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FFiinnaall  RReeppoorrtt  
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PPrroojjeecctt  OOvveerrvviieeww//SSuummmmaarryy  ttoo  DDaattee  
 

The $avannaPlan Program includes a suite of extension methods to build the prosperity and 
sustainability of the beef industry in the northern Gulf.  These methods include Programmed 
Learning (3 day training packages), Information Access (field days/forums), Consultant/Mentor 
(one on one), On-property Demonstrations, Producer based groups and on-line learning.  Field 
days and training packages improve producer awareness, knowledge and confidence while 
Demonstrations and One on One delivery focus on practice change.   
 
The beef industry continues to be under substantial economic pressures with rising costs, static 
cattle prices and average debt levels in excess of $1.1M.  Most beef producers spent more 
than they earned in 6 of the last 7 years.  These pressures often result in overstocking in an 
attempt to maximise income.  Therefore the $avannaPlan Program continues to highlight the 
link between overstocking and decreased herd productivity.   
 
Of the 10 new $avannaPlan properties, 5 are actively reducing stocking rates and 3 are doing 
some wet season spelling.  Through on-going contact, the Beef Team is supporting changes in 
land, herd and business management on 27 existing $avannaPlan properties.   
 
121 beef producers/stakeholders from 40 enterprises participated in 4 industry forums held in 
the Northern Gulf.  Extensive land condition monitoring was conducted across the region 
including the Ecobeef, Q-Graze, flood and State of the Region sites.  
 
The first web-enabled Camtasia package (Managing Breeder Condition) was developed and 
posted on the Northern Gulf and FutureBeef websites.   Grazing and natural resource 
management Camtasia packages will be developed in 2012.   
 
The Beef Team has spent considerable time advising senior DERM Vegetation Management 
staff to develop a more practical approach to fenceline clearing.  Fencelines in the savannas 
cost around $5000/km and landholders need to be able to protect this asset.  A facility to 
legally clear fencelines to a width of 1.5 times the tree height (on that land type) is a practical 
approach that would protect fences from every day tree fall and during extreme events 
(cyclones).   
 
Over the past 14 months the Beef Team has focused on improving landholder participation in 
the mapping and $avannaPlan Programs in the north of the region including the Mitchell River.  
This includes assisting Brynn Matthews with industry workshops and Jeff Shellberg/Andrew 
Brooks with the extension of gully erosion research on the Mitchell River.   
 
Two pasture trials to investigate the establishment of Floren Bluegrass on flood damaged clay 
soils began on Broadwater and Guildford.  Floren establishment is promising on some land 
types on Guildford.  
 

 
 
 

$avannaPlan focuses on sustainable land management and herd 
productivity.  Technologies like dung analysis are used to assess feed 
quality and refine supplementation strategies.  
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Property maps, including paddock and land type 
areas, are an important grazing management tool 

Darcy Cowan of Oakleigh Station – 3P 
grasses are returning thanks to a wet 
season spelling program 

Tom and Christine Saunders on Whitewater use preg 
testing to improve breeder performance and use 
annual wet season spelling 
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PPrroojjeecctt  KKeeyy  AAcchhiieevveemmeennttss  

 

 
$avannaPlan Milestones: 
 
10 new participants engaging in the $avannaPlan  

 10 new participants engaging in the $avannaPlan Program covering 285,000 ha.  Three of 
these properties are in the process of completing infrastructure and land type mapping while 
the remaining properties have outlined their business direction, current production systems 
and identified issues relating to stocking rates and natural resource management.   On-
property and phone/email follow up will continue over the next 12-18 months to support 
changes in land and herd management.  An additional 4 properties have registered their 
interest in land type and infrastructure mapping with Mike Digby and are keen to participate in 
the $avannaPlan program.  

 

 
 
$avannaPlan properties provided with ongoing coaching and support 

 Follow up consultation (via phone, email and property visits) with 27 properties covering an 
area of 575,000 ha. Topics include additional infra-structure (fencing and waters) for wet 
season spelling systems to improve resource condition; improved herd management to raise 
production efficiencies; implementing rangeland monitoring systems; business analysis and 
stocking rate adjustments. 

 The $avannaPlan team is also assisting Whitewater, Greenhills and Blanncourt with 
ProfitProbe to analyse cost of production and profitability.   

  

 
 

Alan Pedersen on Karma Waters.  Peers in 
the beef industry respect Alan and Karen’s 
approach to land and herd management. 
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SOR land condition assessments  

 Ground cover and pasture yield data collected from 304 sites across the Northern Gulf.  This 
was combined with an additional 300 sites from Cape York.  Through GIS interpolation, a 
regional picture was constructed of break-of-season ground cover and pasture yield (see 
below). This data is also being used to validate remote sensing data including the ‘Ground 
Cover Index’ and ‘Aussie GRASS’ outputs. 

 Land Condition assessed on 244 sites across the region including pasture composition, tree 
thickening, weed infestation, soil surface condition and land type carrying capacities.  This 
includes a spread of landscape data from sites established in 2012, 2009 and 2004.  Over the 
next 3 months the Beef Team will liaise closely with Niilo Gobius to interpret the data, 
formulate a regional overview of landscape health and gauge condition change since the 
original assessment in 2004.  However, preliminary results indicate average ground cover 
exceeds 75% and average pasture yield is over 1400kg/ha.  Overall 34% of sites are in A 
condition, 38% in B condition, 26% in C condition and 2% in D condition.  Due to wet season 
road damage and general access problems there are 20 sites across the region not yet 
assessed.  These sites will be completed by mid to late June 2012.   

 

 
 
 
 

Joe Rolfe using a GPS Tablet to record 
‘State of the Region’ site data. 
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Complete land condition monitoring on the EcoBeef sites  

 End of growing season assessments (ground cover, photo, pasture yield and land condition) 
completed across the Einasleigh Town Common and Namuel Ecobeef sites.  The preliminary 
data is very encouraging and clearly shows the benefits of wet season spelling including 
pasture composition change, land condition improvement, pasture yield and ground cover.   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Complete land condition monitoring of QGraze sites  
 All Q-Graze sites reassessed and Access Database being currently being refined to include Q-

Graze and Ecobeef data and photos.  Q-Graze data dates back to 1993.  One site could not be 
located. 

 
Monitor grazing systems impact and land condition recovery on flooded country 
 

 During the 2011 dry season, 47 State of the Region monitoring sites were re-visited. This 
included flood assessment sites, situated on 9 properties in the Croydon area. The data shows 
that the current average land condition of these sites is B/C, with only one being in D condition 
and several being in A. The main discounters were pasture and thickening. The average 
groundcover for these sites was 67 percent.  

 
 In the years following the floods, there has been an increase in annual species, in comparison 

to the perennial species. There was good bulk of pasture observed in the region in the 2011 dry 
season, due to extended wet seasons and conservative stocking by most producers in the 
region post flooding. These conservative stocking rates are being maintained (on most 
properties) as the pastures continue to recover and perennial species return in greater 
proportions. Wet season spelling has also been implemented on many properties resulting in 
improved land condition.  

 
 
 
 
 

Einasleigh Town Common 
Land Condition Change 

(% of sites) 
  A/B C/D  

      
April 2008 24 76 

      
July 2011 84 16 

Namuel  
Land Condition Change  

(% of sites) 

  A/B C 

April 2007 15.5 84.5

      

July 2011 59 41
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Site 279 - in 2010 (above) and 2011 (below).  

 A perennial grass (Golden Beard) made up 60% of pasture yield in 2010.  In 2011, 3 perennial 
grass species made up 70 percent of the pasture yield. 

 Groundcover increased from 75 percent to 80 percent and overall condition improved from C in 
2010, to B in 2011.  

 This site is on a property that has maintained conservative stocking rates and implemented 
some wet season spelling since the 2009 flood event.  

 

 

Coralie, Croydon (2011) 

Coralie, Croydon (2010) 
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Flood Recovery Assistance 
The Beef Team assisted the NGRMG with on-property assessments of 17 applications for flood 
recovery grants.  These projects included fencing, water, weed control, erosion and seeding programs 
to speed up the recovery of flood affected areas.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Deliver 1 beef industry forum/workshop 

 The $avannaPlan team has participated in and presented at 4 industry forums at Georgetown 
(2), Cobbold Gorge, Blanncourt and Gilberton.  These forums were attended by 121 
producers/other stakeholders and included 40 beef enterprises.  Topics included the live export 
ban, cyclone recovery, vegetation management, grazing best practice, wet season spelling 
trials, profitable stocking rates, markets/marketing, heifer/breeder management, herd nutrition 
and herd fertility/genetic selection. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Road and fenceline erosion on ‘Iffley’ 
Allan Smith inspects fenceline erosion 
on ‘Iffley’ 

Erica Blumson discussing grazing 
management options on ‘Beach’ 

Erica Blumson and Allan Smith 
discussing flood recovery projects on 
‘Mittagong’ 

Tim Hoogwerf, Ken Atkinson and Brian Venz 
discuss fenceline clearing regulations post 
Yasi 

Tom Saunders and Ross Delacour at the 
Breeder Management meeting in 
Georgetown  

Gilberton Field Day featuring grazing/cattle 
management, aerial incendiary devices and 
nature refuges 

Fodder budgeting and grazing ‘App’ session 
at Cobbold Gorge Beef Industry Forum 
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Georgetown Breeder Management Meeting  

Georgetown Breeder Management Meeting  
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Blanncourt land and cattle management field day  

Blanncourt land and cattle management field day  
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Web enable 1 landholder/beef producer information package through Camtasia 
 ‘Managing Breeder Condition’ Camtasia completed and package listed on NGRMG and 

FutureBeef website 
 GLM and NRM Camtasia sessions currently under development.  

$$avannaPlanavannaPlan

Managing Breeder Condition
Body Condition Score

Presented to you by Bernie English
(Far North & North-West Future Beef Team)

$$avannaPlanavannaPlan
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PPrroojjeecctt  VVaarriiaattiioonn  

 
No variation 
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2BLLeessssoonnss  LLeeaarrnneedd  

 

 The Ecobeef demonstration sites have reinforced the effectiveness of wet season spelling 
programs in restoring pasture productivity and habitat health. 

 The Blanncourt Climate Clever Beef and $avannaPlan case study demonstrates the impact 
of production systems on land condition, breeder performance, gross margins and 
greenhouse gas emissions (see table below).   The “case study” model on Blanncourt will be 
expanded to 3 additional properties under the new Climate Clever Beef Mark II.  Property 
mapping and an overview of land management/herd productivity will be established on these 
sites through the $avannaPlan Program.  

 
Year   

1996 2011 

Breeders 2270 1533 

Weaners 1066 (46 %) 1060 (69 %) 

Average annual 
liveweight gain (kg/hd) 

60-80 kg 140-180 kg 

Cow deaths 190 38 

Liveweight Turnoff (t) 222.6 t 405.7 t 

Greenhouse gas 
emissions 

25.1 kg CO2e / kg 11.7 kg CO2e / kg 

Land in A/B condition 15 % 85 % 

      

Gross Margin   93 % increase 

 
 A number of properties are still moving into wet season spelling without addressing 

overstocking issues.  In this case, stocked paddocks in the wet season are under very high 
grazing pressures causing a continued decline in land condition and herd productivity. 

 Property, herd and business records are very poor across the Northern Gulf.  The Beef Team 
have established closer links with staff from lending institutions in an effort to promote cash 
flow budgeting and improve business record keeping.  Representatives from lending 
institutions are invited to participate in our monthly team meetings.  

 

  

IImmpprroovveemmeenntt  
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Producer attendance at field days and industry forums is often very poor.  The close collaboration 
between the Beef and NGRMG teams needs to continue to ensure industry forums are run at 
appropriate times and include programs that interest beef producers. 
 
In light of the financial pressures on the industry, the delivery team needs to better communicate the 
economic and ecological benefits of lighter stocking rates.  To achieve this we will encourage 
successful producers to host small field days for their neighbours to showcase safe stocking rates, 
wet season spelling, breeder management and record keeping systems.  
 
Advocates in the beef industry play a very important role in influencing their peers.  Based on 
workshop feedback the Beef Team will continue to invite successful beef producers to speak at 
Industry Forums in the Northern Gulf.  
 
Over the next 12 months, the Beef Team and the NGRMG will concentrate on land management and 
business benchmarking with the aim of identifying the links between good grazing/stocking rate 
management and herd productivity/business performance.   
 
The Beef Team has worked closely with Namuel and Whitewater to refine the Delbessie Land 
Management Agreements (LMA).  This includes on-property work to establish paddock monitoring 
and management plans (below) as well as close liaison with the Delbessie team.  The Beef Team, 
Delbessie staff and the owners of Whitewater will meet in July 2012 to make the LMA process 
simpler and more effective.  The continued involvement of the Beef Team is needed to ensure lease 
renewal is practically adapted to the situation on each property.   
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FFuurrtthheerr  IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  
The $avannaPlan and NGRMG Teams compile the “Around the Northern Gulf” section in the 
Northern Muster newsletter. The Northern Muster reaches 2500 beef producers and is distributed 
quarterly. 
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Bushfires: The Silver Lining in the Cloud of Smoke 
Following two extended wet seasons with above average rainfall and an abundance of pasture we have 
all seen an increased number of bushfires this dry season. While it can be difficult to remain positive in the 
face of blackened paddocks there can be upsides to the intense fires people have experienced.  

Most native pastures will respond well to the use of fire. Dry, rank pastures will be reinvigorated and in 
most areas plants will begin to shoot soon after the fire due to the sub soil moisture from the previous big 
wets. The fresh growth will be of higher quality than unburnt areas and as many of you would know, cattle 
will prefer to graze these areas. Limiting the number of stock on these areas will greatly aid in the growth 
of favorable pasture species. If possible it is best to completely exclude stock from burnt paddocks until 
the native pastures have set seed. As a minimum, stocking rates should be considerably reduced. This 
will ensure a healthy and productive pasture recovery which can outcompete less desirable species and 
help keep weed encroachment and woody weed suckers at bay. 

Research conducted has determined the susceptibility of native and exotic species to fire, as shown 
below.  

 

Native Species 

 
High Gutta percha (Excoecaria parvifolia) 

Bread fruit (Gardenia vilhelmii) 
Wattles  (Acacia spp.) 
Yellow wood    (Terminalia platyptera, T platyphylla) 
Currant bush  (Carissa lanceolata) 
Tea tree (Melaleuca spp.) 
Cooktown ironwood  (Erythrophleum chlorostachys) 
 

Low 

 

Exotic Species 

 
High Rubbervine (Cryptostegia grandiflora) 
  Bellyache Bush  (Jatropha gossypiifolia) 
  Parkinsonia (Parkinsonia aculeate) 
  Mesquite (Prosopis spp.) 
            Prickly Acacia    (Acacia nilotica subsp.Indica) 
Low            Mimosa (Mimosa pigra & Acacia farnesiana) 

Fire trials have also demonstrated that follow-up fires a short time after initial burn is highly effective in 
controlling undesirable native and exotic woody species in pastures.   

PHOTO - In this image of a trial site in the Northern Gulf, the area to the right of the track has 
been burned twice in recent years (in 2002 and 2003). It illustrates the effect of burning in 
opening up the mid-storey, which, at this site, was dominated by breadfruit. The eucalypt 
overstorey was not greatly altered. 

 

If you have been affected by the recent bushfires there is a process in place to apply for disaster relief 
funding. Freight subsidies and low interest rate loans are available and eligibility will depend on your 
circumstances. For more information and to find out if you are eligible for this funding please contact your 
local FutureBeef Extension Officers.   

 

For more information contact Far North – North West FutureBeef Team. 

Cloncurry (07) 4742 1311 

Mareeba (07) 4048 4600 
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