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Was it a drought or just a dry spell?

D, Capel, Double B Beef Promotion Association

“The Oaks™, RMB 3425, Narrabri NSW 2390

Abstract, Droughe has a major impact on rwral businesses, During 2003, wowards the end of he most
recent droughe, a livestock producer group on the North-West Slopes of ™WEW decided o analvse
management serategtes used by people in the area: The purpose was o wdennfy the serategies used and

lessens lenrne, The workshop identified 3 drought management sivles, The strategies used and léssons

learned for each management stvle are outlined,

Background

The Double B Beef Promoenon Association was

Formed almoss 20 vears ago with the goal of

promoting cattle produced in the Barraba and Bingara
areas of northérn Mew Souch Wales, Since thar onme
the greap has developed, with membiers from a much
wider aren and has broadened s focus o include
the emplovment of a livestock markerer and 1o
nelude more exrension activities 1o benefin interested
privducers.

The area consists of generally sloping councey, much
oof which has heen impeoved by Fertiliser application
and pasture establishment, Some winter forage crops
are grosven The average annual sanfall for the area
eanges from TOO-TH mm, wich about hall of tha
falling berween November and February, During the
period January 2007 to December 2003, rainfall swas
below average'in 24 of the 36 months, There were 2
breaks during that dme in October 2000 and Pebruary
200% but, withour follow up rain, those breaks
compounded the peasition as they spoilt any sernaining
dry feed and led producers o falsely believe the

drowgrht wis over

Members of the Double B Beef Promonion
Associanon decided it weuld be useful w assess the
management straegics of producer® i the area
during the drought 10 determine it anv one strategy
was better than the others, with the idea thar more
profitable management mght be emploved in the
furre.

Tawo workshops were held, The first, had all members

mivited becanse they were seen a5 innovative ar

different, ot because they were better or worse

ristitagers than anvone else. They were also prepaced
e+ share Furly mumaze fnancial, management and
perstnal dewils with the other participants, The
group’s marketer, Dunny Wilkie of Ohbjective
Lavestock Markenng Pty Led sand local NSW
Agriculoure Beel Catde Officer, David Llewelvn
assisted o the selection of Imacees because they see
the management of group members’ businesses in
closer dewil than anvone else. A second workshop
allowed the findings to be presented inoa bircader
rubihc forum, The workshop was atended by alyou
8l farmers and protessional support people from the
region, The sworkshops were factlitieed by Sean
Marevn of Resource Consulting Services, with

support from g number of NSW Agnculture officers:

Workshop outcomes

The warkshop participants were asked to agree on
definition for suecessful drovghe management’, They
finally agreed that: “Succcss was #aying i controol
of the financial, people, landscape and production
aspects of the business” These aspeers are desenbed
Bielona

Financial:

* Limit business equiny loss,

* Mamntain eash o as much as possible,
People:

* Stav posiove and in conerol

«  Mamtain harmonious communications between
all business and family members,

*  Ensore nerwirking and educational needs are met,
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Landscape:

*  Maintun cget ground coven

* Maineain pasture species for hest resilience,
Producton:

+ Mainain production steenpth of the business:

« AMlake best use of off firm investments, Farm
Management Deposits; grass in the paddock, or
fodder in storage.

(hservations

Dharing: the course of the workshop, parnapanis
made 4 number of observanons:

« e all tenud e think of droueht asan :_'x'(_'::Fltj:m;Ll
event, however when we look ar the records, 46%,

of vears have below average ramnfall.

A droupghe of moderarg severing cecurs about
every TU vears,

= W espenence 4 severe droughe abour once every

20 vears.
*  Nature confrols earrving cagacity,
* Management controls stocking rate,

*  Drought can be sad o oceur when stocking rare
exceeds the carrving capacity of a property.

*  Parvicipants pondered whedier that means
dlroggh 15 man made,

Businesses with similar management stvles were

grouped dunng the workshop resulting in 3 groups;

L. Those who fed 10 maintain numbers (partdcularh
bresdets).

=

Thevge who déstocked rather than Fead.
3 Those who fed for production,

There was a management group that [ think was
conspicuous by its absence — those who hoped for
the best, Mo one management sovle (of those
represented ar the workshop) could be said o be

better or worse than any pther,

Withm each group there were a range of financial
resules, same negative, some positive, All participants
said there were decisions they would make ditferentdy
Next e

Liet’s rake a loak ar some of the lessons put forward

by rhe 3 groups on the dayv. There will be somc
cwverliap, bur we won't dwell on that

Feeding for Maintenance

This strategy 15 based on the beliel thar stock,
particularly young stock, will be in shorr supply
followtng the drowghe, and it rakes o long time 1o
brecd numbers up again unless herd numbers are
rrsincaned,

Strateges essons:

o CAerelcdr omeframes,

* Do feed budgets regularhy,

* Plan ggistment or feed purchases carly

= Set lmuts — avond feeding bevond vour means.
o Man carhy,

The base message from this sroup was to plan, set
critical dates, momos, and adjust management when

MECUSSATY.,
De-stock

This straregy works on the premise that pasture is a
vialuable resource, and that recovery from droughe is
tirmly linked ro the conditiom of thal tesource,
Conrrolling stocking pressure minimises feeding coses
and allows for a certam level of producnon o be
mamramed,

Strategies /lessons:
*  eepoa percentage of negotiable stock,
- Allowas tmely disposal of soick.
Megodable stock can be voung cartle, empty
coes, heifers, sheep — anything that can e
sold or othersise moved (e apistment) when
necded.
- Aowes and calves are difficul tor move for @
significant part of the vear
= Wewon't fall 1n towe with our ammals = thev can
all be replaced.
* Always have a writen plan.
*  Have an outside ‘conscience” o mentor to help
vou stk to the plan,

« Monitor and  manage  weather/climate

preababilies,
- Weather forecasts are gernng beter every daw
Forecasts of future drv spellsanll impeove.
* Do pastore-feed budgers regularly,

¢ Take advantage of marke! np]}uju'mniliﬂs,
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Dot muss oppormanites in the excitenient ol
a ey time,

- Beobective,
Fosrward sell.
s Gen independent markering advice

* Match stocking rate 1o carrving capaciey no matter
whar,

- Take the oppormunmey o ke some ime off.
MNerwork with positve penple,
Undertake some training or education,

- Sy cool,

* Reep incontict with people away from our gwn
‘dung hill",

Bell invenred the relephone — lecs use it
e D rely toeally onintroduced pasture species,

- Narives have survived thousands of vears of
dry spells —make use of thar.

» Wirte dowen a drought plan,

- Includen planned order for the sale of all stock
when certain triggers are met.

Include lessons learar from previous dry spells,
* Acrearly =
Realise that hoping harder decsn’ help
*  Plan recovery options early,
- Agrsmment,
Eatly restockng,
Fnrerprise change.

= Accept there will be mistales, learn feom them,
but do not dwell on them:

Production Feeding

This srarcgy depends on increasing stock turmover
and reducing numbers by sale into approprace
rarkets

Srrarcgics/lessons:
*  We must know the market we are targeting,

= Assess bour requirements — there will be aheavy
workload,

= Assess level of expertise negded,

*  Lnjov what vou are doing — if vou don’t, don’t
srarL.

= Make cardy assessment of feed reguirements=so
buving opportunines can he masimised.

= Monitor performance of stock —don’t continue
tin feed mi-performers,

= Sell eows] but keep calves and voung catte to
reduce DSEs being fed,

*  Conafine cattle for full hand feeding — make vse
ol sacrifice paddocks,

* Revtgnise that goed adyvice is cringal.

Broad lessons from the day

= Plan oow for nest time, Woite the plin down and
store 11 a foldes: Dhon't lose the foldes!

*  Fine rune the plan regularly once in s put into

place,
= Meove on the plan carly,
*  Bemun posinve,
Mantan positve contact with peers,
- Sray away from negative people,
- Aequire skills in feed budgeting,

- Know the earrvng capaany of the land and
march it awich the stocking rare.

* Beware the emotinnal Joad.
- Share the responsibility wich famuly members,
«  Don't be afraid woseck help.
Rurad Counsellors.
Familv,
- Menors
- Professional.
= Look on mistakes as learming oppormunities.

* Set actualdates for acoon o mainmin a fecling
of contral and enhanced contidence tor the
fratiere,

The second forum

Thiz secoryel forum was held 2 months after the inigal
workshop, The findings from the fiese dav were
presented 1o parnapants who then divided into
groups 1o discuss the issues and drought impacts.
Feedback was provided through a quesnonnaire
which partcipants completed durng ther discussion,
Forty busmesses provided feedback at the forum,
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Accotding to most participants; this drought had been
miire sovere than any previous and had resulted ina
severe setback dor their businesses,

The muain concerns were:

= Josk of im:nrm_'_‘ mncluding future income.
» deterioration of the landscape.

«  srock sarvival

= the cost of keeping stock alive,

= 4 lack of water

*  the pressures of unrelenting work associated wath
all droughrs:

In rerms of preparation for droughts:

= AU of busingsses conserve fodder on-farm,

+ 5% have a considered plan.

» AT do vearly budgers.

* P use Farm Management Deposirs (FMDs)
o ARYG invest oft-farm,

+  35% have s written plan,

¢ 22% work on Seyear forward projéctions,

« T work off-farm.

The hest decisions taken h}'.quc SO MmN Paricipants
incluced:

¢ de-stock to critical dates, allewing tor planned
marketng,

¢ have land ingood condioon prios wothe droughr,

= have aff-farm mvesmments,

o buy fand with irtimton,

* use roronal grazng th make feed budgenng
caster (koo number of grazing dayvs available ar
present stocking),

= have secure FvEDs,
+ decide ot o feed for malntenance.:

*  have reasonable fodder reserves, and keeping silos
full of grain,

= carly weaning and sale of older cows,
* cdevelop a landscipe vision,

* marry @ school seacher!

The worst decisions mken included:

= qnncactng early enough,

+  not having a plan to handle long-term droughts:
¢ feeding non-marken connected stock.

*  not raking enough notice of long-range climare
torecusts.

= net selling enough stock,

* not carmvang enough negotiable stock (e stock
rhar are casy o scll):

= not enough feed stoved on-farm.

= ot encugh alternative mcome  through
INVESIMCnTE;

* spaviing roo lare —enonng the siens;

= nobtaking a holiday pric to starting the hand slog,
«  not reading the indicators carly enough,

* too much fath in spring rains:

¢ purchastng fodder atextreme prices

o allowing feeding costs o continue for too long,

= ot improving the water sineation — following
drving dams around.

+ not feeding lambing ewes sufficientdy.

* oo diought plan ar the srart of the drought
*  not enough small paddncks,

» underestmating the effect of calving,

*  buying catte on & false break,

= not purchasing enough voung castle cady to take
advantage of a good recovery

A number of strategies had been emploved by
participants at the conchision of the drsught, Some
of rheze included:

= wking onoagistment,
+  running backgrounding steers on the property,
*  restocking with toding cactle,

*  remanning understocked o allew counory to
recover.

= growing fodder crops o replenish grain supplies.

* using excess pasture o replenish hay or silage
resCrves.

* raking rhe apportunity ro change business
enterprise rix,



Priceedings of the 198 Awanal Conference of the Gracsiand Sovfery ¢f NXW Tne 107

Conclusion

The kev messages of the workshops focused on
planning, No matter which straregy vou mrend
pursue, the importanee of h-.wing . swritten action
plan was soessed a number of omes, ‘Koow what
vl pre groing o de and when! was acknoswledped as
the key to stayving in control, and staving in conrrol
was accepred as leading to less stress for vour
business, vour Family and vour peapern:

One of the propositons put forward on the dav was
that there is no such thing as ‘normal’ or ‘average’,
just wer omes’ and ‘nor so wet” nmes, and thar the
drv imes which happen with monotonous regularin
shouldn't be viewed as ‘excepdonal’.

There could well be some teuch in the concepr that
drought is really a man-made phenomenon for
without the interference of humans, itwould simiply
b i dry time”.
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