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Irrigation pioneer John McCaskey has been honoured in the Zimmatic
Trailblazer Sustainable Irrigation Awards for 2024.

Creating wine from water was one of John McCaskey’s more eyebrow-raising farming
ventures, but his vision was instrumental in placing the north Canterbury region on the global
wine-producing map. Photo: Annette Scott
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John McCaskey has been honoured for his lifetime contribution to irrigation in
New Zealand, receiving a special commendation in the 2024 Zimmatic
Trailblazer Sustainable Irrigation Awards.

The pioneer of Waipara in the Hurunui District of North Canterbury is
recognised for his determination and innovation from the 1960s onwards that
helped cement the district as a grape-growing region.



For McCaskey, creating wine from water was one of his more eyebrow-raising
farming ventures, but his vision almost 50 years ago was instrumental in
placing the north Canterbury region on the global wine-producing map.

McCaskey believed that water was the key to unlocking the potential of the
district’s arid soils.

When he took up the family farm from his father in 1968, the first thing he
wanted to do was get the water flowing and grow different crops.

His first brush with irrigation was crawling along tunnels his father dug on
their farm to divert the Weka Creek as he prepared to install what would be the
region’s first irrigation system.

“It was 1945 and my father almost had the system ready to go when a huge
snowstorm hit, followed by flooding, and it washed away all the headworks. He
gave up after that,” McCaskey said.

“I dug the dam and put a pump in the creek, then I jumped on the tractor and
dug a furrow about 2km to the dam.”

He stood back and watched his handiwork as the water flowed.

One of his first forays was growing tomatoes, encouraged by Lincoln
horticulture guru Bob Crowder.

He also grew successful trial plots of sudax, sorgum, maize and broad beans.

He proudly recalls yielding 33 tonnes of tomatoes off just two acres of land;
however, the closure of local processing facilities ended that chapter.

Not one to be deterred, he turned his attention to viticulture. Inspired by a trip
to Australia, McCaskey began planting grapes in Waipara, a region
traditionally dominated by wool and lamb farming.



Seeing the potential to diversify away from sheep and arable farming, in 1972 John McCaskey
set about digging a water storage dam beside the family homestead. Photo: Annette Scott.

“I could see the similarities between the wine region of Mildura and Waipara
but there were certainly a few raised eyebrows at the time.”

Initially, his grapes were just another farming crop established during what he
said was almost non-existent farming income “heavily impacted by the
political direction of Rogernomics”.

“When we started planting grapes everyone expected the whole lot to fall
over.”

But by 1982 the Glenmark Irrigation Scheme was established and McCaskey’s
grape-growing endeavours expanded.

By 1986 he had established Glenmark Winery in an old hay barn. Over 21
years, his wines won 51 awards.

“Some locals thought I was mad. There had been some experimentation in the
1960s but nothing had really taken off. But with proper irrigation, we had the
foundation for a thriving industry.”

McCaskeys’s influence on Waipara extends beyond farming.

He played a key role in the community’s development, participating in local
amateur theatre and charity work, helping to build the local hall and school
swimming pool. He was also the chair of Federated Farmers.

“For me, it’s always been about community and that community spirit. That’s
what places like Waipara are founded on.”

The Waipara district now produces award-winning grapes and is famed for its
pinot noir, riesling and chardonnay.
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The labour-intensive systems that were prone to breakages were nothing like
the precision machines of irrigation today.

He vividly remembers working with side rolls, which often succumbed to the
elements.

“They were hard work and very wind prone. You’d end up with broken pipes
and they weren’t at all efficient.”

Over the years, McCaskey has seen a massive shift in the irrigation industry.

Now living on a 42 hectare block that he subdivided from the original family
farm, he reflected on how much easier farming would have been if the
precision irrigation technology available today had existed back when he was
actively farming.

“The new irrigators are a thing of beauty and so accurate with delivering water
in the right place at the right time.

“I wish they were around when I was young.

“I think new ideas are the key. You have to keep trying new things, keep being
innovative, population growth and global warming will demand it.

“That’s how our industry will continue to grow and hopefully, thrive.”

McCaskey hopes the recognition he’s received from the Trailblazer Awards will
spark and inspire a few other young people with ambition.

“For anyone with some ideas that might raise a few eyebrows, I hope it might
make them think; well, he’s done it, maybe I can too.”
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For the final episode of 2024 Bryan chats with senior reporters Neal Wallace
and Richard Rennie about the big news stories of the year. Both reporters
travelled overseas during the year to find out more about farming practices
and customer and consumer preferences. Back home there was plenty of big
news in the food and fibre sector. They discuss meat industry woes, dairy’s
resurgence and some of the big regulatory changes in gene technology and

emissions trading.

Toby Williams of Federated Farmers also gives an update on the wool industry.
Toby decided not to sell his clip at auction this year but reports that he got
about the same price for it as he would have anyway. He’s got some concerns
about how the supply chain is structured.
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'Some locals thought I was mad"
Award for pioneer who turned
water 1into wine
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For Waipara local John McCaskey creating wine from water was probably one of his more
eyebrow-raising farming ventures. But his vision nearly 50 years ago was instrumental in
placing the Canterbury region on the global wine-producing map. John has been recognised
for his lifetime contribution to irrigation in New Zealand, receiving a special commendation
as part of the 2024 Zimmatic-Trailblazer Sustainable Irrigation Awards.

John is a pioneer of Waipara in the Hurunui District about one hour north of Christchurch.

While he downplays his impact, it was his determination and innovation from the 1960s onwards
that helped cement the district as a grape-growing region.

John, like his father, knew that water was the key to unlocking the potential of the district’s arid
soils.

When he finally bought the family farm from his father in 1968, the first thing he wanted to do was
get the water flowing and grow different crops.

John has lived all his life in Waipara. His first brush with irrigation was crawling along tunnels his
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“It was 1945 and my father almost had the system ready to go when a huge snowstorm hit,

followed by flooding, and it washed away all the headworks.

“He gave up after that,” says John.
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John McCaskey with his grand storage plan for Lake Sumner. PHOTO: SUPPLIED

When John took over, just like his father, he could also see the potential to diversify away from
sheep and arable farming. In 1972, John set about digging a water storage dam beside the family
homestead.

“l dug the dam and put a pump in the creek, then | jumped on the tractor and dug a furrow about
2km to the dam,” he says.

As the water flowed so did diversified farming John stood back and watched his handiwork as
the water flowed.

One of his first forays was into growing tomatoes, encouraged by Lincoln Horticulture guru Bob
Crowder at the time. He also grew successful trial plots of sudax, sorgum, maize and broad
beans.

He proudly recalls yielding 33 tonnes of tomatoes off just two acres of land. However, the

closure of local processing facilities ended that chapter.
(https://forms.betterhearing.co.nz/mvp-neutral)
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“l could see the similarities between the wine region of Mildura and Waipara, but there were
certainly a few raised eyebrows at the time,” says John.



Initially, his grapes were just another farming crop established during what John says was almost
non-existent farming income heavily impacted by the political direction of ‘Rogernomics’.

“When we started planting grapes everyone expected the whole lot to fall over,” he says.

But by 1982 the Glenmark Irrigation Scheme was established and John’s grape-growing
endeavours expanded.

By 1986, he had established Glenmark Winery in an old hay barn. Over 21 years, John’s wines
won an impressive 51 awards.

“Some locals thought | was mad,” he says.

“There had been some experimentation in the 1960s but nothing had really taken off. But with
proper irrigation, we had the foundation for a thriving industry.”

John’s influence on Waipara extends beyond farming. He has played a key role in the
community, participating in local amateur theatre and charity work, and even helping to build the
local hall and school swimming pool.

He was also the local chairman of Federated Farmers and stood for Parliament in 1972 and 1987
and several times from 1990 onwards.

“For me, it’s always been about community and that community spirit. That’s what places like
Waipara are founded on,” says John.

The Waipara district now produces award-winning grapes famed for their Pinot Noir, Riesling,
and Chardonnay. What was John’s family farm is now surrounded by vineyards from Omihi to just
north of Amberley.

John’s early years of establishing and managing irrigation on the family farm were not without
challenges. John explains that the labour-intensive systems that were prone to breakages were
nothing like the precision machines of irrigation today.

He vividly remembers working with side rolls, which often succumbed to the elements. “They
were hard work and very wind prone. You’d end up with broken pipes and they weren’t at all
efficient,” he says.

Over the years, John has witnessed a massive shift in the irrigation industry. Living on a 42-
hectare block that he subdivided from the original family farm, he reflects on how much easier
farming would have been if the precision irrigation technology available today had existed back
when he was actively farming.

He believes the advancements have not only made irrigation less labour-intensive but have also
improved the quality of crop production.

“The new irrigators are a thing of beauty and so accurate with delivering water in the right place
at the right time. | wish they were around when | was young,” says John.

He is acutely aware of the growing sustainability challenges facing our primary sector and the
increasing need for efficient water management. Always thinking outside the box, John believes
he has a solution to ensure a secure and sustainable water supply for the Waipara region
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“l think new ideas are the key. You have to keep trying new things, keep being innovative,
population growth and global warming will demand it. That's how our industry will continue grow
and hopefully, thrive.”



John hopes the recognition he’s received from the Trailblazer Awards will spark and inspire a
few other young people with ambition.

“For anyone with some ideas that might raise a few eyebrows, | hope it might make them think;
well, he’s done it, maybe | can t00.”
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Proud to be a Farmer's Claire Inkson asks farming identities

five quick questions about what agriculture means to them.
Here is what Waipara's John McCaskey had to say.
How long have you been farming?

Since | was big enough to hold a bottle and feed a lamb — say
1939! My infant years were filled with helping feed pigs and
chooks progressing to milking the house cow and churning
butter after school! By age 10 | was going to be a farmer! |

passed all agriculture subjects for School Cert 1954.
What sort of farming were you involved in?

| started farming on my own account in 1968 having spent
some time in various jobs in Australia — which incidentally
led me to start the first bulk harvesting run in NZ. Which
continued for some 30 years between Greneys Rd and Greta
Valley. Starting with dryland sheep and cropping it soon
became apparent that on light land the limiting factor was
water so in 1971 | built a small dam and harvested water from
the Weka Creek into storage based on my Australia
experience —again! (Badgery's Creek farm/Sydney
University) and grew trial crops of maize, sorghum and sudax
, plus field grown tomatoes —which yielded 33 tonnes off
2acres thus proving the immense value of having water

available. This led to the planting of a vineyard in 1981 (Aussie
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What makes you proud to be a farmer?

Meeting the challenge of dealing with livestock and nature
and knowing that the outcome benefits the nation. There is
great satisfaction in that, regardless of outcome you've done
your best. "This country was built by righteous
rebels/families, not by corporatists or elitists, and sure as hell

not by politicians. If | can keep that spirit then count me in!"

What do you love about your job as a farmer?

We're dealing with nature in all her moods and seasons,

lambing and calving brought the excitement and hopes of a
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companions, something which few of our urban cousins

could appreciate.

What advice would you give to the next generation of

farmers?

I've seen the number of family farms drop from 120,000
sheep and beef, 60,000 dairy in 1964 to less than 20,000 in
both cases! To me that equates half a million less on the land
who had grew up with the intergenerational knowledge that
has been the backbone of farming throughout the ages. This
is not just farming's loss, it is the countries loss. | have been
deeply saddened to witness worse in Denmark but a recent
trip through Canada and USA was enough to almost bring me
to tears. Where have all the families gone that once occupied
and worked the land? Their steading lie in ruins, hundreds of
them added to which are ghost-towns/villages that were
once vibrant communities. The explanation is simple: being
conservative by nature they voted for the corporate
sponsored Republican/Conservative/National ? parties and
voted themselves off the and into oblivion so please, you
have a moral duty to the land and your family, to think much
further than a 3 year, opportunist politician! The last 33 year

experiment has been a disaster for New Zealand.
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