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Dear Farm Owner/Manager, 

Are you looking for ways to reduce your farm labour costs and 

increase your bottom line? 

Then this will be the most important information you’ll ever read. 

Here’s why: we want to share with you what we believe to be the 

single greatest secret in all of business. 

When you use these strategies, healthy profits will never be a 

problem again. 

These are proven strategies that have been used in countless 

industries, are responsible for generating billions in cost reduction 

and additional profit and can build empires that stand the test of 

time and outlast economic conditions. 

These strategies will also allow you to dominate your market and 

beat your competition while creating goodwill and buzz around 

your business. 

  

INTRODUCTION 
 



 

 

  

These tips have been developed after working with over 100 

companies, in a variety of products. Some of the knowledge has 

been fostered while working in other industries, however my focus 

here is on the application within the Agriculture / Horticulture 

industry. The information will make a significant impact on the 

engagement of your farm team, regardless of the size of your 

operation. These learnings will be critical to improve the 

performance of your farm, whether your farm is a family 

operation, or a corporate venture; or perhaps something in 

between. 

The information here is intended to help guide a farm owner or 

manager. It can of course be appreciated by anybody, but to 

get the most change out of this material, it needs to be applied 

by the head of the business. 

This material is not meant to be a short-term solution, it is a strategy 

that needs to be delivered over a significant period of time, and 

your ability to apply and the interest of your team to absorb, 

needs to be reviewed and assessed on an ongoing basis. The 

biggest hurdle to success is going to be your level of interest, and 

how open to change you are. The biggest revelation for most of 

my clients is when they recognise how much they have been 

holding their team back, and that they, the farm owner needs to 

change, rather than the team. 

APPLICATION 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first step to increase the level of engagement and interest 

from your team is to understand why they should take a personal 

interest in the improvement of the business. On many occasions I 

have been asked by team members, why should I help the 

business to make a bigger profit? Team member are under the 

impression that the business owner is making profits that are 

beyond their understanding. I have spoken with many farm 

hands that think the farm owner is sitting on a gold, with little 

understanding that in many situations, the farm hand is making 

more money than the owner, particularly when you consider the 

hourly rate. 

So how do we change this perspective? 

The vast majority of staff will desire security or employment. This is 

the area that I focus my attention. By making the business 

sustainable, you are more likely to keep your jobs. Also, if you are 

the type of employee that is engaged and looking for ways to 

improve the process that you are responsible for, then you are 

the least likely employee to be asked to find work elsewhere. 

  

1. 

 

 

What’s in it for me 

 

 



 

 

I will ask team members,  

“Are you the kind of person that sits back and let’s things happen 

to you, or do you like to take control of the situation?” 

This will make an impact on team members, even if they are 

going to reduce the overtime payment that they may receive. 

We need them to focus on the bigger long-term picture, rather 

than the short-term gratification of being paid overtime, which 

most people will agree is not sustainable.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Does your team have a sense of urgency? Can you feel them 

trying to get things done, and being frustrated by things that slow 

them down, or require them to do things twice? When they walk 

from one job to another, are they moving at a half jog, or is it 

more of a dawdle? Creating a sense of urgency will help to get 

more out of your team, but don’t push too hard, or it will come at 

the cost of quality. 

Do they know if they have had a good day? Can they point to a 

figure, or a measure that shows that they have achieved their 

targets, that they are on time and on budget? Most farms 

operate with labour contributing more than 50% to their cost of 

goods sold. This means that there is a big opportunity to reduce 

the cost of production, by putting in systems to manage that 

cost. If your team has had a good day, and can show it, then the 

business has produced good product at the budgeted cost. 

  

 

2. 

 

 

Measure 

performance, and 

give them a target 



 

 

 

 

Do they know what your expectations are for them? How many 

tonnes of product is expected to be produced for a given 

quantity of labour? If you cannot answer this question, then you 

do not have a good understanding of your cost of production. 

Consider, labour is probably more than 50% of your cost of 

production, but from one day to the next, there is variation in the 

amount that you need to consume to produce your product. This 

means that your cost of production varies as well.  

To what point, can your labour component increase until you are 

not making a profit in each and every tonne of product that you 

produce? Create a budget for a reasonable production rate, 

normally tonnes per man hour, and measure your team against 

that expectation. 

  

Cost of Sales

Labour Seed O/Heads Other



 

 

Can you tell, halfway through the day that they are going to 

achieve what you need them to achieve in the time allocated? 

Every grower I know is under some sort of time constraint to get 

their crop, harvest, product into storage. This is where the business 

will feel out of control in the management of overtime and 

labour consumption; “We have to get the job done while the 

product is ready”. 

Can you tell at regular intervals if the team is on track to get the 

job done in the expected time? If you can’t then you need to 

introduce a system to monitor performance over time. This will 

help to highlight when there are issues with the production rate 

and help to identify opportunities for improvement.  

Don’t be hard on the people, they are working within the given 

system, so if it is holding them back, change the system. Ask them 

how you could make their jobs easier and faster. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Give me a problem, and I will try to solve it.” Why do so many 

people do jigsaw puzzles, Sudoku, crosswords etc. Human beings 

love to solve problems. How can we use this to get the most out 

of our teams? Well, in the previous section, we talked about 

measuring performance and setting a target or expectation, this 

is the foundation for creating an opportunity for problem solving. 

If I have measured your performance, and then shown you were 

you are relative to a target, you now can see a problem to be 

solved. If I put you on a soccer field with a soccer ball, what are 

you going to do with the ball? You will kick it towards the goal. 

  

3. 

 

 

Human nature, and 

their desire to solve 

problems 

 
 



 

 

We can use this component of human nature to drive out teams 

towards improvement. The best part about this is that the team 

will get a thrill out of doing it. 

Consider, if I give your team a measure of performance, say 

tonnes per man hour; then I give them a reasonable target (See 

SMART targets from “5 Ways to Reduce Farm Costs by 20%”), they 

will try to hit the target. So, in effect they will be actively looking 

for ways to improve your business and getting a thrill out of it. 

They will reduce your cost per tonne and improve their morale at 

the same time! 

What is the catch?  

You must give them the time and support to be able to spend 

quality time talking about the things that in the process that slow 

them down, make them wait or get them to ask questions to 

determine what to do next. Be prepared to listen to their ideas 

without judgement or bias.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We have started to create a conversation about ways to make 

the business more efficient. The people that know the process the 

best, are now talking about the things that frustrate them, and 

make the process take longer, or use more people than is 

necessary. We are at a critical point in the process to engage 

and empower your team. 

We need to create a system to capture their ideas, regardless of 

whether the ideas are good or crazy, and give them due 

consideration. 

I have used, and received rave reviews, on my 3C’s board as a 

tool to focus teams on the tasks and goals at hand: 

 

 

  

Item Concern Cause Countermeasure Assignee Due Date 

      

      

      

4. 

 

 

Listen and capture 

their ideas  

 



 

 

Typically, this board would be a whiteboard, located in the 

workplace, so that the team can access it quickly and easily. 

When a team member sees an opportunity, or has an idea, or a 

concern, they need to be able to write the concern on the 

board, so that it is not forgotten. 

Then, maybe once a fortnight initially, then out to once a month 

as the business matures on the Continuous Improvement journey, 

the team will gather around the board to discuss the concerns, 

and whom is working on the resolution of those concerns. 

Every concern needs to have a root cause and a 

countermeasure developed. Without an assignee and a due 

date, nothing will get done. Do you notice, at the moment, that 

the only person making changes to your business is you? This 

device will help to change that situation so that everybody in 

your business is actively looking at ways to improve your business. 

To support discussions around this whiteboard, I would post charts 

that show the performance measure over time, and the target. 

This will help the team to look for improvements where a problem 

has not yet been identified. 

Note that the assignee needs to be a real person, not “The 

team”, “Harvest crew” etc. Also, the date needs to be a real 

date, not TBD, TBC etc. The date can represent a date when the 

team wants an update rather than completion.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most successful changes are when the people that own the 

process are involved, no matter how critical those process 

owners are. In fact, if your process owner is a critical person, they 

will challenge you to do a better job of implementing change. If 

you can develop an improvement change, that a critical person 

is accepting of, then that change will probably work well, 

achieve the goals with minimal detrimental impacts. 

I have observed in more than 20 years in the Continuous 

Improvement industry, that no matter how beneficial your 

improvement strategy may be, if you force the change onto the 

people that are affected by the change, they will resist it. I can 

demonstrate this effect with Tim Tams. Most people like Tim Tams, 

but if I was to take a packet of Tim Tams, and force them into 

your mouth, you will try to spit them back at me. The same can 

be said of improvement initiatives. 

  

Make them feel 

involved, Master of 

their destiny 

 
 

5. 

 

 



 

 

The alternative strategy is to involve the team in the change and 

seek their advice on the best strategy for implementation. If we 

involve the people that are going to be affected by the change, 

two things occur: 

1 

The team will be able to offer advice on the risks and issues that 

you may not have considered. We know that as the business 

owner, you do not know the process as well as those that live it 

every day. (See the three different process that can be mapped 

in “5 Ways to Reduce Farms costs by 20%) 

2  

Because the team have helped to develop the change, they will 

be more supportive of the implementation, and make extra 

effort to help the change succeed. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In times gone past, there was an attitude that employees were 

paid to work, not to think; “If you just do what I tell you, when I tell 

you, everything will work out just fine.” 

This approach is considered, nowadays, as being out of date. It 

does not demonstrate respect for the employees, and it certainly 

does not encourage them to identify opportunities for 

improvement. This approach must be avoided. 

The current method of engaging with employees takes the 

approach that the person best qualified to identify process 

improvement opportunities is the person that works with the 

process every day; the person on the shop floor. 

If you are serious about Continuous Improvement, and reducing 

the labour cost to your farm, then you need to encourage your 

staff to participate and offer ideas, no matter if they are good 

ideas or crazy, because often the crazy ones are the best. 

Mutual respect, make 

them a stakeholder in 

your business  

 

 

6. 

 

 



 

 

I know that the biggest hurdle for most staff to offer ideas is not 

the generation of ideas, but it is the anxiety of talking to the boss, 

or in front of their team leader. Every employee needs to be 

shown respect, and their opinions must be valued. 

How to generate respect? 

Respect is earned, it does not come with the title “Manager” 

This is actually very easy if you are genuine about it. If you have 

genuine respect for somebody, then you show interest in them 

and what they do. So, ask yourself, do you have genuine respect 

for your team? When was the last time you had a real 

conversation with your team members about what is important 

to them, what makes them come to work each day, why is it 

important for them to go home safe at the end of the day? 

Be honest with yourself, do you respect your team? If the answer 

is no, then the solution to this problem is not about your staff, it is 

about you, and the way that you approach the team; you need 

to change. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is an area that many growers struggle with. We produce a 

natural product with natural variation, no two ears of corn are 

the same…True. This does not mean that we cannot introduce 

consistency and discipline at the Farm. 

Some of my growers think that discipline is managing their team 

with a big stick. If anybody steps out of line or does the job in a 

manner different to the way that I told them to do it, they get to 

meet the big stick! This is a sure-fire way to erode a Continuous 

Improvement Culture. 

  

Maintain discipline 

and consistency 

 
 

7. 

 

 



 

 

Discipline and Consistency is about establishing standards and 

monitoring the compliance to standards. If somebody has 

moved away from the standard, ask the question why? There is 

likely to be two reasons why: 

1 

The team member was not aware of the standard, and had 

made some assumptions, or was completing the task them way 

that they had been shown, without reference to the standard. In 

this situation, the best thing to do would be to find ways to 

incorporate the standard into the process, so that the standard is 

integral to the way things are done. Do you have standards 

sitting on the shelf that nobody has ever read? These standards 

are not worth the paper that they are written on. Standards need 

to be big bold and beautiful. How can you get your standards to 

be front and centre? 

2  

The team member has found what they think is a better way to 

complete the task. In this situation, we need to look at what the 

potential downside of the change is. If the team member has 

found a better way to complete the task, and there is no 

downside, then we need to share this new, better way with 

everybody else, so that they can use the improved way as well. 

Then we can congratulate the team member that developed it. 

This public recognition of success will encourage this team 

member, and all the others to look for improvements. It will also 

foster innovation and a feeling that it is OK to try new things if you 

are looking for improvements. 

  



 

 

Standards are not just the requirements that are forced upon you 

from Coles and Woolworths. Standards are the internal 

expectations of how the team works together. What does the 

cab of your tractor look like? Is it a work area that you would be 

proud of? Develop standards that show the team what the 

expectations are. A great example is: Where do you put the 

shovel after you have finished using it? If the answer is not clear, 

then you have an opportunity to improve the standards of 

operation. 

Think about how many unwritten standards there are on your 

farm. Every farm has them. It is the standard dress code, what to 

do with an empty coffee cup, where does the broken quad bike 

get parked etc. 

Discipline and consistency need to be reinforced every day, and 

this is why it is one of the hardest things to do, because it never 

stops being something to focus on. If you create standards that 

are visual, easy to interpret and are at the workplace, it makes it 

easier to enforce them. 

Example: 

 

  



 

 

This photo represents the standard for the condition of the cab, 

when the team member has finished using the tractor. The photo 

would be posted to the inside of the tractor / harvester cab, so it 

is very visual, and all operators of the vehicle would be aware of 

it. 

• There are no words, so the ability to read English is not a 

concern 

• The definition of clean is not required, the photo shows what is 

meant by clean 

• Interpretation is more consistent - Does the current cab 

condition match the photo? 

• Assessment of compliance is easy, compare the cab to the 

photo 

• Discipline is easier, “Does the cab condition match the 

photo”. The only struggle is that somebody from the senior 

team needs to make a point of reviewing the condition of the 

cab on a regular basis, so that it is seen as a priority 

 

Discipline and consistency need to be reinforced every day. 

Delivering discipline can be confronting, but I have found that 

with good standards in place, the frequency of the need for 

discipline reduces, and the process become easier because the 

rules are easier to follow, interpretation is not a concern. 

Everybody knows what the expected level of performance is, 

and they know if they are meeting it. 

  



 

 

This is Good! Where to 

from here? 
I bet you have read this and are thinking, Yes; this is exactly what 

we are currently doing, how did he know? Now you are thinking, 

where to from here? 

1 

Use this document to improve your relationship and engagement 

with your team. Implement and monitor the impact of these 

changes. Identify more opportunities and implement more 

changes. Do this well into the future. 

2 

Ask me to develop and implement a strategy for you. There are 

significant Government Grants available to make it very 

affordable for your business to get my services, on your site, 

looking at your challenges. Currently, there are Grants that make 

a $7,000 service available to you for $280. Yes, you could get 

more than 20 days of my services over a twelve-month period, 

and instead of paying $40,000, you would pay a little over $3,000. 

 

  



 

 

CLAIM YOUR NO-OBLIGATION FREE 

30-MINUTE STRATEGY SESSION NOW 

WORTH $550 

 

WARNING:  

Before you claim your free strategy session you must understand 

that this is only for people serious about improving their business 

for long term success.  

If you are ready to reduce labour and other costs and kick your 

business into overdrive, then call to book your FREE strategy 

session now. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Toby Cook 

Principle Consultant 

Agribusiness 

Lean 6 Sigma Solutions 

0430 008 298 
 

GET A FREE 30-MINUTE STRATEGY SESSION 

CALL 0430 008 298 

https://www.lean6sigmasolutions.com.au/book-online
https://www.lean6sigmasolutions.com.au/book-online

