. 

 

9. This enabled us to complete two dairy farm conversions.  We completed 

the first one 8 years ago and the other 2 years ago.  We milk 1100-1200 

cows on each platform. 

 

10. In 2012 we purchased another property beside the Otaio River, on 

Bluecliffs Road, which has a consent (CRC136604) to take up to 27,720 

cubic metres of water per week at a maximum rate of 55 l/s. This 

consent to take water enables us to grow specialty crops on this property 

such as rye grass, carrots and beet seed. To secure growing contracts 

for these crops having irrigation is paramount. The difference of having 

water is on these crops is shown in Appendix 1. You can see by these 

figures that for these crops it is important to keep the water up to them. 

With the ryegrass crops they are of value after harvest, and by keeping 

the water on them they will grow high levels of dry matter as shown on 

the pasture growth data. 



 
 

 

 

11. Our other crops are starting to ripen off from December onwards, so do 

not require as much water. This then allows us to concentrate on the 

specialty crops as they usually mature later. The report from Simon 

Harris completed for ECan dated 2 March 2015 illustrates the impact of 

the proposed minimum flow rules, for the Otaio catchment. From my 

perspective, this report shows how unreliable water supply will be at 

crucial times of the year. The proposed minimum flow will make the 

specialty crops we grow at Grays Crossing not a viable option unless an 

alternative water source can be found. 

 

12. We have obtained consents to change from shallow water to deep water 

bores at our Grays Crossing property. We did not know whether we 

would be successful this far inland as there had been limited success in 

the past for deep water in this area. We drilled 5 deep bores costing 

approx. $300,000 without any success. That is no longer an option for 

us. 

 

13. The repercussions of a minimum flow at the Otaio Gorge will have a 

huge impact on us. It would have stopped us irrigating completely in 

December last year. It looks like the same situation this year with the 

river levels being less now than they were at the same time last year. 

 

14. Under Plan Change 3 we have negotiated to have the facility to change 

our river water consents to deep bore water. We think we can do this on 

the property at Bluecliffs Road, as we have other deep water bores in 

the same area. To achieve this there will be a high cost involved and no 

real guarantee of water, I have set this out at Appendix 2. This shows 

the level of capital cost that would be required to do the install, setup and 

power for two different bores at 120 metres, taking different rates (l/s). 

 

15. Even though this has been provided for under the new Plan ECan are 

now stating that we can only change over what we can demonstrate we 

have used in the last 5 seasons.  We have not been monitoring for that 



 
 

 

long so will not have that information.  Further to that, I don’t think this is 

a fair way to determine water demand.  The two seasons of data we do 

have are wildly different. The first season was not a dry season and 

consequently water was not needed as much, the second season (last 

year) we could not get our full allocation due to low flows.  To offset the 

increased costs of a deep water supply we need our full allocation of 

river water every season just to maintain our profitability. The operating 

cost of power will be approximately 3 times more than using shallow 

water. 

 

16. If it has been a dry summer our limited shallow water for our cropping 

farm is of great use in the autumn. This is after our specialty crops come 

out and ground is re-sown to grow winter feed for our dairy stock. Most 

of our winter feed crops are grown on dryland, they do not grow enough 

feed for our winter grazing requirements. 

 

17. We have been actively doing nutrient budgets for the last two years. On 

both our dairy units we have put in feed pads to reduce the nitrogen 

leaching and to save our pastures when it is wet. All supplement feeding 

is fed to cows on these feed pads in wet conditions. 

 

18. We have developed our irrigation systems with efficient pivot irrigators, 

changing away from laterals and guns. This enables us to put on a very 

small amount of water each round, 5mm/ha at a time, which ensures 

minimal run off and maximum water use efficiency. 

 

19. Under OVERSEER Version 6.1.1 for one of our dairy units, St Andrews 

Dairy, we were 15kg/ha of N under OVERSEER Version 6.2 we are now 

28kg/ha of N, despite nothing about the farming system changing.  Refer 

to Appendix 3A, 3B, 4A, 4B, 4C and 4D.  

 

20. Our cropping land which has some irrigation went from 13 kg/ha/year of 

N under OVERSEER 6.1.1 to 17 kg/ha/year of N under OVERSEER 6.2.  

Refer to Appendix 5. 



 
 

 

 

21. Under Plan Change 3 we will have to take our stock water out of our 

consented irrigation water, which works out at 84,000 litres per day per 

dairy unit.  This change will further reduce our irrigation reliability. 

 

22. As I said earlier, I have lived in this area all my life and know the 

characteristics of the Otaio River very well. Prior to there being much 

irrigation water being taken from the river it would stop flowing on the 

surface and run amongst the shingle pans. I have not noticed any 

deterioration in the water quality over the years as more side streams 

are being fenced off. There are always pools of water left in the river 

when it dries up, consequently we keep an eye out for stranded fish. 

Last year we found the most stranded fish than we have in a long time, 

given it was an extremely dry season. 

 

23. We do look out for our environment as we do not want it to get any 

worse, and do want it to improve. We have set aside some land on 

Lyalls Road, St Andrews for the community to contribute to saving the 

Mudfish, as their habitat is fed from springs on the property. When we 

purchased this property 8 years ago it came with irrigation rights but we 

have chosen not to use it in the past and will not use it in the future. We 

are actively working in partnership with Working Waters Trust, St 

Andrews School, ECan, and DOC to ensure the longevity of this project. 

To look after the Mudfish and their habitat, we have spent money on 

developing new ponds to increase numbers, plus fencing, planting native 

riparian plants and made access easier for the public to view. 

 

24. By restricting our water use from the Otaio River, I cannot see what 

benefits it will have as the river will still dry up and put additional high 

costs onto us.  This means that we have less funds to put towards other 

environmental improvements that have tangible benefits.   

 

Ross Rathgen 

10 November 2015 
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