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Virtual discussion groups: 
staying connected

The Covid-19 social restrictions have been 
felt across all industries, with dairy not 
being exempt. As dairy farmers, it’s hard 
enough getting off the farm let alone having 
social restrictions put in place! So, when 
discussion days and industry activities 
that provided an excuse to get away were 
put on hold, the few opportunities to have 
a break and connect with fellow farmers 
disappeared. Although some farmers enjoy 
the autonomy of their occupation (and say 
they’d prefer tractors and cows to people) 
staying socially connected and having a 
yarn with dairy mates helps us all keep 
good cognitive function, physical well-
being and emotional sanity. Furthermore, 
getting the opportunity to have a yarn with 
other local dairy farmers at industry days, 
reassures us that autumn’s been tough for 
most, ryegrass is only half planted, silage 
yields were down and mastitis hit some 
farms hard early in the year. Sharing those 
conversations and social interactions are 
far more important to running your farms 
than we realise.

On the back of a tough 2019, patchy 
summer rains and what seems a patchier 
autumn, energy levels are low, and reduced 
interactions with fellow farmers doesn’t 
help with any feelings of reprieve. However, 
there’s a group of farmers that have 
continued to take a few hours out of each 
month catching up using virtual online 
meetings. Having usually travelled hundreds 
of kilometres on a quarterly basis to catch 
up, the C4Milk Business & Nutrition Group 
have been meeting monthly to continue 
conversations about their challenges, 
successes, planning and most importantly 
to share a bit of banter. The agricultural 
sector can tend to be a bit techno-phobic, 
however the seven businesses have 
found the experience to be surprisingly 
successful, saving on travel and time whilst 
maintaining the social supports and cheek 
that a regular face-to-face meeting would 
offer. As most would be aware, online video 
conferencing or ‘Zooming’ has become the 
new norm during Covid-19, and pleasingly 
many farmers have embraced it. Whether it 
be webinars, video chats or simply making 
more phone calls, Covid-19 has forced 
many of us out of our comfort zones, 
embracing technology and continuing our 
learning. 

Peer to peer learning is an important means of improving our businesses. Spending 
time with fellow farmers in formal or informal groups facilitates the sharing of 
knowledge and draws out the collective wisdom of the group, challenging and 
supporting each other’s ideas and successes. The seven businesses use each 
of their catch ups as a chance to analyse concepts, compare costs and discuss 
alternatives, with recent conversations focussing on two irrigation infrastructure 
investments. Now that the physical aspects of the projects have been completed, 
reflection on their success and future water and feed security is being discussed. 
After a tough few years and recent times of uncertainty, it’s been easy to question 
investment and expenditure, but all members agree that drawing on like minds and 
support from their fellow farmers has been extremely helpful in maintaining their 
vision and momentum. 

Although the C4Milk Business & Nutrition Group will still catch up in a physical sense 
throughout the year when state borders open, the group want to continue using 
online meetings for more frequent chats in between. As social restrictions ease and 
we start to find our way back to a new normal, take the time to connect with a fellow 
farmer down the road, consider joining a discussion group, join a webinar or attend 
an industry event when they kick off. 

Google mapping images used to support pivot discussion and planning.

Although some farmers enjoy the autonomy of 
their occupation (and say they’d prefer tractors 
and cows to people) staying socially connected 
and having a yarn with dairy mates helps us 
all keep good cognitive function, physical well-
being and emotional sanity.
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