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INTRODUCTION

There has been increasing recognition of the potential for enhanced management of grazing lands in
northern Australia (Queensland, Northern Territory and Kimberley region of WA) to meet the goal of
sustainable beef production. This has been largely driven by concern over declining land condition in
many areas. This concern has matured somewhat to include the critical link between land condition
and production, and the threat to sustainable carrying capacity that comes from declining land
condition. At the same time, there is also interest in optimising the use of pasture, eg, through
development of infrastructure (waters, fencing), through more pro-active management of stocking rate
and use of grazing systems, and through pasture development. In fact, achieving production goals
while looking after the health of the land has arguably become the major on-property issue for beef
enterprises.

The gradually increasing demand for better information and decision tools in grazing land
management has been accompanied by investment into relevant R&D. However, a general view is
that there has been limited uptake of information and ideas from this investment in R&D, and this
perception is now limiting further investment into strategic, long-term R&D. The reasons for low
uptake include issues like: the lack of any comprehensive, ecologically-based framework to guide
practical decision-making in grazing land management; insufficient emphasis in research and
extension on issues of rangeland management; low level of awareness of R&D outputs and outcomes
amongst beef producers.

To help address this lack of impact from R&D, we have worked with Meat and Livestock Australia
and representatives from a range of organisations (QDPI, QDNR&M, Tropical Savannas CRC,
CSIRO, NT-DPIF) to develop an education product that specifically addresses the needs in grazing
land management identified by beef producers in northemn Australia.

THE GRAZING LAND MANAGEMENT (GLM) EDUCATION PRODUCT

Several organisations, including Meat and Livestock Australia MLA, QDPI, and the DPIF (NT),
identified the need for a concerted effort to build a ‘product’ that would enhance management of
grazing lands in northern Australia. We saw that this “product” needed to include:

» the principles, concepts, and relationships underlying sustainable grazing land management

= the technical process or framework that supports planning, decision-making, and implementation

» design and delivery that would both attract and satisfy producers.

The scope of the project included all dry-land, pasture-based enterprises and covered all aspects of
grazing land management (GLM), especially grazing management (numbers and types of animals, and
their temporal and spatial distribution); land development and maintenance practices (management of
trees/shrubs; fire; pasture improvement; weed management); and landscape health and biodiversity

Our strategy had 2 parts. Firstly, to use existing project work being undertaken in the Burdekin region
and the Victoria River District as a guide to providing the substance in the product (that is, the
principles and concepts of sustainable management and the related decision tools). Secondly, to use a
market research approach (see Blakeley et al. 2000) for assessing requirements of the ‘market’,
thereby identifying priority outcomes and issues for producers, operational staff and stakeholders.
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MARKET RESEARCH

The market research was in 2 stages, the first was qualitative research to identify the 25-30 general
outcomes for grazing land management that were important to cattle producers. The second stage was
quantitative, and provided a ranking of the 25 outcome statements generated by producers. The
research allowed the ranking to be analysed in several ways, including by region, by type of
enterprise, by size of enterprise, and by gender. The highest priority outcomes for beef producers
across northern Australia included:

» Knowing how to increase the better pasture plants and discourage less desirable ones

» Knowing how to assess pasture quality and quantity to manage feed supply

*  Knowing how to assess land condition to manage for long term productivity

* Having practical ways of varying stocking rates to match animal requirements with feed supply

* Knowing how to determine the financial implications of grazing land management options

Of course there were significant regional differences and these have helped guide deviopment of the
product.

Research of stakeholders (industry organisations, R&D organisations, environmental lobby groups)
and operational staff (those in the public and private sectors who will deliver the product) showed that
the vast majority saw better education in GLM as a high priority. They were generally unhappy with
current efforts in GLM education. Interestingly, about 80% of these respondents believed that the
program should assist land managers to show they are meeting duty of care obligations.

PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT AND TESTING

The product has 2 major themes: the health of the land and productivity. It provides the principles and
concepts of GLM, with local examples/case studies; steps, processes, and information for development
of a GLM plan for each participating property; support for implementation on-property.

The core part of the program will be accessible in either face-to-face delivery (eg, 3-day workshop) or
in distance education format. The project team has developed the product for 4 regions, in the first
instance: Katherine, Burdekin, and Bumett regions, and the Mitchell grass country of Queensland.

These regions were chosen because they already had on-going R&D work that could support
development of the concepts, relationships and decision tools that would underpin the product. It is
important to note that the development of this product has been reliant on the outputs of past and
current R&D. We were dependent on the cooperation and good-will of agency staff and producers
within each region to share information, ideas and decision tools.

Information and decision tools are built around 7 major topics: Understanding the grazing land
ecosystem; Managing grazing; Using fire; Managing tree-grass balance; Pasture development;
Controlling weeds; and Bringing it all together. The emphasis is on providing the best-available
information in an interactive process, with continuous reference to analysis of a case study property.
Participants are encouraged to relate each session to their own property, and to commence the
inventory and analysis process that leads to identification of management options. Assessment of the
financial implications of each management option is emphasised through-out.

The pilots of the program have been very successful, and we anticipate the product will be available
through MLA’s Edge network towards the end of 2002. We are now planning the customisation of the
GLM product to other regions of northern Australia.
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