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Introduction 
 
Dedicated agricultural media in New Zealand is yet to fully embrace on-line and social media, but there is 
definite recognition of the fact that the online world is coming, fast, and we must embrace it – even if no 
one is quite sure how agricultural media on the web will look.  
 
There is a large gap between the quality of agricultural print publications (magazines and weekly 
newspapers) and the way those businesses are utilising the worldwide web phenomenon to add value to 
their publications in New Zealand. 
 
Farmers and rural people are becoming increasingly reliant on the internet and have quickly wised up to its 
benefits when you live in isolated areas – online banking cuts down trips to town, meat schedules and 
exchange rates are readily available in real time at your fingertips and Skype means you can not only talk to 
the grandkids, but actually see them too. 
 

The Government has started its Rural Broadband Initiative (RBI) roll out.  The Ministry of Economic 
Development website states this initiative will deliver broadband to 252,000 rural homes at prices and 
levels of service comparable with urban areas. 

It will deliver broadband peak speeds of at least 5Mbps (megabits per second) to 86% of rural homes and 
businesses.  Before this initiative started, only about one-fifth of rural homes and businesses had 
broadband of 5Mbps. 

All public hospitals and schools, as well as a large number of rural public libraries, will receive a fibre 
connection. 

There will also be extended cellphone coverage.  Coverage will extend another 6200 square kilometres 
around New Zealand to make a total of 125,700 square kilometres.  

 
The rural world is about to become a whole lot more sophisticated when it comes to internet use and 
farming media is in a perfect position to take advantage of this expanded digital reach. 
 
As the editor of a weekly farming newspaper, The New Zealand Farmers Weekly, I am interested in the 
online transition – how can we integrate our print and web products and drive readers from print to online, 
but not at the expense of our print product? 
 
I am particularly interested in the tension between providing a quick but accurate online product when it 
comes to breaking news, without compromising the quality of our product. I have concerns about the 
workload of reporters and the extra tasks they may be asked to perform (making video, blogging, having 
social media accounts) without any increase in resourcing. 
 
My original research proposal was to investigate how agricultural media in the UK is using social and online 
media to grow and drive business and report back on what we could apply in New Zealand. This morphed 
somewhat to include how we communicate with farmers and the way they want to receive their news. 
 
After all, what is the point of pushing online media if farmers only want a hardcopy version? 
 
I have focused on New Zealand's three agricultural newspapers – The New Zealand Farmers Weekly, Rural 
News and Straight Furrow. These newspapers focus on agri-business news and market trends and I believe 
they are best placed to take advantage of online and social media trends. 
 
I travelled around the UK for nine weeks this year. I visited two weekly newspapers – Farmers Weekly UK 
and the Irish Farmers Journal, including a two-week internship at Farmers Weekly UK.  
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I met with social and online media PR specialists and a journalist who undertook a Nuffield Scholarship 
looking at whether there was a ‘best way’ to communicate with farmers. As part of my research I also 
visited a number of farmers in England and Wales to ask farmers what they wanted. 
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The current situation in New Zealand 
 
NZX Agri produces a range of rural titles including The New Zealand Farmers Weekly (NZFW), Country-
Wide, Heartland Sheep, Heartland Beef, Heatland Agronomy, NZ Dairy Exporter and Young Country. These 
publications reach all 86,000 farmers in New Zealand at least once every week. 
 

Of all these titles NZFW is the available to read online, powered by zmags –
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Farmers Weekly UK: The digital vision – ‘working for your farming future’ 
 
Farmers Weekly was one of the first print publications in the world to fully integrate its web and hardcopy 
operations, in 2006, and operates a ‘web first policy’. 
 
“We see ourselves as a multi media brand,” digital director Julian Gairdner says of Farmers Weekly. 
 
This incorporates the traditional print magazine, website, social media, FW awards programme and the 
projects business (what we might call commercial editorial – beyond advertising). 
 
Farmers Weekly also has an online e-learning platform called FW academy, an online machinery website 
(similar to a car comparison website but for tractors) called Power Farming and several other magazine 
titles – Crops and Poultry World. 
 
At the moment all the web content is free apart from Power Farming, which costs £42 ($82 NZ) for a one 
year subscription. 
 
The vision is to be the fir



7 

 
This means the slicing and dicing of content could be on the cards, with farmers choosing the information 
most relevant to them and receiving content that is exactly what they want.  
 
The last five years have seen big cultural changes within the news room, shifting from a team that was 
focused on a weekly magazine to being multi media. 
 
“There’s a web first policy, most content goes on to the web first, there’s a view we need to be first.” 
 
The fear such a policy would undermine the pri
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Gairdner says. 
 
Twenty percent of farming businesses are still on dial up, but that has improved dramatically from five years 
ago, which is good news for FW.  
 
The online business has grown significantly in the last five years, but not at the expense of the magazine. 
“We’ve grown the two side by side.” 
 
FW has about 400,000 unique users a month online. Of those, 77% are using the web for business 
purposes. 
 
But they are continually looking to improve efficiencies. With 23 reporters as well as a production team of 
eight, there are 31 full time staff on FW plus a number of regular freelancers. 
 
How did you prepare the reporters for the move to online? 
 
“We did a number of things. In the early days we did online training, writing for the web courses. More 
recently RBI ran a class on online video editing.” 
 
In-house they run a skills co-op and every three to four weeks so
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 FW is looking to streamline its publishing process. “Ideally all our content should sit in one place and we 
can fire it out.” 
 
They have got better at capturing information about the people using their website. The next step is 
monetising that traffic. 
 
“We’re developing digital ideas in association with commercial partners, like mobile phone apps.” 
 
Development of online tools which provide a service or are helpful to farmers are also important – things 
like the crime register or tools on disease spread. They are moving away from publishing words, now it’s all 
about timelines, word clouds and presenting information in an interesting way. 
 
“It’s led by the community, not us. A lot of what we do is about them challenging us – why don’t you do a 
story on this? We see ourselves as part of that community.” 
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Irish Farmers Journal – “The voice of Irish farming” 
 
Cover price 2.50 Euro ($3.90 NZ) 
 
Circulation: 72,000 copies per week of print version mainly purchased through news agents, but with some 
subscriptions. 
 
Online subscription 99 Euro a year ($152 NZ) – they have been selling online subs for a year, mirroring the 
print edition. 
 
Irish Farmers Journal operates on a ‘never give anything away for free’ policy and a strong belief that 
people will pay for their high quality, unique content. 
 
Editor Matt Dempsey says the journal is a trust and has no shareholders; meaning as long as it maintains a 
sensible bottom line there is 
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IFJ collects all the money and the companies invoice them at the end of the month. The company is 
responsible for shipping the product to the buyer – cutting out the work for IFJ. 
 
There are currently 800 to 900 items in the shop, along with the IFJ branded merchandise and cook books 
they have produced in partnership with a chef. 
 
“Everything is custom written. If we write our own code we can fix it, tweak it.” 
 
Added extras 
 
Events calendar – people can add their event to the event calendar by filling out an online form, the event 
is approved by IFJ and then uploaded. The idea is that there will eventually be a cost, say five Euro ($7.70 
NZ), to list an event. 
 
Personals – this is done by a third party who performs quality control on listings and IFJ takes a cut. It has 
been around for about five years and provides a couple of grand a month alone in revenue. 
 
Summary 
 
The philosophy at IFJ seems relatively simple – if the content is good enough, people will pay. And never 
give anything away for free. The emphasis is on making money from selling content, rather than pulling in 
large amounts of advertising (although this is obviously still important). 
 
The lack of direct competitors, with the exception of daily newspapers that might have several farming 
pages a week, coupled with the expert knowledge of the specialist section editors means the content is 
unique and farmers cannot get it anywhere else. 
 
The aim is to migrate readers from print to online, slowly, and have everything behind a pay wall. It is 
important to make it as easy as possible for the customer to access the information, making sure they can 
get it in any way theT
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Caroline Stocks ʹ 
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Stocks made a conscious effort on T
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Jack Murray ʹ Mediacontact.ie 
Dublin, Ireland 
 
Jack is one of Ireland’s leading communications experts. He is the managing director of Mediacontact.ie and 
the public relations firm JMedia. Jack also runs seminars for businesses ‘PR on a shoestring, A masterclass 
with Jack Murray in how to make your business famous’. 
 
Why should we care about social media? 
 
On agricultural media and its use of social and online media, Murray says “just because things have always 
been this way, doesn’t mean they will always be this way”. 
 
Like New Zealand, the average age of farmers in Ireland is getting higher and they tend to be a group that 
doesn’t have a huge presence online. 
 
But unlike many agricultural print businesses, he doesn’t believe the transition from print to online will be a 
slow one. 
 
“Kids who are 9, 10, 11 are digital natives. The older generation, some will migrate, but anyone who is into 
agriculture who is under 45 will catch up. For those aged 22 to 35, it’s going to change overnight; it’s going 
to become the way to communicate.” 
 
When Mediacontact has news it wants to share, the last port of call is the traditional press release. Instead 
they share it on Facebook and tweet it.



20 

 
The golden rules of Twitter according to Jack Murray 

1. Be first 

2. Be useful 

3. Be helpful 

4. Be consistent 

5. Make things 

6. Share things 

 
Facebook 
 
Facebook should be seen as a hub where community is a huge part if you have a business or community or 
something people want to buy into. 
 
The challenge is how to take the community you have and build a community online so it’s something with 
a personality. If you can inject a bit of personality you will have a better chance of success. 
 
So what about traditional media? 
 
Murray believes the traditional news schedule, the 6pm news bulletin, the morning paper, no longer means 
anything. 
 
“It’s an information sharing business; you’re not in the dead tree business. The most important thing is 
getting the information to the farmers.” 
 
He says newspapers are still the trusted information channel, not necessarily for news, but for trusted 
analysis and commentary. 
 
“I think long form journalism, the 3000 word feature, is dead. Newspapers are completely finished.” But the 
good news for agricultural media is that “niche and local products serve a very committed audience”. 
 
Having said that, he thinks the iPad could be the saviour of newspapers and quotes a statistic of 75% of all 
sources for journalists now coming from Twitter. Social media means quick and easy access to large 
audiences and groups of people. 
 
“Journalism is more a process than a destination. People want to talk about things. You no longer need a 
printing press to have a loud voice.” 
 
Brands that people trust do mean something. The challenge is how to leverage that trust and bring it online 
without giving away everything, but dropping enough sweets along the way that they will visit your website 
and pay for it. 
 
“Any journalist not on Twitter is missing a massive opportunity. It makes the world a smaller place, in a 
good way.” 
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Case studies 
 
Alison Jones, agriculture manager lamb, Dunbia 
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He uses his phone to look at Twitter and regularly updates it, he has 240 followers. "I follow BBC news, it's 
great, it gives me an insight into things. I follow some New Zealand farmers, news, politics, stock prices. 
 
"I find it very useful. It keeps you up to date instantly. I don't spend much time on it, but just flick through 
it." 
 
FW recently did an article on the EID project he is involved with and he tweeted a link to the story. He also 
converses with other farmers on Twitter. 
 
On his computer he has an RSS feed that comes up on the top of the browser, including BBC and Meat 
Trader Journal. 
 
He does have a print subscription to FW but plans to stop it - he wants to receive all of his news online. 
 
He has a paid subscription to the The Times and Sunday Times on his iPad and downloads it to the 
computer.  He likes online for the convenience and the fact he can get it instantly. 
 
Meetings are often conducted on Skype and he uses it to talk to people overseas, including people in New 
Zealand. He also uses Internet banking. 
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Castlemine Farm – Brendan Allen, county Roscommon, Ireland 
 
Brendan Allen at Castlemine Farm is an example Jack Murray uses of someone who ‘gets’ social media and 
the value of telling an engaging story. 
 
Allen wanted to take a different route to market and opened a farm shop. One day on Twitter he wondered 
how hard it would be to eat only Irish products for a week. He had a massive response – his Twitter 
followers doubled virtually overnight and his revenue jumped. 
 
He had a website made called ‘Eat Only Irish’ and blogged about his experiences. 
 
“He gets the whole thing, he gets t
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Jimmy’s Farm – the Essex Pig Company, Suffolk, England. 
 
Jimmy Doherty shot to fame after a 2002 documentary series was made about his efforts to set up a pig 
farm in Suffolk, despite having no farming experience (being friends with celebrity chef Jamie Oliver does 
help though). 
 
Now Jimmy’s Twitter account profile lists him as a “farmer, tv presenter, farm shop and restaurant owner” 
and @jimmysfarm has nearly 19,000 followers. 
 
Dave Finckle, farm manager for Jimmy’s Farm, says they get news across all forms of media. 
 
Social media is a huge part of their business, a powerful marketing tool and way to drive business – they 
have 40,000 people on their database. 
 
They have developed an elite club through their newsletters and tap into that, doing things like special 
offers and hosting ‘evenings with’.  
 
The future of their brand lies in introducing the younger generation to farming, and they are heavy users of 
social media. 
 
“We totally embrace it. I think many organisations vastly underestimate the power of social media.” 
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Conclusion 
 
Although I initially believed broadband access and cellphone reception to be better in the UK than New 
Zealand, my trip revealed this was not the case – in fact, it is probably worse. Despite this, farmers I spoke 
to valued the internet as a valuable business tool and were willing to pay for access. 
 
While internet access may not be any further advanced than New Zealand, it is true that online offerings for 
farmers are much more sophisticated in the UK. The number of farmers using the web for news and those 
with social media accounts – particularly Twitter – is much higher there. 
 
However, online and social media is not for everyone and the group of people using it is still small and 
firmly in the minority. My research showed that agriculture is a niche industry and the nature of farming, 
coupled with remote locations and poor access, means that the audience for a hardcopy print product is 
likely to be around for some time to come. 
 
Many farmers value having something tangible to hold in their hands and throw in the ute or tractor. Most 
do not wish to spend large amounts of time in front of a computer checking news after a long day on the 
farm. 
 
What does seem the most likely to gain traction with farmers are mobile applications. Many farmers 
already have smartphones and if they buy a new phone, they are more than likely to be sold a smartphone. 
Apps or tailored news feeds sent directly to their phone could be convenient and useful – things like stock 
prices, weather, or specific farming news (beef for cattle farmers etc). 
 
People will pay for things that add to their bottom line and help them to be better farmers.  
 
Social media is more about brand building and being able to directly talk to farmers, thus creating content 
for online and print publications that is better aligned with what farmers want to know about.  
 
I am still unsure how to actually make money from social and online media and it is clear that making 
money from advertising online is difficult. If classified and property advertising migrate fully online that will 
have an impact on newspapers. In New Zealand the main competitor in that space is TradeMe and they 
have indicated a looming push into the rural market, particularly the advertising of farms. 


