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I don’t usually write anything too heavy or 
profound in these Chairman’s columns 

but a recent matter has given me ‘pause for 
thought’. I was sent the draft of a chapter of 
a book that is being written called The Soil 
Will Save Us: How Scientists, Ranchers, and 
Farmers are Tending the Soil to Reverse Global Warming.

The author is an award-winning American author, Kristin Ohlson, who last year 
travelled to Zimbabwe to interview Allan Savory, talked to American farmers 
such as Gabe Brown and Abe Collins, and came out to Australia to interview Dr 
Christine Jones and others.  Well, some of the ‘others’ included a few Evergreen 
Farming members, including yours truly.
I spent three very interesting days escorting Kristin around to have discussions 
with just a small number of farmers and scientists who were actively working 
on soil carbon matters.  I was fascinated by the chapter which included her trip 
to WA, however I was taken aback when she described me as a ‘climate denier’!
Some of you who know me understand that I am in fact an ‘anthropogenic global 
warming (AGW) skeptic’ not a ‘denier’.  Anyone who has had anything to do with 
farming in WA since the early 70’s could not possibly deny that the climate is 
changing.  It’s just the anthropogenic or man-made bit that I am skeptical about.
Anyway this event got me thinking about our most recent summer, where 
parts of the wheatbelt (and other areas of WA) received another large dose 
of unseasonal rain. Now I’m no cropping guy but I sometimes fi nd myself 
wondering about the logic behind what seems to have become the accepted 
norm out there. That is, 100% cropping, high rates of herbicide to kill all those 
summer weeds, then hope for a good break to the season to get the crop in as 
quickly as possible and then hope like hell that you don’t get a frost at fl owering 
time.
I’m wondering whether that is a ‘Farming System’ or a ‘Gambling System’.
I’m not saying that I have the answer to this conundrum but I have recently met 
some farmers who still have stock as an important part of their farming system 
and I have been pretty impressed with their results.
Evergreen Farming has applied for funding for more work on ‘Pasture Cropping’ 
where hopefully farmers may have their cake and eat it too. It is early days but I 
believe farmers have to keep adapting to this changing climate.

Food for thought.

 Cheers Bob

Are you a member?

Become a member and you’ll receive:
  Regular newsletters

  Reduced entry to Field Days and seminars

  Access to research results

  The opportunity to host on-farm trials 
and demonstrations.

For more information contact 
the team at Evergreen.

Application forms can be 
found at:

 www.evergreen.asn.au/join.htm

Committee

Contact us

  President 
Bob Wilson, Lancelin
P: (08) 9655 1055

   Vice President 
Jim Wedge, Binnu
P: (08) 9936 6366

   Marcus Sounness — Borden 
P: (08) 9827 9288

   Rob Rex — Wagin 
P: (08) 9862 6067

   Helen Lethlean — Badgingarra 
P: 0417 672 307

   Erica Ayers — Esperance 
P: (08) 9078 3030

   Bob Leeson — Lancelin 
P: 0427 474 203

   Executive Offi cer 
Erin Gorter
P: 0429 833 752

   Agronomy 
Philip Barrett-Lennard
P: 0429 977 042

  Evergreen Farming 
PO Box 231, Kojonup WA 6395

 F:  (08) 9833 7524
 E:   evergreenfarming@agvivo.com.au
 W: www.evergreen.asn.au

Views expressed are not necessarily 
those of the Editor or the Evergreen 
Committee. Farmer experiences may not 
work for all. Disclaimer: Mention of trade 
names does not imply endorsement or 
preference of any company’s product by 
Evergreen, and any omission of trade 
name is unintentional. 

Welcome
                      from Bob Wilson
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Show us 
your tools.

 
Power Harrow

A lack of winter feed can be an issue in kikuyu pastures. 
Narrikup farmer Harley Webb has purchased a power harrow 
to ‘stir up’ his kikuyu pastures before adding extra clover 
and ryegrass seed.  As the photo shows, it is very effective 
at breaking up the ‘thatch’ of old kikuyu that inhibits annual 
pastures from germinating. 

 
Angus 

     Self Seeder
Pastures that thicken up 
naturally over time are worth 
having. And when animals 
can help that happen, you are 
truly on to a winner. Charlie 
Hick of Narrikup reckons 
he owns a few Angus Self 
Seeders (ASS), and they are 
rapidly spreading kikuyu 
around his farm. This photo shows a heap of tiny kikuyu 
seedlings germinating in dung from one of Charlie’s ASS’s.

Power Harrow

12

 1

1around his farm. This photo shows a heap of tiny kikuyu 
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One of the contributors to 
increased lamb survival is 

the presence of shelter, which helps 
to keep the ewe on the birth site 
longer. This leads to greater intake of 
colostrum by lambs and a reduction in 
the risk of mis-mothering. The other 
benefi t of shelter is a reduction in 
exposure, particularly during cold, wet 
and windy weather. So providing plenty 
of shelter for twin bearing ewes makes 
sense, but how could a producer 
feasibly achieve this?   

using perennials to increase 
lamb survival
Prime lamb producer Zac Roberts, of 
Dandaragan, has found a way using 
perennial pastures. He lambs down his 
twin bearing ewes amongst subtropical 
perennial pastures that have been 
rested to maximise their bulk. So 
effective was this strategy in 2012, 
the average marking rate from twin 

bearing ewes lambing on perennial 
pastures was 178%, signifi cantly better 
than the 150% average achieved from 
twin bearing ewes lambing on annual 
pastures. 

Zac, along with his brother jeremy 
and father Wade, have been sowing 
perennial pastures on the poorer 
sandy parts of their Dandaragan farms 
‘Chelsea’ and ‘Strathmore’ since 2006. 
The area sown has now reached over 
350 hectares, with plans for another 
100 hectares in 2013. What initially 
started out as a way to improve the 
carrying capacity of their poorest 
country has now taken on a more 
strategic role given the large benefi ts 
perennials provide to twin lamb survival 
and the subsequent impact this has on 
the business bottom line. 

The Border Leicester x Merino ewes 
on ‘Strathmore’ are scanned in late 

February and some of the twin bearing 
ewes are allocated to the three 
perennial pasture paddocks in early 
March each year. The three paddocks 
(Garland, Hoskins and Wolba) differ in 
size, soil type and pasture composition, 
and ewe numbers refl ect these 
differences. Wolba, with stronger soils 
and more panic grass, is stocked at 
just under six ewes per hectare, while 
Garland and Hoskin have poorer sands 
and mostly rhodes grass, so are stocked 
at 3 to 3.5 ewes per hectare. 

The ewes, mated to Poll Dorset rams, 
start lambing in late April. They are 
supplementary fed an 80:20 mix of 
barley and lupins from the time they 
enter the perennial paddocks. This is 
trail fed once per week at 2.5kg per 
head per week prior to lambing, and 
then twice per week at 5kg per head 
per week once lambing commences. 
In contrast, the twin bearing ewes run 
on annual pastures receive ad lib hay 
and more grain. Feeding typically drops 
back to once per week in mid to late 
May when the focus is on getting the 
crop in the ground.      

The Strathmore property is blessed with 
plenty of heavier loamy soils that grow 
exceptionally good annual pastures 
during winter and spring. With the twin 

Lifting lamb 
survival with 
perennials

Increasing the survival rate of lambs has been a 
major opportunity and challenge for the sheep 
industry in recent years. The uptake of ultrasound 
scanning to identify twin bearing ewes, and the 
subsequent improvement in nutrition provided 
to these ewes, has done much to improve lamb 
survival. However, the average industry marking 
rate for twin bearing ewes is still well below the 
potential of 200%.

Grower:  Zac Roberts

Location:  ‘Strathmore’, Dandaragan
Soil type:  Sand, gravel, loam 

and clay
Property size:  3000 ha

Ave annual rainfall:  550 mm

Enterprise mix for 2012:  33% crop, 
66% sheep and cattle

Farm info.

Article by Philip Barrett-Lennard, 
agVivo, Gingin
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bearing ewes running on perennial 
pastures during the autumn, a number 
of these annual pasture paddocks can 
be deferred at the break of the season. 
When they have produced a sufficient 
amount of biomass, the twin bearing 
ewes are moved off the perennial 
pasture paddocks and into these 
deferred annual pasture paddocks. This 
transition typically takes place sometime 
between early june and mid july each 
year, depending on the season. In poor 
seasons, the ewes are kept on perennial 
pastures longer and supplementary 
feeding maintained. In good seasons, 
like this one, ewes are put on to 
flourishing annual pastures sooner, as 
the feed quality and subsequent lamb 
growth is significantly higher on annual 
pastures (if there is plenty of it). 

Managing the poorer country
The Roberts’ aim to market all their 
prime lambs directly off their mother, 
so rapid lamb growth during winter and 
spring is critical. As a consequence, no 
ewes are run on the lower digestibility 
perennial pastures during late winter 
and spring. The poorer feed quality of 
the perennial paddocks at this time 

LEFT: The perennials provide plenty 
of protection for new born lambs.

INSET: 2012 sown Gatton panic and 
kikuyu mix.

ABOVE: Zac with one of the modified 
points he uses for furrow sowing 
perennial pastures.

Kikuyu 
Stands the test 
of time.

Kikuyu Seed Suppliers
Tamgaree Pastoral Company
Morgan and Debbie Sounness

m:  0427 471 057
p:  (08) 9847 1057

www.tamgaree-kikuyu.com.au

is due to two factors: (1) the 
perennials are C4 grasses with 
inherently lower digestibility, and 
(2) the pastures don’t have much of 
an annual pasture component. As 
a result, these paddocks are only 
lightly stocked during winter and 
spring, typically with a low number 
of cows and calves. 

In early summer, these paddocks 
continue to be used by cattle with 
a couple of hundred weaner steers 
rotated through them during 
December and early january. 
At this time of year, as the feed 
quality of the perennials is superior 
to the alternative of dry annual 
pastures, this enables extra weight 
to be added to the steers prior to 
them being sold to a feedlot in late 
january. The perennials are then 
rested in February prior to the next 
batch of twin bearing ewes arriving 
in early March.

Compared to when these paddocks 
were in annual pasture (comprising 
mostly wild radish and brome 
grass), these paddocks now provide 
significant amounts of summer and 
autumn grazing (compared to little or 
none historically). They do however 
produce less winter feed, but this 
is an acceptable compromise given 
the abundance of productive annual 
pastures on the rest of the farm.  The 

other major change is ground cover, 
with almost zero risk of wind and 
water erosion occurring now that 
the perennials are established and 
anchoring the soil. Historically, these 
paddocks could get very bare over 
summer and autumn.    

Return on investment of sowing 
pastures
Calculating the return on investment 
from planting perennial pastures is no 
easy task. However, given the Roberts 
family are now weaning an extra 0.3 
lambs per ewe from these paddocks, 
at a stocking rate of three ewes to the 
hectare, this equates to almost one 
extra lamb per hectare. That would 
provide an additional $50 to $100 of 
income for minimal additional cost. At 
six ewes per hectare (as achieved on 
Wolba paddock), this equates to almost 
two extra lambs per hectare, providing 
an additional $100 to $200 income 
per hectare. Factor in the reduction in 
supplementary feeding (hay and grain), 
the improved productivity of annual 
pastures due to autumn deferral, and 
the additional weight gain of weaner 
steers over summer, and its obvious 
these once poor performing paddocks 
are now more than paying their way.   

STOP PRESS:  Zac has recently marked 
the 2013 drop lambs from Wolba 
paddock and again got 179%!
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Digging up the dirt 
on dung beetles in 
Australia

Although Australia has 437 species of native dung 
beetle, most of these occur mainly in wooded 
country and not in pasture. These native beetles 
do not cope well with the dung of domestic stock 
grazing open pasture, especially the large, moist 
pads produced by cattle and horses. 

Dr Bernard Doube,
Dung Beetle Solutions Australia

The adult, pupae and brood ball life 
stages of Copris hispanus

Deliberate importation of dung 
beetles to Australia by CSIRO 

began in the 1960s.  Dr George 
Bornemissza, prompted by memories 
of dung-free cattle pastures in his 
native Hungary, gained support for the 
idea that the accumulation of dung on 
Australian pastures was due to the 
absence of a dung beetle fauna that 
effectively buried cattle dung. 

The benefi ts of effective dung burial 
were intuitively obvious. They included 
removal of pasture-smothering dung 
pads, recycling of nutrients, improved 
soil health and structure, better 
infi ltration of water and reduced run-off. 
An additional proposed benefi t was 
the biological control of dung-breeding 
buffalo fl ies and bush fl ies.

Biocontrol of the bush fl y in southern 
Australia has been an outstanding 
success, but the buffalo fl y is still 
abundant, despite the activity of many 
dung beetles. 

Although there was some effort by 
CSIRO to quantify the value of the 
benefi ts of the dung beetle program, it 
was nearly 40 years before fi eld trials by 
ex-CSIRO scientist Dr Bernard Doube 
of Dung Beetle Solutions Australia 
conclusively quantifi ed an extensive 
catalogue of beetle benefi ts in the soil 
environment. 

An emerging benefi t is increased 
levels of soil carbon due to dung burial, 
extra root growth, and the possible 
incorporation of biochar into dung 
buried by beetles. 

Different types of dung
Dung beetle species show distinct 
preferences for particular types of 
dung, although there is overlap between 
species and some species are fussier 
about dung type than others. In Africa 
there are dung beetle species for every 
type of dung, with some species using 
a number of types of dung (e.g. horse 
and cow). 

Introduced beetles and 
domestic stock
The Australian Dung Beetle Program 
selected beetles that were well adapted 
to cattle dung.  However, many of these 
species also colonise other types of 
dung, and may even prefer these other 
types. For example, the european 
beetle G. spiniger is about 20 times 
more abundant in traps baited with 
fresh horse dung than in those baited 
with fresh cow dung, while its european 
compatriot Bubas bison is caught in 
similar numbers in traps baited with 
horse and cow dung. Yet both species 
can be very abundant in regions where 
there are few horses. 

The winter-active southern european 
species Bubas bison appears to be quite 
versatile, colonising and breeding in 
the dung of cattle and horses, and also 
the moist ‘plops’ produced by sheep 
and goats feeding on lush pasture. 
Furthermore, there is growing evidence 
that this species (during winter) is 
also burying dung from the middens of 
alpacas in South Australia, and probably 
elsewhere. 

B. bison is widespread in the southern 
parts of Western Australia but G. 
spiniger has failed to establish, despite 
numerous attempts to introduce it.

In southern Australia, 13 species of 
introduced dung beetles (originally 
from southern europe and South 
Africa) are now established. Most of 
these are found primarily in cow and 
horse dung in the summer.  Their 
activity is responsible for the very low 
numbers of bush fl ies seen in many 
regions of southern Western Australia 
and elsewhere in the wetter parts of 
southern Australia. These summer 
species do not colonise the dry pellets 
produced by sheep and goats. We are 
not sure about alpaca dung in summer 
but need to fi nd out. none of these 
species will consistently bury dog dung, 
but some of the summer species will 
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use it when they are very abundant and 
very hungry. 

CSIRO has introduced some species 
for the summer rainfall regions of 
northern Australia and yet others for 
the winter rainfall regions of southern 
Australia. Few species do well in 
both environments, although there is 
considerable overlap in the even rainfall 
regions of eastern Australia. 

Dung beetles and pasture 
production
Over the past decade, Dr Doube has 
conducted a series of linked trials 
across southern Australia to test the 
effect of deep dung burial on pasture 
production using B. bison, G. spiniger, 

and native Onthophagus beetles. each 
experiment compared three treatments: 

•	 no dung or beetles
•	 dung only 
•	 dung + beetles.

Surprisingly, in none of these trials 
did the dung-only sites produce a 
statistically significant increase in 
pasture production. The small pasture 
growth response to dung on the surface 
of the soil persisted for only a few 
months after pad drop. 

In marked contrast, the pasture 
production from the plots in which 
beetles had been introduced to the 
dung pads increased by 30% to 100% 
compared to untreated pasture. 

However, such percentages can be  
quite misleading. For example, in three 
separate trials in pastures the different 
levels of fertility in the unamended soil 
(Margaret River, WA, and Kuitpo and 
Ashbourne, SA) (producing from one 
to four tonnes per hectare per year 
respectively) the absolute increases in 
dry matter production were similar to 
each other (1.3, 1.0 and 1.0 tonnes per 
hectare per year respectively) and yet 
the per cent increases were 100%, 50% 
and 20% respectively. The Margaret 
River trial showed an average increase 
in dry matter production of 1.3 tonnes 
per hectare per year over two years in a 
degraded kikuyu pasture.

Another trial in South Australia has 
run for more than seven years and, 
even now, each year there is a +30% 
yield response in pastures treated once 
by dung beetles seven years ago (see 
Figure 1). 

It is clear from these studies that 
dung burial by B. bison and G. spiniger 
appears to increase pasture production 
by the equivalent of one or more tonnes 
per hectare per year when extrapolated 
to the whole paddock. Since the surface 
area is influenced by dung pads about 
0.5 m2, it takes about five years for 
the entire surface of a paddock to be 
affected by dung beetle activity (at one 
beast per ha). This benefit has persisted 
for as long as it has been measured (up 
to seven years) in a duplex soil system. 

Future dung beetle options
There are likely to be similar production 
benefits from the activity of all the larger 
(15 to 25 millimetres long) tunnelling 
dung beetles that bury dung deep 
in the soil, although few have been 
investigated experimentally.  

More species are on the way! In the 
next article Dr Doube will talk about the 
two new spring-active species that are 
currently in quarantine in Canberra.   

This article is a modified extract 
from the140+page book Dung 
Down Under: Dung Beetles for 
Australia by Dr Bernard Doube 
and Tim Marshall. The book is 
due out in spring 2013. Pre-
publication orders at $20 per copy 
can be placed by contacting DBSA 
through their website: 
www.dungbeetlesolutions.com.au

The test plots in South Australia 10 months after adding dung and dung 
beetles, showing large growth responses in plots nearest the camera.

FIguRE 1.  Dung burial by B. bison in 2005 increases pasture production 
for at least the next seven years 
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He backed himself to crop into 
160 hectares of kikuyu, 

unaware if it would achieve his aims of: 
1) silvergrass control; 2) reinvigoration 
of the kikuyu and 3); provide a 
profi table cash crop.

Pasture composition changing
Andrew had been growing kikuyu 
pastures for the last seven years to 
protect his non-wetting and poor 
nutrient holding capacity sandy soils 
from the ravages of the strong winds, 
common year round in esperance.  

Whist it was doing a great job of 

stabilising his paddocks, the kikuyu 
was starting to stagnate. It no longer 
provided a summer fl ush of feed and 
was actually inhibiting winter feed 
production.  

Silvergrass was also on the march. It 
was changing his pasture composition 
to one dominated by weeds, instead 
of the serradella that Andrew had 
originally sown. Looking for a solution 
to these challenges and with a 
projection of strong canola prices, he 
decided that canola would be the best 
cropping option.

Pasture cropping with canola 
seen as the solution
Andrew believed Triazine Tolerant 
canola would work best and enable 
herbicide choices that would control 
silvergrass.  He decided on a short to 
medium season variety (Stingray) on the 
basis that it was likely that the kikuyu 
would be regrowing in spring and be 
competing for soil moisture during 
pod fi ll.  He was also chasing a variety 
suitable for direct harvesting, to avoid 
the kikuyu inhibiting swathed canola 
being picked up effi ciently.

On the 1st May, Andrew aimed to 
chemically induce dormancy in his 
kikuyu and used Gramoxone (1.5L/ha) to 
knock down the kikuyu and silvergrass.  
Seeding occurred from the 10th to the 
16th of May — the canola was seeded at 
5kg/ha with 100kg/ha of MacroPro extra 
fertiliser (n:P:K:S  10:11:11:10). 

Further spraying took place on the 
5th july with the herbicides Atrazine 
(1.1kg/ha), Simazine (550g/ha) and 
Select (250ml/ha) applied for kikuyu and 
silvergrass control. At this point, the 
kikuyu was still growing and competing 
with the canola seedlings. 

Later in july, Atrazine (550g/ha), 
Simazine (550g/ha) and Select (350ml/
ha) were applied again for further 
silvergrass control and to help maintain 
the kikuyu at a level of dormancy where 
it was not competing greatly with the 

Pasture cropping 
boosts kikuyu pasture 
productivity

With very little research to go on, Esperance Angus 
stud breeder Andrew Kuss, took the ‘bull by the 
horns’ and embarked upon a mission to increase 
the productivity of his stagnant kikuyu pastures.

Grower:  Andrew and Fiona Kuss

Location:  ‘Isola Vista’, Esperance
Soil type:  Non-wetting deep sand 

to shallow gravel
Property size:  520 ha

Ave annual rainfall:  550 mm

Enterprise mix for 2012:  70% pasture, 
30% crop.

Farm info.

Article by Michelle Handley and Greg Warren, 
Farm and General, Esperance

FIguRE 1.  ‘Isola Vista’s’ monthly rainfall fi gures for 2012
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canola.  nutritionally, the crop was 
managed in the same way as a regular 
canola crop with nitrogen and sulphur. 

Late rains, hot dry conditions, 
hail… at least he had the kikuyu
Although the canola crop was seeded 
in mid-May, it didn’t germinate until 
good rain was received in mid-june. 
This meant that even though a shorter 
season variety was used, it was set 
up to have to compete against the 
regenerating kikuyu for moisture and 
nutrients during fl owering and pod 
fi ll.  As a result, Andrew suspected this 
would result in a yield penalty.

Climatic conditions had a further impact 
on yield with the hot and dry conditions 
that prevailed from the second half 
of September through until mid-
november, right when the pods were 
fi lling (see Figure 1). To make matters 
worse, esperance experienced a three 
day period of 70-80 km/hr winds in mid-
november, just prior to harvest, which 
resulted in signifi cant pod shatter to 
Andrew’s crop. 

When harvest commenced, the canola 
yield was poor, averaging 800kg/ha.  In 
the end only 25% of the canola crop was 
able to be harvested before a signifi cant 
hail storm resulted in 80% grain loss 
onto the ground, as calculated by the 
insurance assessor. 

not surprisingly, Andrew’s expectations 
on income from the canola crop were 
not met and when the gross margin 
for the crop was calculated, which took 
into account all growing costs, a loss of 
approximately $60/ha was realised.

grazing returns encouraging
Fortunately, Andrew was not growing 
the canola for grain yield alone. The 
level of silvergrass control and kikuyu 
reinvigoration he was hoping for was far 
in excess of his original expectations. The 
value of the enormous amount of feed 
available after harvest was twice that of 
the loss incurred from the canola crop. 

Immediately following harvest, Andrew 
introduced 55 breeding cows and 130 
calves onto the reinvigorated kikuyu. 
They ended up grazing the area from 
early December through until mid-April, 
a period of 140 days, before they were 
put onto an annual pasture paddock.  

Autumn rain in March 2013 resulted in 
another burst of growth in the kikuyu 
coupled with a signifi cant serradella 
germination which was the best Andrew 
had ever seen on his property.  

The carrying capacity was 13.3 DSe/ha 
for this summer/autumn grazing period, 
which equated to 1862 DSe grazing days/
ha.  As a result, the grazing return was 
approximately $128/ha and there was 
barely a silvergrass plant to be seen. 

In addition to the direct grazing return 
provided by the reinvigorated pastures, 
Andrew was also able to signifi cantly 
reduce supplementary feed costs.  

His summer and autumn hay costs 
were signifi cantly reduced from $16,500 
(ie 150 rolls @ $110/roll) to zero and 
his pellet requirement was halved.  
Andrew continued to provide some 
supplementary feed for his cattle to 
maintain the growth rate of the stud 
calves to ensure they were ready for his 
annual bull sale.

In refl ecting on the outcomes of 
cropping canola in to kikuyu, Andrew 
said from a cash crop point of view it 
wasn’t successful.  However, from a 
total enterprise point of view it was 
advantageous in terms of reduced feed 
costs and improved pasture productivity. 

On the back of this experience and 
armed with the confi dence that he can 
maintain maximum Kkikuyu productivity, 
Andrew is planning to increase stock 
numbers by cropping into it at least 
every three years.  

In the future Andrew is adamant that 
if he seeds a cash crop like canola or 
a forage crop into kikuyu again he will 
use Glyphosate, rather than Gramoxone 
as a knock down, and he will do it 2–3 
months earlier to help conserve soil 
moisture from the summer and autumn 
rains that commonly occur in the 
esperance region.   

As far as Andrew is concerned perennial 
pastures are a ‘no brainer’ for his sandy 
soils and wind exposure, and pasture 
cropping has a role to play in their 
management and productivity.  

The pasture composition Andrew was hoping to achieve by cropping canola into 
his kikuyu. Lush kikuyu growth after harvest (left), kikuyu and serradella, and no  
silvergrass after autumn rain (right).

The Grain & Graze 2 project is supported 
by GRDC and DAFF through funding from 
the Australian Government’s Caring for 
our Country programme.
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Over the last three years they have 
been very active, hosting several 

on-farm trial and demonstration sites, 
in an effort to fi nd perennial pastures 
that fi t in with their holistic farming 
vision.   

What perennials have you 
tried before? 
Tagasaste (1995):  Tagasaste was 
direct seeded on areas of lighter sand 
to address wind erosion and to fi ll the 
autumn feed gap for cattle. We are 
happy with the initial plots, and with 
cattle grazing, minimal management 
(e.g. cutting) is needed.

Tall wheat grass (2010):  We 
established 40ha of tall wheat 
grass (TWG) on marginally 
saline land that had not been 
cropped for 20+ years, as 
the bare areas were getting 
barer.  The major focus was 
to establish ground cover to 
reduce erosion and lower the 
water table. Despite the driest 
year on record, the success 
of the TWG was outstanding! 
Seed has been harvested in 
subsequent years from this 
stand and used to seed other 
areas on the farm. 

Diversity is the 
key for the 
Kowald’s

For Geoff and Bev Kowald of Carrolup, west 
of Katanning, the driver to start incorporating 
perennials into their farming system was a 
desire to increase profi tability via reducing input 
costs, while dealing with rising soil acidity and 
aluminium toxicity. 

Grower:  geoff and Bev Kowald 

Location:  Carrolup, west of 
Katanning

Soil type:  Vary from light sandy 
to medium loam 

Property size:  1468 ha

Percentage cropped:  45%

Percentage arable:  90%

Ave annual rainfall:  440 mm

Enterprise mix for 2012:  Merino sheep (2500) 
and cattle (80)

Farm info.

Interview conducted by  Marianne Perrie, 
Katanning Landcare Centre

ABOVE AND TOP: Geoff 
Kowald and Marianne 
Perrie inspect the excellent 
stand of tall wheat grass 
after harvest in early 2012.
LEFT: A blockage with the 
airseeder shows just how 
good the tall wheat grass 
stand is!
RIGHT: Chicory looking 
good following early 
autumn rains in 2013. 
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Our expertise at 
your fingertips.

Our area managers have extensive 
training and local knowledge. 
We can tailor recommendations 
for your farm using the combined 
expertise of CSBP’s agronomists, 
field research, product development, 
fertiliser services and supply chain 
resources.

Visit csbp-fertilisers.com.au or quiz 
your local CSBP area manager about 
your options today.

 

Perennial pasture mix (2011):  A diverse 
mix of Venus lucerne, chicory, plantain, 
Santorini serradella and tall wheat 
grass was planted on this varied but 
mostly sandy 10ha site in june 2011. 
Despite the soil acidity identified through 
the soil testing (including eM survey and 
radiometrics), some lucerne survived. 
Plantain germinated well, grew well and 
recovered well after grazing. 

Sudax and veldt (2011):  A mix of sudax 
and veldt grass was sown in September 
on this four ha sand over gravel site. Due 
to the excellent season, both established 
really well. The sudax provided good 
summer/autumn feed, but summer 
rainfall was not adequate to aid recovery. 
The following year the veldt grass was 
swathed and harvested producing seed 
for future on-farm use. 

Kikuyu and Santorini serradella pod 
(2011):  We planted 80ha of our poorer 
sand to a mix of kikuyu and Santorini 
serradella pod under a barley cover 
crop in September 2011. We had mixed 
results with not much germination 
on the worst of the non-wetting sand. 
However, this paddock is getting better 
and better each year with the kikuyu 
spreading around and thickening up. 

A good result all round, with soil organic 
matter improving and less risk of wind 
erosion over summer and autumn. 

Chicory, veldt, tall wheat grass, 
tall fescue, Charano and Margarita 
serredella, biserrula  (2012):  
Our latest project funded by the 
Southwest Catchments Council is a 
demonstration looking at building 
carbon and addressing sub soil acidity 
and erosion. Several different pasture 
mixes were sown on the different soil 
types, and these were fenced to aid 
future management.  A major aim of  
this project was to demonstrate 
differences between traditional 
fertilisers (MAP, Lime) and alternative 
ameliorants (compost pellets) on 
perennial pasture growth. 

getting sound advice
evergreen Farming’s Phil Barrett-
Lennard suggested we divide the 
paddock up into three separate 
management areas and provided a list of 
suitable pasture species for each area. 
We also sought advice on compost and 
other alternative products from Deb 
Archdeacon from Agronomica. 

The perennial pastures did not establish 
quite as well as we would have liked, 
given the very dry conditions at the time 
of sowing. However, rain received in 
March 2013 has seen more perennials 
germinate, and the existing perennials 
flourish, so with good management this 
paddock looks set to provide a new and 
varied feed source for our sheep over 
summer and autumn.   

We have learnt over the last three 
years that successful establishment of 
perennial pastures is highly dependent 
on soil moisture at seeding and the 
amount of follow up summer rainfall. 
Seeding rates are probably not as 
critical as we use to think, but we do 
need to learn more about the grazing 
management requirements of some of 
the perennials (e.g. chicory) we have 
planted. 

The one thing we do know is that the 
technical advice we have received from 
evergreen Farming has been invaluable 
in helping us get in to perennial 
pastures.  
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Increase stock density 
by increasing crop area

Even sheep studs are moving to high crop 
percentages, but this doesn’t have to come at the 
expense of the grazing enterprise.

Article by Richard Quinlan, 
Planfarm

Kristin and Tracy Lefroy of 
Cranmore Farming are planning 

to grow 3700ha of barley, wheat and 
canola in 2013.  Cranmore Farming 
is situated in the picturesque Miling 
district approximately 20km east of 
Moora, Western Australia. “Barley is 
the best crop as it tends to yield 
500kg/ha better than wheat, no matter 
what the yield is,” says Kristin. “For 
us it works the best, but canola is 
becoming increasingly important due 

to the weed control options it has.” 
They crop 70% of the farm despite 
running 4000 ewes and 150 cattle.  
However things haven’t always been 
like this. 

More crop, but not to the 
detriment of sheep numbers
In the past, a cropping percentage 
of 20% was considered the norm for 
Cranmore Farming. “Rocky outcrops 

and low lying creeks mean that the 
grazing side of the enterprise will 
always be important,”  Kristin says. 
Over the last 10 years the cropping 
area has risen signifi cantly, however 
this hasn’t necessarily come at the 
expense of the grazing enterprise.  We 
have been able to increase our stocking 
rate through the help of the cropping 
business. “While participating in the 
Sheeps Back program a number of 

ABOVE AND INSET: Grazed and ungrazed sections of the Mace wheat crop on the day stock were removed. Photo taken 10 July 2012. 

Grower:  Kristin and Tracy Lefroy 

Location:  ‘Cranmore’, Moora
Soil type:  Sandy loams and 

clay loams
Property size:  5700 ha

Ave annual rainfall:  400 mm

Enterprise mix for 2013:  70% crop, 
30% cattle and sheep.

Farm info.
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management techniques to turn 9DSe 
or greater into a reality.

One technique he trialled last year was 
grazing some of his cropping program 
early in the season to take the pressure 
off his emerging pastures.

Kristin has seen real benefi ts in grazing 
crops, as they allow pasture paddocks 
to be spelled early in the season.  “even 
one week spelling a pasture can make 
the difference between a performing 
pasture and a non performing pasture.” 

In 2012, as part of the Grain & Graze 
II program, Kristin grazed a number 
of wheat paddocks to assess how the 
technique would work on his farm.  One 
of the grazed paddocks was 63ha and 
was compared to a similar paddock 
next door that had similar seeding date 
and fertiliser and chemical regime, that 
wasn’t grazed.

The sheep and cattle were moved into 
the paddock on the 3rd july when 
the crop was at the 3.5 leaf stage and 
removed on the 10th july.  The paddock 
was grazed early and lightly which is the 
key.  At harvest time there was no visual 
effects from grazing them.

years ago, it became evident that people 
with higher cropping percentages were 
able to reduce their hand feeding costs.  
The stubbles were able to supply some 
of the roughage the animals required in 
autumn,” notes Kristin.   

Through the better use of stubbles and 
better grazing management Cranmore 
was able to lift their carrying capacity to  
9DSe+.  The planting of saltbush on the 
river fl ats has also helped achieve this 
by reducing the autumn feed gap.  The 
droughts over the last fi ve years have 
reduced this back to 7.5 DSe, but Kristin 
is confi dent he can lift this back up to 
9DSe or above by better management 
of his grazing systems.  He is still 
unsure where cattle fi t into his grazing 
enterprise.  They do work better on the 
rocky country but fence maintenance 
and handling issues do create more 
work.  “For the moment they are 
staying,” he comments.

New management techniques to 
get more from the system
However, if you do what you have 
always done you will get what you have 
always got, so Kristin is looking for new 

The results showed that grazing his 
wheat crops early in the season resulted 
in little or no yield penalty (i.e. less 
than 100kg/ha yield penalty). It allowed 
Kristin to spell his pasture paddocks 
so they could recover and grow.  The 
paddock in question was grazed with 
70 cows and calves and 250 dry ewes 
to give a total of 137DSe grazing days/
ha.  This equated to a grazing value of 
$15.50/ha.  Although this is not a big 
saving, the true value came in allowing 
him to spell his pasture paddocks. “The 
start of the season was dry last year 
and the pasture paddocks suffered.  By 
taking the pressure off these paddocks 
they performed well.  This is the real 
value of grazing crops,” says Kristin.

So what does the future hold for 
Cranmore?
“We are happy with our cropping 
percentage.  If anything we will increase 
stock numbers without increasing 
pasture area through better crop and 
pasture integration,” says Kristin. “We 
will continue to experiment with grazing 
crops and possibly include grazing 
canola”.  

Variety % in Mix Comments

Gatton Panic 70% Productive and persistent drought 
tolerant species with good palatability.

Rhodes 
Grass –  

Nemkat, 
Katambora  
& Callide

30% Quick to establish and moderately 
tolerant of salinity.  

Callide: productive palatable grass 
suited to fertile soils.  

Katambora: productive, more 
stoloniferous grass, suited for  

erosion control.  
Nemkat: selected for improved  
grazing tolerance, later maturity  

and resistance to a range of  
nematode species.

Variety % in Mix Comments

Gatton Panic 60% Productive and persistent drought 
tolerant species with good palatability.

Rhodes 
Grass –  

Nemkat, 
Katambora  
& Callide

20% Quick to establish and moderately 
tolerant of salinity.  

Callide: productive palatable grass 
suited to fertile soils.  

Katambora: productive, more 
stoloniferous grass, suited for  

erosion control.  
Nemkat: selected for improved  
grazing tolerance, later maturity  

and resistance to a range  
of nematode species.

Splenda 
Setaria

20% Hardy, palatable, coastal grass suited  
to sub tropical regions.* Also available with Signal grass.

For further information contact Tim O’Dea, Western 
Australia Territory Manager M: 0429 203 505.

heritageseeds.com.au
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The Department of Agriculture 
and Food WA (DAFWA) MyBeef-

MyBusiness Program (formerly known 
as RedSky) provides beef producers 
with business analysis assistance. 
each business that participates 
receives a confi dential individual 
business report which incorporates 
the business’ fi nancial data as well as 
physical on farm data such as pasture 
harvest. The report displays fi gures 
from the individual business against 
benchmarks for the average of all 
producers involved in the program and 
the top 25% most profi table producers.

The program has been running for two 
years and so far the data has revealed 
that there is a signifi cant difference in 
operating profi t between the average 
and top 25% most profi table producers. 
Importantly the data confi rms that 
it is not price received that is driving 
profi tability (see Table 1). 

Key drivers for profi tability
So what are the top 25% most profi table 
businesses doing to be more profi table? 
The data tells us that the more profi table 
businesses perform in key areas, such as 
kilograms of beef produced per hectare, 
pasture harvest, cost of production and 
labour productivity, resulting in a higher 
operating profi t margin. These are all 
areas that the producer can infl uence 
in their day-to-day management. Many 
beef producers may, therefore, fi nd 

that there is signifi cant opportunity to 
increase their profi tability.

More profi table beef producers have a 
higher stocking rate and produce more 
kg of beef per hectare, resulting in 
higher revenue per hectare (see Table 2). 

One of the ways the higher stocking 
rate and production is supported is 
through harvesting more pasture (see 
Table 3). The higher pasture harvest 
of the top 25% is not related to higher 
fertiliser inputs as there was little or no 

difference in fertiliser costs between the 
average and top 25%. It was in fact due 
to a higher rate of utilisation of pasture 
grown.

Most beef producers only utilise about 
a third of the pasture they grow. The 
remaining feed, which is ultimately 
wasted, represents a resource which 
could be used to support a higher turnoff 
of beef per hectare with a resulting 
increase in revenue. Pasture utilisation 
can be increased at a relatively low cost 

Improving the 
profi tability of 

beef production
There are opportunities for beef producers to infl uence their profi tability by 
focusing on the key profi t drivers of their beef business. Importantly, unlike 
price received, these key profi t drivers can be infl uenced by the manager directly 
through day-to-day decisions made on farm.

Article by  Allison Watson, 
DAFWA, Albany

w w w . e v e r g r e e n . a s n . a u

TABLE 1.  Comparison of price received for average and top 25% 
most profi table producers    

2010–2011 
fi nancial year

Difference

2011–2012 
fi nancial year

Difference
Ave Top 

25%
Ave Top 

25%

Beef value per kg 
(liveweight)

$1.74 $1.71 $0.03 $2.01 $2.03 $0.02

Beef value per head $615 $612 $3 $835 $777 -$58
Operating profi t per hectare $28 $192 $164 $92 $172 $80

TABLE 2.  Comparison of beef production and gross revenue for the 
average and top 25% most profi table producers    

2010–2011 
fi nancial year

Difference

2011–2012 
fi nancial year

Difference
Ave Top 

25%
Ave Top 

25%

DSE per hectare 14.7 16.3 1.6 14.0 17.5 3.5
Beef (kgs) produced per 
hectare 

219.6 284.8 65.2 207.6 260 52.4

Gross revenue per hectare $407 $521 $114 $422 $548 $126



by implementing techniques such as 
rotational grazing. Rotational grazing can 
be simple and cheap to set up and can 
result in more and better quality feed 
being grown over the season. 

Cost of production
The more profi table producers can also 
produce a kilogram of beef for less than 
the average (see Table 4). This is not 
so much a result of lower costs per dry 
sheep equivalent (DSe) but more due to 
the fact that costs (a large proportion 
of which are fi xed costs  in the beef 
business) are spread over the higher 
number of kilograms of beef produced. 
Again, it is important to note that the 
higher kilograms of beef produced is 
supported at a relatively low cost simply 
by utilising more of a resource they 
already have — their pasture.

Cost of production is an important fi gure 
to consider because, not only is it highly 
correlated to profi tability, but it also 
indicates the level of risk to which the 
business is exposed. 

A low cost of production means a higher 
profi t margin enabling the business to 
better withstand price fl uctuations, poor 
seasons and increases in input costs. 

Individual costs
As discussed above, because there 
is little room to cut costs in the beef 
enterprise, one of the best ways to cut 
costs is to increase production. However, 
individual costs should not be ignored 
and should be analysed for cost saving 
opportunities.

Labour and fertiliser costs were two of 
the largest costs to the beef businesses 
in the analysis, representing 25% and 
15% of total costs respectively. using soil 
testing to gain a better understanding 
of exactly what is required to meet 
productivity goals is the most obvious 
way to control fertiliser costs.

Labour productivity is a key area for 
beef producers considering effi ciency 
improvements. The most profi table beef 
producers rate much higher on labour 

productivity, running approximately 240 
more cows per person (see Table 5).

Summary
Kilograms of beef produced per 
hectare is the fundamental profi t 
driver of the beef business. Increasing 
your kilograms of beef produced per 
hectare can be achieved through either 
increasing kg of beef produced per DSe, 
increasing kilograms of beef produced 
per hectare, or both. In the WA analysis, 
producers tended to increase their beef 
produced per hectare via increasing 
their stocking rates. utilising more 
of the pasture that is grown through 
techniques such as rotational grazing 
provided the platform for increasing 
stocking rates. 

How to get involved
An objective business analysis can 
reveal just how your beef enterprise is 
performing on key profi t drivers. From 
the analysis, opportunities within your 
business for increased profi tability 
can be identifi ed.  Beef producers who 
would like to be involved in the MyBeef-
MyBusiness program should contact 
DAFWA beef offi cers Allison Watson or 
Rebecca Butcher, contact details below. 
Data collection for the program begins 
from 1 july, 2013 and participants 
are fully supported throughout the 
process by DAFWA staff. All reports 
are confi dential to the business owner. 
Follow up workshops with DAFWA 
staff and key industry consultants help 
participants get the most out of their 
reports.  Many past participants have 
identifi ed the opportunity to learn from 
discussions with other participants in 
their area and compare results on a 
regional basis as a major benefi t of the 
program.   

TABLE 3.  Comparison of pasture harvest and fertiliser costs for 
the average and top 25% most profi table producers    

2010–2011 
fi nancial year

Difference

2011–2012 
fi nancial year

Difference
Ave Top 

25%
Ave Top 

25%

Pasture harvested (tonnes of 
dry matter/ha)

2.7 3.2 0.5 2.7 3.0 0.3

Fertiliser costs per hectare $56 $53 -$3 $51 $51 $0

TABLE 4.  Comparison of cost of production for the average and top 25% 
most profi table producers    

2010–2011 
fi nancial year

Difference

2011–2012 
fi nancial year

Difference
Ave Top 

25%
Ave Top 

25%

Cost of production per 
liveweight kg  meat

$1.73 $1.16 $0.57 $1.59 $1.44 $0.15

TABLE 5.  Comparison of labour productivity for the average and top 
25% most profi table producers     

2010–2011 
fi nancial year

Difference

2011–2012 
fi nancial year

Difference
Ave Top 

25%
Ave Top 

25%

DSE per person 7,595 11,098 3503 7,247 10,411 3164
Management + staff costs 
per DSE

$6.53 $4.48 $2.05 $6.82 $5.95 $0.87
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For more information:  

Allison Watson, DAFWA, Albany:  
Ph: (08) 9892 8437 
Em: allison.watson@agric.wa.gov.au
or Rebecca Butcher, DAFWA Moora:  
Ph: (08) 9651 0540
Em: rebecca.butcher@agric.wa.gov.au
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Show us 
your grass.

 
Autumn or winter?

The Kupsch family, who farm between Walkaway and 
Mingenew, have sown some of their poorer country to 
subtropical perennial grasses and tagasaste. With good rain 
in March, it was hard to tell during autumn exactly what 
season it was, given the greenness of the landscape.   

 
under sowing

Clint and Kate Ayers at Bokal (south of Darkan) are sowing 
temperate perennial grasses on all their light country. 
Establishing the perennials under a light crop of wheat or 
triticale is one of their favoured methods, as it brings in some 
income while the perennials establish. This photo shows veldt 
grass that was sown under a triticale cover crop in 2012.

 
Rank rhodes

Graham Johnson of Dandaragan didn’t graze these 
perennials over summer to enable the wind-blown parts 
of the paddock to thicken up.  The rhodes grass went rank, 
and attendees at a recent fi eld walk had different views on 
what to do.  Some said mow it to encourage fresh growth, 
while others said use it as shelter for lambing ewes. 

 
Sensational sub

The Esperance area has had a great start with regular rain 
since early March.  Annual legumes with early hard seed 
breakdown such as subclover are very prone to false breaks, 
but thrive in years like this. This dense stand of Nungarin 
subclover is on John Wallace’s farm NE of town, and not 
surprisingly was about to be stocked with sheep at 12 DSE/ha. 

Photo taken 4th April 2013

Photo taken 2nd April 2013

Photo taken 18th April 2013

Photo taken late April 2013

P e r e n n i a l  s u c c e s s  i n  w h o l e - f a r m i n g  s y s t e m s


