
www.overseer.org.nz 

 
Overseer the story of a New 

Zealand decision support tool 
supporting sustainable farming 

practice 
 

Caroline Read  
Chief Executive, Overseer Limited 

caroline.read@overseer.org.nz 



www.overseer.org.nz 

Aotearoa – New Zealand 
26.8M hectares 
Mountains cover over half 
the south island area 
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NZ Exports 
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Hydro and 
geothermal power 
make up 80% of 
electricity in NZ 
 
Tourism $15.9 
billion, or 6.1% of 
GDP 
 
Agriculture $10.6 
billion, or 5% of GDP 
 
The reliable supply 
of good water is an 
important economic 
advantage for New 
Zealand, but its 
quality and 
availability is 
declining 
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Environmental Regulation  
in Aotearoa New Zealand 
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Water quality management 

Determining diffuse nutrient loses from a farm is hard 

– Especially when your trying to capture the impact of different 
management practices. 

– Level of specificity – where do you draw the line? 

 

 

 

Putting responsibility for compliance 
on losses not controlling input 

• Stimulates innovation (for long-
term prosperity of industry) 

• Allows tailored approaches in 
different environments 
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Overseer nutrient model 
• Developed by AgResearch over 20 years 

– Initially block scale – expanded to farm scale to 
consider nutrient transfers within the farm. 

– Includes budgets for 7 farm nutrients and models GHG 
emissions  

– Modelling approach - assess the impact of different 
management practices to inform farm nutrient 
management planning 

• Uses a long-term climate profile to enable relative change 
assessment between management practices. 

• Uses only data easily available to farmer (or adviser) or defaults 

– Based on limited calibration data from NZ field trials 
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Overseer analyses farm practices 
• Captures most farm types and 

practices in New Zealand 

• How efficiently nutrients are 
used (budget) 

• Levels of nutrients needed to 
maintain soil fertility to existing 
production levels 

• Expected nutrient (N & P) and 
greenhouse gas losses into the 
environment 

• Likely impacts of changes in 
management practices or farm 
systems/land use. 
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Advantages - why use Overseer to 
control diffuse N-loss? 

• It provides assessment of individual farms 
• Government ownership stake and 

established industry use 

• It enables aggregated analysis to set limits 

• It supports tailored rules to meet 
environmental needs directly 

• It helps farmers meet the rules by 
identifying the impact of different 
possible approaches to drive sustainable 
change 
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Early challenges in using Overseer 

1. Rules were set that couldn’t deal with changing numbers as 
the model evolved   

2. High costs of auditing farm analyses to ensure no one is 
“gaming” the system 

3. Conflict over prioritising model development – concern over 
different sectors being “favoured” at the expense of others 

4. A poor software approach created a fragmented ecosystem 
making it difficult to monitor change 

Leading to loss of confidence in the model. 
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Overseer entity formed 

Business Plan  
New decision support 
software that 
supports compliance 
 

  

 Corporate Governance approach with non-profit constitution 
 Direct engagement with regulators and farmers 
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New focus – farmer as the user 
– Increasing regulation and a need to change – but HOW? 
– Complete overhaul of the software and services to support farmer use 

 
Approach 
 Focus on supporting Farmers to engage with 

nutrient budgeting 
 Direct engagement with regulators to 

improve use in regulation 
 Develop software to maximize the insights 

derived by the modelling (e.g. benchmarking) 
 Develop partnerships with certification 

programs – value add opportunities for 
products 
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Farmers 

Rural Retailers 
Real Estate Dairy Co’s 

Irrigation Schemes 

Banks 

Ag Consultants 

Meat Co’s 

FarmIQ 

Packhouses 

Zespri 

Feed Co’s 

DairyNZ 
Beef & Lamb 

HortNZ 
Federated Farmers 

FAR 
Irrigation NZ 

FANZ 

Deer Association 
Pork NZ 

Forest & Bird 

Fish & Game 

Dairy Women’s 
Network 

District 
Councils 

Green Party 
Regional 
Councils 

Iwi 

DCANZ 

Plant & Food 
Research 

AgResearch 

Scion 

NIWA 

Landcare 
Research 

University of 
Auckland 

Lincoln 
University 

Massey 
University 

Waikato 
University 

Victoria 
University 

AgriOne 

DOC 

MFE 

MBIE 

MPI 

NZ Inc. 

Local 
Communities PCE 

Overseer’s Customers & Stakeholders 

Media 
Commentators 

Science 
Research 

Other 
Users Wider NZ Govt & 

Regulators 
Interested 

Parties 
Rural 

Professionals Customers 

Fertiliser Co’s 

OPMCSA 
NZFET 

AgriGate 

EnviroMark 

Farmax 

GPSiT 

NZ agtech co’s 

PFANZ 

QCONZ 

Ag training Orgs 

PrimaryITO 
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Farmers inner circle – the influencers 

Source: Rural Marketing Conference 2018 
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OverseerFM – presents the farm as its understood by the farmer  
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Is this a good description of my farm? 
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How am I doing - trends over time – N, 
P, GHG? 
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Where are my hotspots?  



www.overseer.org.nz 

How does it look across the year?  
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Supporting compliance reporting 
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Our Rural Professional workshops 
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Collaborative model development 
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Enabling farms to be environmentally 
and economically sustainable 
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