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A cropping and livestock system

M. Donaldson

“Braemar”, Boggabe NEW 2382

Abstract. A mixed winter cropping and carde enterprise in the Boggabn districr, run by a family

parrnership is desedbed, A syatem of stoting grain for sale or lor feedimg earde, and pasturs improvement
is outlined along with the effectiveness of this svstem during the 20022003 drought. Additional

strategies used in the drought o maintin stock numbers and animal condition, such as grain feedin

o
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lacrating cows and sacnfice paddocks are also descrbed.

Property description

Chur fumily parenership has an operaton located 30
km west-south-west of Boggabn in the Willala
disrrice, consistingr of 4 winter Cropping cnterprisc
ot around 600 ha/vear, growing wheat, barley and
caneda, and a beef cattle operanon of around 230
cows producmg Furopean Union (EU} specificanon
steers and heifers. The farm supports 3 famulies; 2
brothers; their families and their parents. The 3 men
wark full-time on the property. In Auguse base vear,
we purchased a neighbour’s property increasing our
farm area by 50% from a 1600 ha base, The actual
proportions of pasture and cropped area; and
stocking rates are flexible at the moment as we adjust
rhe scale of our operation, and doing some
development work thar fits within the confines of
fiscal responsibility.

Fasentially we have been running a crop-pasture
rottion aiming for 5 vears crop (wheat, barley; canola,
wheat then barlev), and 5 vears of sown pastuse
These pasturcs consist of around 525 ha of lucerne
and subtercancan elowver mixes which are fertifised
regulatly. We also have naove geassland, consisdng
of wallaby, Queensland blue grass and bure medic,
and ot impreved with subtérranean clover, and some
open grassy woodland, with ironbark, bloodwood and
seme cypress pines The majority of the cropping
country 15 sown to lucerne, with some soswn to sub-
tropical grasses which on occasion are used as a bloar
refugre from lucerne, By sowing improved pastures
and improving our natdve pastures, plus a regukir
fertiliser regime, we have tended 1o “rev the system
up’, i arder to provide reasonable income for 3
families; The addidon of the new Farm will allow
some reliet from chis.

Soils consist of black self mulching elays, red basale
kurrajong country and lphter sandy cypress arcas,
The slope varies from ereck flats to 6%, with some
ot vursteepest country on black cracking clavs, which
can make it hard to mamage. Clur average annual
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rainfall is 575 mm (23,

Cattle herd structure

We breed a Simmental- Hereford criss-cross, with our
herd strucrure typieally consisung of 4 mobs: a dey
cow mob, 2 wet/calving mob, a fartemng mob and a
weaner mob, The 2 breeding mobs consist of about
251 breeding cows and heifers in total One mob 15
joined to Heretord bulls for an autumn calving, the
ather 0 Simmeneal bulls for a spring calving, Fach
mob breeds replacements for the other. The
stagrered calving provides cach flow throughout the
veur ancl a reasonably eonstant and manageable feed
dermand.

We turn off EU specificanon steers-and heifers ar
around 280300 kg dress weight through Objecnive
Livestock Marketing and the Double B Beef
marketing group. They are usually milk o 2 wooth
and sold direct o mearworks: We sell aboue 2000-230
head oof cartle a vear, which includes culls,

All paddocks are romronally grazed, with the
tatrening mob given preference to the best feed, then
weaners and wet cows, and lastly the dry cows,
Grazing paddocks are spelled for 2-6 months
depending on the season, Durlngr a pood season bloar
15-a problem, however 1n peak periods we use
Rurnerisin capsules in those cartde mostat dsk (usually
only in the fatrening mok),
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Grain storage

As part of our cropping operations we aim o store
up to 430 wonnes of barlev, Originally we started
keeping bigper and biguersilos for seed, and
eventually worked our that as well as having ample
seed supplies on hand, we also had a macketing wool
thar allowwed us o sell gratn JulysSeprember ac some
premium ro harvesr prices, whilsr £ill having the

option of keeping the g as a droughe reserve,

The decision e sell all or part of the stored grain
frosm the previous harvest :.lep:‘:ml:t oft the [rtess
of the new crop that hopefully is well established by
August. Weare penerally selucrant 1o sell our gram
stocks i there is no prospect of replacing it with
newly harvested gran in NevemberDecember

Wy 1o keep around 250 ronnes of barley on hand
acall times. As the new crop becomes more advanced.
we generilly sell off the stored gramn, unless there 6
i chance that the season is turning bad. o thar case
the stared grain is directed rowards the livesiock
AIPETATION.

In A0 we clected nor o sell about half of this stored
arain, Some of this was used to feed catde inoan
apportunity feedlon

Drought reserve

As part of our philosophy of maintaining producton
from the farm we roudnely carry drought feed
reserves of around 2000 small bales of hay, plus some
stlage stored underground, 200-250 tommes of barley,
and up to 14,000 Dieres Sabout 3000 gallons) of
malasses, |

Wherever possible we maintain & production system
thar reacts o dey or drought condmoas by “Heamng
on’ the crapping enterprise, either by leeding [ailed
criaps snd/or use o our stoeed grain, We retfram from
mainzenance feeding, or selling down our producnen
base 45 a reaction to dry times because it means we
would be in damage control for too much of the
producaon cycle. This would have a significant effecr
on our long term bottom line:

The 2002-2003 drought

Throughout the moscrecent droughn we maintamed
an emphasis on producing finished cartle fora specitic
market, ensuring that all cows were culled carly
enough o fatten; and thar the remaining breeders
hiadd 2 successtul joining at the pseal dme. Despite

the dry the cows contmued o calve; and so we had
tor keep pushmg our sale stock on the other end of
the production Tine, We elected o continue supplving
ELT specific product to the market saour oppostunicy
feedlorn, This alse meant producnion feeding rhe
weaner mob 16 ensure it growth rate that would have

the weaner stock up o entry welghts for the feedlos

Managing the “shades of grey”

As a producer, one of the hardest decisions seems
1o be determining how bad 2 current dev spell i and
if it really is the start ol another drought, IF we were
o reduce our cattle numbers wr the hine of @ hard
fime, we feel we would be 1n damage control fora
significant proportion of our average production
evele, Therefore, the opportuniey feedlor has become
a usetul ol in clarfong those frusteanng “shacdes
ol pres”

Triggers for activating an opportunity
feedlot

Dhur erigrgrer to moove from i paddock grazing scenano
rova feedlor s based on monitoring the weighe gains
of the Fittening mob, We routdnely weigh this mob
at abour 46 week intervals, We generally expect a
minimum welght zain of 1 kghead/day. 1 the
performance of the mob fulls below this level, we
start to assess whether there is the prospect of
wnproving on this performance by say moving the
muol antoa different paddock o swater supply.

If the seasen is starang o dey off and we ger o the
stige where we are on about our second last puddock
of fattening feed, and weghr smoans fall to abour 0.5
ki Mhead /day, we start selecring suitable cartle from
the fattening mob, 1o be placed on a starter ration in
the epportunite feedlor

Al eull conws (pregnancy ested empoes and booken
mentthe) arve identified and Nattened on the last of
the paddock feed as they are unsuitable for our feedlot
srtaationy: These cull cows are booked into an abarmar
well inadvance so that they do not get to the end of
their paddock feed in good condidon, only o slip
whilsy waing for o space n o mearworks,

By activating the feedlot we are “destocking”, whilst
still maintaining the option of torning the stock back
out onto pasture i the season changes dramatically
for the better. In the meantme, we have reduced stock
pfessure on the dwindling paddock reserves,
preserved ground cover levels and ensured thar
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production is maintained with the ability 1w continue
selling finished stock 1o 2 marker that is not flooded
with drought “fire-sales”, thas is, large vardings of
unfimished stock,

Wi maimtain gmu! conrict with our markerer for
advice and also book cartle into meareorks well in
atlvance, When those in the feedlor are ready for sale
we o not have o wair for access to 1 mestaorks For
over the hook sates, Using this system, the average
prices tor stock sold from |uly, 20001-June, 2003 were
steers 81140 head, heifers 31037 head, and cull ciws
5B head (all GET inclusive);

Low cost input feedlot

Clur oppormuniny feedlot consists of a (68 ha vard
with horwire, with reliable water supply and permicter
shade (trees outside), a seconmd-hand roller mill (S600),
2 cattle self-feeders [say 340000 and a sceond hand
mtxall (35000, We use a rracror 1o run the roller mill
and-mixall. So, all up the cost is around $10000 for
the capical side of the feedlon

We chose ro use self feeders as opposed 10 open
troughs, as a lifeseoele decision and as 4 form of
breakdown insurance. On the couple of occasions
when we had 4 breakdown with the feed muing, we
genetally had a buffer of feed m the feeders which
allowed us some time to carry out repairs withou
interrupring the cattde feeding in the feedlot, Self-
feeders allow us w have a feed mixing day, and then
a few davs away Trom mixing feed,

It 35 important that we are able 1o pace nurselves in
this type of droughr feeding, so we malke it casier on
ourselves by not being locked 1nto a system that
regjuires comstine labour inpuat. The self feeders sdill
require daily checking to ensure that they are running
correctly, especially on starcer {high hay content)
mixes. The water trough also needs 1o be deaned ar
least every second day,

When we introduce eattle o the feedlor, we usually
double the recommended 1nroducton period. This
means using more hay, but by using a conservative
approach we reduced grain poisoning, as we have
made a conscious and personal decision not to use
antbiote addinves in the feedlor mit. From ome
time, when we do have problems with grain
poisoning the beases are 1solated and fed clsewhere.

We weighed cartle about every 4 weeks whilst they
were i the feedlon and achicved an average welght
gain of about 1.6 kg /head/dav,

L

Non-feedlot drought strategies

Chnee we enter adey penod where we onlv Tave dey
teed tor most mobs of cartle, we usually stire feeding
medasses and urea to the dry cows and possibly the
wel cows, Some supplementanon of cotton seed
would also be hkely especially during joining, The use
of molasses rollers has heen quite successtul,
although a livde labour mtensive, and we are lookimg
at ways to streamling our delivery of these
supplements,

Tor reduce soil compacton, our cattle generally di
not have access o the cropping paddocks off-scason
anless soll moisture is low Exceprions m the rule
are the use of winmer feed wheats that are grazed if
regquited during winter, and lacer harvested ater
destocking from abour August.

B the st drougho we did graze a few selected failed
crops including canola. The eanola was a valuable
contrbuten alter calving for the wer ¢ows (6 weeks
foor [Hbwet cows on 40 ha) and for joining, hewever,
it was not without its ditficuloes as cartle rended 10
need a hay supplement w offsera “vomiting” effect
during cud chewing, Without the hay/roughage
supplement the cattle tended to stop eanng the canoly,
However with i, we noticed a litt in fat scoreof the
cows from sav 2 o 3, whilst also feeding o ealf.

Grain feeding of breeding cows

Towards the end of the drought, our paddock: dry
teed reserve had run down o the extent thar ground
cover limits were being threatened, and a decision
was made to confine a mah of 120 cows and voung
calves in-a 2 ha saenfice paddock, and o gran feed
them in an adjacent 1.2 ha holding vard.

There was plenty of advice on how much grain 1o
teed cach animal per day depending on Iveweight
and lacration/pregraney stmus, however thete wiis
precious litle advice on exactly bow to do it without
porsorting the “boss” cows of the mob and starving
the subordinate ones. The following was our solution
ro this problem.

We mude up a 120 m steel rough made from 16 gauge
sheeting folded in a flar bottomed “on the ground”
stvle with tapered interlocked sections, The cost was
arpund $3000 (convevar belting was hard to source
ar the ime we were developing our trough), The
reough was lad diagonally across the feeding vard
with the accdss gate in the same corndr as one end
of the trough (Fig 1}, An electnc fence hotwire was
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Sacrifice/holding yard
{aboul 2 ha wilh
water and shade)

Water

O

Standing here directs
cattle into Side B

Second holding yard

for an additional mab
fed at the same trough
Side A

j:\ <— Standing here directs cattle into Side A

Electric fence
down centre of the trough

Figure 1. Paddock and trough setup 1o grain-feed lactating or deyv cows,

placed above the trough to prevent canle jumping
over the trough or bully those an the other side.
Initially it was not rurned on.

The feed gramn mis was augured inwo the trough from
the mixall, whilst the feeding vard was empty, Once
the feed whas out, catde were moved inwo the yard,
and directed birst 1o one sile and then the odher side
of the feeding trough, The trough was wide enough
toyallom cattle to feed from both sides. Onee the grain
in the rrough was eaten, the carrle learned m leapfrog
each other further up the side of the trough. When
the full leéngth of the trough was empry (15-20 min.),
the cattle were rerurned o their watered sacrifice/
holding vard.

As the cosws were lactatng, we clected o feed the
miol on g daily basis, The system worked well, even
allowing calves to feed without the boss cows
dominanng them. This system would alliss mulople
muobs af stock to use the same Feeding facility, and
allow more of a farm to be “deéstocked” 10
feeding vards.

Lessons from the drought
Sale of mated heilers

During the drought we were given some very sound
marketing advice — ro sell our recearly joined
replcement heifers, The anpument put to uswis tha
thevwere nf a markesable agpe and size, and thae they
would not be contributing financially to the enterprise
for ar lease 18 months, We decided o follow this
advice, pur the heifers through the feedlor and sold
theny with EL specification direct 1o mearworks for
anaverage price of around 31100 each. Most of these
hetfers were fed foraround 7 weeks, We purchased a
similar number of G-year ald cows in advanced
pregnancy in May 2003 rowards the end of the
drought, for 3825 each,

Whilst this action was more 4 case for “not feeding™
in a drowghe, 1 suppose we hedged our bets o linde
andd o some extent proved thar both “producton
feeding and “sell don’t feed” decisions can have
bencfirs.
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Silage feeding of weaners

Sitage feeding was quite successful, using oats based
silage thit had been stored under ground for over 10
vears, We had some trouble removing silage from
underground silage pits (backing out of a hole in the
ground with a heavy load on the silage fork).
Howeever, there wias a lesson learned, and we have a
new design for silage pits using a hole or po
conseructed nto the sude of a hall, with a surveved
and drained floor. We are also considenng high
density baled silage a8 opposed 1o the Fail cu bil;{gc
we used last drought,

Fertilising native pasture

Topdressing native pasture makes them more
palatable ro stock, This is gond and bad in that
alchough there is 2 high wdlisatgon of avalable dev
matter, it often means that a carey over of “rough
dry grass™ into a dey period is not as common as it
used o be, Feed reserves tend not to slowly decline,
but rather come to an abrupr end. Therefore
monitoring and assessing whar vou have left 14 more
critical,

Ground cover

Ground cover levels are monitored during the dry
period and a ball park fipure of around 7% used as
the threshold level at which a paddock was destocked.
Duenirye the most recent droughr, most of the more
fragile and steeper areas of the farm were destocked
tor over 6 months. This destocking usually meant
that the stock had ro go into sacrifice areas that
hopefully were more stable and able o recover,

Feed budgeting

Feed budgers were essential. Knowing how many
bales or tonnes of feed were on hand compared with
the estimated consumprion by the current numbers
of hvestock, was essential for planning our feeding
and sales strategy: To same extent it alse helped ease
some stress levels by having some sore of handle on
our shart and medium term situstions,

Would we do anything different next
drought?

W would probably do mose of it again, including
carly weaning, sale of recently mated heifers, sacrifice
paddocks, and feeding-off failing grain crops, The
opportunity feedlot s reliane an labour being available
tovrun it 1t is a constant and demanding job that has
significant demands on vour ome, but 1t s also very

benefical n terms of cash flow

Establishment of perennial grass based pastures,
ineluding Preoer dignt, Bambatss panic, Katimbora
Rhodes and Consol lovegrass will become a higher
priovity, These pastures actas a “haysrack 1n the
paddock™, allowing for berrer levels of ground cover,
and higher levels of available dry matter per hectare.
some of our native based pastures are only just
muaking the grade so we are planning o put somie
areas under permanent introduced geass and legume-
based pastures, Our rotations of crops and pastures
will take inro account some preparaton for these
ATCAL.

Routine topdressing of all our pastures will continue.
A move rowards 4 mix of perennial grasses and
lucerne and elover pastures 1= likely, to trv and halance
our pasture mix berween high production and high
protein medics and subrerranean clovers, and the less
bloar prone sermadella and grass hased pastures;



