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Pastures and livestock in the cropping system — benchmarking trends
in the wheat-sheep zone of the Central-West NSW and farming zone
of North-West NSW
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Abstract. The top 20% of proaduecers in Central West (UW) NEW had a greater percentape of improved

pasture than others in their arca, which contribured o greater operating remurn, Pasmures were oaly 2
small percenrage of wral land use 1n Norrh West (NW) N3W since soils were more suited w cropping
and livestock enterprises having lower profitabiling: Lucerne levs were a valuable part of the romaton

in CWONSW due o their disease break and mirrogen fixing characteristics. Boerter returns could e

generated from these leys with greater attention to pasture management. Large paddock size and the

amount of rainfall needed by black vertosol soils o reach feld capacity after drying may reduec the

tile GF lucerne in WY NEW

Introduction

If vou ask commercially orentared farmers what is
the mest important driver for their business, the
answer i almest always probit Thar s becasse raday’™s
madern land manager realises that without profic dhelr
persoml goals and aspiridons for ther families and
farm cannaor be achieved. -

Farm performance analysis and comparative analysis
(“benchrmarking”) is a ool that an incressimge number
of farmers are using to assist them o understand
the key issues in their businesses, How profitable are
thev? How does their performance differ from
orhers? Whar artribures of their business are unigue
(giving them a4 competitive advantage or 4
disadvantage;? What can they do o improve profic:
Through benchmarking farmers are getting detailed
information on issues such as appropriate enterprise
i management rechmgues thae bft producovry,
and efficiencies in labour and machinery urilisation,
all wof
performance,

which improve the farm’s financial

This paper concentrates on the integration of
pastures and livestock inwo cropping systems of
Central West (CW) NEW (Forbes, Molong and
CGuulargambone regions) and North Wesr (INW) INSW
(Bellara/ Moree) and reports overall trends from data
collectied,

Regional details and land use
CW NSW

This area 15 awhear-sheep zone, where the soul nopes
and climate lend rhemselves o a diverse range of
enterprise optons, Diversificauen of enterprises Is
a kev strategy that farmers use o reduce sk, Sails
vary greatly across and within the regions, with miost
farms having a range of soil types, The most common
stals are the grey vercosabs in the west, which typueally
Bold From TRO-220 mm of plant available water
(PANGY and the red-brown earths which bave 150
L&D mm PAW Soil pH (CaCll) of the soils ranges
from 5.0 on the lighter reds o 840 on the grey clays
and most soils are responsive o phosphorus and
sutphar.

Marive pastures contain medic and native [Jf:'..—nniu]
grass species including Chivrnt, Anstredantionia,
Bothmaciina; and Papaddioen species. The mose popular
improved pasture is lcerne (Medfeape sativn), which
is commaonty established under 4 cover erop and
grazed for 3-4 vears hefore returning to crop:
Subiterranean clover (Trifelien rebtervanesss) 15 alao
found in the southern pares of the reglon.

(hver 5 vears of bhenchmarking dara have heen
collected an land wse in 3 different regions, For the
purpose of benchmarking, tmproved  pastures ard
considered 1o be inrroduced legumes such as
subterranean clover and lucerne, as well as grass
spectes such us phalads {Mhadims agratras) in the higher
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Figure 1. Land use of the top 200, average and bottom 20% of producers in CW NSW.

rammfall areas. Hosvever, in most cases improved

pasrure refers o lucérne, The dira in F'i;:_;un' |
comprite. lind use between top pectirming farmis,
based on percentge return on assers managod
(ROAMY), and thar of the rest of the participating
farms, The figure shows the increasing imporminee
of improved pasmores 2s part of the land use mix
rowards the south and east of the region, This is
because of the higher runfiall that allows a greater
quantity af herter guality pasrure o be grown,
increasing siocking rates and therefore returns per
hectare

It alst highlights thar pare of the success of wp
petforming farms is that they prefer to gely on-either
highercropping intensite and or Inereased improved
pasture areas o produce their profic advanmages. In
all areas, the reliance on unimproved pastures
(unferalised pastures dominated by annoal zandfor
native species) 15 lowest withe the 1op 20% of

producers,

BN NSW

A major feature of this region s the deep black and
grev vertosols which are reneswned for chetr water
holding capaciry (180-260mm PAWC) and inherenr
Ferrilite. Anaval medic is common in the region.
Irmiprewved pastures are not prominent and are langely
confined o the eastern part af the region where there
ate generally greater soll ovpe variadons and sosme of
the soils are nor suitable for cropping, Tmproved
pastures are mainty lucerne and mrodieced summet
grasses such as Bambatsd paroe (Dasicme cofbratun var,
mrascrtkariense), purple prgeon grass [(Natarie ircrariati)

arwl Rhowdes grass (G wayanal,

The land use patterns in Figuse 2 are tor the last 3
viers and indieare chac unimproved pasoures represent
ondy a sorall proporton (20%) of land use ar Bellar
arsed Maoree und around 4005 of the area munaged ar
Goondmwindn. Cropping intensios has been a major

determinant of profitability in this regdon and in many
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instances, pasture ¢ountry Is land that cannoi be
farmed for variows ceasons, rather than a dedicared
pasture per i

Profitability and returns for pasture
versus cropping

Benchmarking provides participanes with valuable
information on returns per hecrare for different
enterprises. Gross margin rerurns inchude costs for
lzboere and machinery 10 ensure thar both dme and
machinery investmenr are accounted for when
comparng the performance of one enterprise agamst
another,

Table 1 summarises average measured enterprise
atoss marging over a number of vears for different
O NENW Jocalities, Data are gross marginsg per
heerare and highlipht the degree chat top performers
signiticantly curperform their peers, Average returns
fromm whear ave higher than the alternanve Ivestock
enterpriscs, bur these crops are generally grown on
the best land, which would also support improved
pastures. The Forbes and Molong dara demonserare
that unless farming areas are available in sufficient

seile and farmers do the job exteemely well (e, are
in the top 20% of croppers) they are just as well off
runmirge stock, given the higher stocking rares thar
can be supported. However, if cropping was not part
of their business, they would alse incur further cosrs
of pasture establishment, as many of the improved
pastutres are currently established under cover crops.

In the Maleng area, which is predominantly more
grizing oentated, the level of improved pastore
{60170 s avery important determinant of overall farm
profitability, Top performing producers had higher
levels of improved pasture, ran marginally higher
stocking tates, and had higher ROAMY (Table 2),
This was mamly hnked to betrer antmal performance
as a result of improved pasmares

Integration of pastures into the cropping system in
W NEW s linuted due to the larpe dispanoy benween
grazing returns {predominately beef) and cropreturmns
{Table 3. It iz only where soil tvpes do not lend
themselves to high vields thae greang returns can
compete since the cropping soils can hold larger
amounts of PAN allowing for profitable crop growth,
Currently, there are no perennial pasture varieties
avatlable thar can achieve a comparable result tor

Table 1. Enterprisc gross margin comparisons (3/ha) of the top 20%, average and bottom 20% of producers ar
Gulargambone (7 years data), Forbes (7 vears data) and Molong {3 years duata) in CW NSW

Calargamlone

Top 20M Averae Thertzom Top 2004
201%
Mering breeding. 33.27 1958 an 12
Prime lamh TEO0 4133 a7 17547
Breer brecding .44 [ 35K 151 5740
Buef trading S0 A58 F5.52
Wheat ' 234.73 121.55 30T 206,01

Furhes Mlilcing

Avernge Bottom Top 201 Awerape Borom
200 200

ALY (6D 22950 161 1176

B1.74 2426 [ G4 R3O0 -23.43

17.53 -31.43 13705 ~f B2

Ta45 5101 27308 G2 -7

Table 2. Improved pasture (% of arca managed), stocking rate {DSE /ha) and operating return on assets managed (%)
of the wp 200, average and boom 20% of producers in 3 disericrs of CW NSW

Srecking Bare (T0SE hag

%

Ciperating Fewarn (M)

Top 20%  Average Herrrom Top 20%:  Average  Bonom Top XM Averape [Bottom
2004 2 AEh
Crulargamlone ) 15 [ ey 33 4 Pl R A5
Forhes 4% 45 37 a0 B2 a4 2 34 1.7
Molong Gl 54 5 1A 3o 4,3 n2 B

Table 3, Gross margin comparisons ($/ha) of the top 20%, average and bottom 200 of producers at Bellata (3 vears

data) and Goondiwindi (2 vears data) in NW NSW

Bellara Croondiwanedi
Top 206 Averppe Borrromy 2005 T 20% Average Bt 2030
Bt brecding Hao07 3085 L0_RS G327 3393 130
Beel reading - - 8327 AR92 36,00
Sorghum 20444 b33 -Al:5 R AL LA !
Whear Aa.45 147.71 -TRGR 411.32 s, 24 4632
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stock, Addidonally, stock tend to have @ negative
impact on soil structure on these soils, further
hindering a suirable crop-stock system,

Lucerne and wheat in CW NSW

Farmers have found that lucerne 1s the maost versanle
of the improved pastures, parocularly where it is
ntegrated into a cropping svstem. The benefits of a
lucerne ley include:

L Sigmificant accumulanon of nitrogen (N) over the
lev, which is subsequently used in following crops,
The W response is apparentin wheit ceops up o
3 yvears after the ley,

2 Large reducrion in weed seed bank through
grazing pressure, reducing the requitcment for
expensive in-crop weed control,

300 An important disease breeak for Ve crown
rot which has an inoculum survival period of =2

yveurs and impacts sipnificantly on crop vield.

The combinanon of these henefits means that 1 2
farming rotation, growers are able to symficandy
increase vields and returns in compatison o farmers
growing continuous wheat, This is particularly
important i the lower rontall aress where alternative
crups such as canola arc cither not able e he grown

Table 4. The financial benefies of lucerne in the rotadon
with wheat in the Gulargambone region (199721999

Tiog: ¥ Averape Bottom
20560
Yield (o hal A4 248 L7
Comtsdha (3 at | 78,79 183,75 238
Giroiss Margin ($/ha) LN 21151 3788
W Provions oy i lueernge &2 20 i7

W Previous crop - whear 23 47 G2

orcarry a higher risk of failure. The financial benefits
o lacerne in the rotation in the Grulargambone regon
are summarised 1o Table 4.

Table 4 indicares thar whear profirability is greatly
increased by the use of lucerne ina routon, Tyvpically
the lev 18 3-5 years; with lenger levs generlly having
a prearer vasion of grass weeds and reduced N
storage. Top performers who consistently have a
higher percentape of their wheat crop following
lucerne were able to produce vields double those of
the bottem group of farmers. This bottom group
consistently have a high percentage of their wheat
arci tollewing a wheat crop,

3

Whilst the benefiss of integranng lucerne into the
wheat growing svstem were well demonstrated, the
expected grazing benefits were not being captured
by producers. Stocking rates do not vary significantly
berween top performers and their peers despite their
greater rebance on improved pasture (Table 23 Thas
in partwas due to the large paddocks, which do no
lend themselves to the grazing management necessary
to get ethicient utiisavon from the lucerne withour
temporary subdivision.

A rotadonal grazing svstem that allows significant
defoliaton, followed by regrowth and replacement
of roor reserves 15 essenual to maximise productivity
of lucerne, Conversely, leab drop and apieal
dominance, which reduces foliage proweh, are
common occurrences in the region, suggesting thar
producers who are using lucerne in their rotations
could substantially increase their rerurns through
improved grazing management,

Limitations to pastures and grazing in
NW NSW

M major limitagdon o the adoption of this rotational
systerm in NWONEW is larger paddocks, Furthermore,
o the deep vertosol soils, a long medsture recharge
period is needed due to lucerne’s shilicy 1o extract
menstuee trom the profile. Data from the Jimbour
Plain show rthar the soil profile was still not tully
recharged up to 11 months atter spraving out lucerne
(. Whish and M. Dalgleish pers. comm.). This has
important implications for the northern cropping
belt, where sipnificant amounts of stored moisture
friom summer dominant rainfall are required for
WINEEr Cropping

Conclusions

Top performing farms generate higher levels of
profitability by consistently producing enterprise
gross margns double that of their peers: Their focus
on producovity is supported by a higher reliance on
improved pastures in the Ceniral West and a higher
cropping maensity in the MNorth Wese. On heaver seals
and lower fﬂiﬂi—a“ EnvIFONIEntS CTOTP returns exceed
those achieved by grazing: The role of pastures and
their integration with cropping 15 more crucial in the
Central West where livestock returns compete with
averdge coopping returns, In the Central West, lucerne
has been shown o be a valuable addinon to the farm
program providing substanual crop vield benefits and
improved returns,



