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FROM THE EDITOR
Noelene Duckett, 5 Amery Street, Ashburton VIC 3147

Welcome to the final newsletter for this year. This issue
begins with two important articles outlining some exciting
new changes for the Australian Rangeland Society. These
changes are proposed in response to declining
memberships and general Society dissatisfaction. Merri
Tothill’s article summarises several of the ideas which
have been suggested including changing the Council
format from state-based to one with representatives from

across Australia. Council has also suggested several
strategies for re-invigorating the Society including -

developing a communication plan which includes an ARS
website, a special email address for member feedback and

also access to special member-only on-line databases. Rob

Richard’s article explains the new student menbership

rates and also a way for new members to receive free’
membership to the society. These are all exciting’

initiatives from Council which I am sure they would like to
receive feedback on.

Several research articles have also been included in this
newsletter. Andrew Thomson reports on a nine year cattle
production trial undertaken in the southern shrublands of
Western Australia. This study provides good information
on herd performance through a range of seasons under
traditional and modern management. Adam Vine and
David Eldridge highlight some of their findings on rabbit
control in western New South Wales. Their results suggest
that “following the release of RCD (Rabbit Calicivirus
Disease), physical destruction of warrens is essential to
prevent reinvasion by rabbits and reactivation of warrens”.
Additionally, Judy Bean has presented some interim
results on the effectiveness of using brush piles and
‘crocodile’ imprints for restoring native perennial grasses.

The other major article is a summary of the “Yarn’ session
run very successfully at the recent Biennial Conference.
This session featured seven ‘elders’ who provided a great
picture of how the country had changed over their
lifetimes. Christine Campbell, Simon Campbell and Greg
Curran spent many hours condensing the 31 pages of
transcript into the colourful and interesting article
presented in this issue. I am sure you will find it a very
enjoyable read.

As usual, this issue contains a number of other short
articles. of interest to readers including reports from the
recent ARS Biennial Conference and the Northern Grassy
Landscapes Conference. One article that I would like to
draw your attention to is the one promoting the 2001
Eureka Prizes — Australia’s pre-eminent national science
awards. There are 13 prizes on offer in a wide variety of
fields. Perhaps you know someone that you think deserves
a nomination.

I am once again on the lookout for items for the next
newsletter so let me know if you have an article to
contribute. You can contact me at the above address, by
telephone on 03 9885 6986 or via email at
nduckett@ozemail.com.au. The deadline for the next
issue is mid February.

FROM THE COUNCIL -
A BOLD PLAN FOR ARS!

Merri Tothill, Vice President, PO Box 357 Port Augusta
5700.

The current SA Council has been busy considering the
current state of the Australian Rangeland Society, the
feedback received at the Broken Hill Conference and other
subsequent feedback.

The following presents our response to the concerns of our
members, in the form of a Bold Plan for ARS - a truly
national body.

In the plan we propose:

*  Some changes to the current Council format;

¢ Clarification of the role of Australian Rangeland
Society; and ; ‘

*  Some strategies to re-invigorate the Society (also see
the following article by Rob Richards).

We need to hear your comments on the proposals — are we
on the right track? Let us know by replying through the
special email address, set up for this purpose -
range_reply@hotmail.com

Changes to Council

Proposal
That Council includes 7 members, to reflect the national,
inclusive and skills based membership.

Discussion

ARS is a National Body, it should have a National
Council, made up of membership from each state. This
may provide an opportunity to the Victorian and
Tasmanian rangelands.

Strengths of this approach:

*  Spread responsibility for decision making and action
more evenly across membership;

* Opportunity to maintain continuity of Council
membership and Council members can develop skills
and profile;

* Limit the loss of corporate knowledge that occurs
every two years as Council moves from state to state;
and

* Lless pressure on smaller (population and
membership) states to take on the “whole of Council”
role.

Weaknesses include:
* Difficulties in managing day to day administrative
procedures.

However, we believe that this concern maybe overcome
through good communication and a clear definition of
Council member roles. The current Council also needs to
hear from “founding” members as to the reason for
originally moving the Council from state to state.
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Key criteria for Council membership should include:

*  Membership of Australian Rangeland Society;

¢ Business management skills;

*  Geographical/regional spread;

*  Experience and understanding of rangeland industries;

*  Environmental expertise/experience;

+ Strong links to all stakeholders/understanding the
needs of diverse stakeholders; and

*  Desire to contribute to the Society.

Term of the Council — 2 year rolling membership, with
half turnover, maximum of 4 years.

Unique role of ARS

Proposal
To provide a forum for free interchange of ideas and
information among people with interests in the rangelands.

Discussion

The role is based on our understanding of what ARS does
that other groups or individuals cannot or are unable to do.
It is what we do best and reflects how others see us.

Strategies

These relate to the “themes” referred to in Rob’s article.
Council is still working on developing these and their
associated actions.

Following is the list so far (not in any order of priority):

Identity/marketing

* Hold regional forums on specific issues and
disseminate outcomes to range of relevant “clients”;

¢ Liase and establish regular links with the media;

* Develop and disseminate promotional materials; and

*  Sponsor and promote Council approved events.

Communication

*  ARS website

* Specific email address for member’s feedback and
information exchange

* Access to online database of member’s expertise
available to members only.

Membership incentives — outlined in detail in Rob’s article.

Business/Financial Plan

¢ Initial financial assessment

¢ Determine costs of implementing strategies
*  Determine priorities

¢ Develop tenders as required.

Value Adding to Conferences

* Develop a mentoring system for new
members/students with rangeland “champions”

* Invite guest speakers to address specific “themes” eg
mining, tourism v

* Relate “themes” to sponsorship packages

¢ Rewards for excellence in presentations/posters in
different categories
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* Establish a student forum for presentations during the
conference

* Have 3 rates of conference registration — members,
students and others.

Product Development

*  New brochures/posters

*  New logo!!

* Merchandise for sale eg ties, shirts, stubby holders,
bumper stickers.

Student/professional package

* Includes some of the membership incentives

* Develop a code of ethics/set of standards that
incorporate the Society’s values.

Lets hear what you think — please give the current Council
some assistance.

We look forward to hearing from you on email
range_reply@hotmail.com

GREAT NEWS FOR EXISTING AND
NEW ARS MEMBERS

Rob Richards, Subscription Manager, PO Box 235
Condobolin NSW 2877.

As discussed with members at the Broken Hill conference,
SA Council has been busy focussing on reshaping the
future of the Society. The membership drought is breaking
and the SOI (Sensational Other Incentives) is positive.
Council is putting together a  package of
incentives/rewards for new and existing members of the
Society. These are articulated in a series of themed
strategies that Council has devised (see previous article by
Merri Tothill).

Within the “Membership incentives” theme there is a
package of financial rewards for members such as reduced
ARS conference registration fees and increased
scholarship funding available.

Additionally, there is also a scheme where your
membership the following year is absolutely FREE if you
introduce five new members to the Society. A list of
participating members in the scheme and the number of
new members they have introduced will be printed in the
November Newsletter each year (see below). You must
ensure that the new member you have introduced indicates
on their application form whom they were introduced by.
Council must remind participants that no anti-social or
drug inducements are to be used in persuading new
members. We have one participant already off to a great
start - go Watto, three to go!!

Within the “Student Package” there will be student
membership rates and a range of conference benefits such
as a “mentoring” system and student forum.



The new student membership rates (for an individual or
family) commencing immediately will be as follows:

Australia  Overseas

Airmail

Full (Journal+Newsletter)/Student $65/$50  $85/%65
Part (Newsletter only)/Student $35/$30  $45/$35

As indicated by Merri in the previous article, Council will
also be proud to unveil the future of rangelands
communication within the “Communication” theme.
Members will be part of the first e-rangelands
communication package including rangeland databases,
chat room and web site.

Membership Rewards Scheme

Member New Members Introduced
Ian Watson 2

Exciting times are ahead for the Australian Rangeland
Society. Our members are our strength.

OTHER NEWS FROM COUNCIL

The National Council recently announced two changes to
its personnel. Robyn Cowley was recently elected to
Council as the Northern Territory representative (Council
is due to move to the NT after being in SA). Robyn’s
contact details are as follows:

Robyn Cowley

Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries
PO Box 1346

Katherine NT 0851

Telephone: 08 8973 9749

Fax: 08 8973 9777

Email: robyn.cowley@dpif.nt.gov.au

Vivienne Van Mook has also been elected to Council as
Treasurer following the resignation of Craig Baulderstone.
Viv’s contact details are as follows:

Vivienne Van Mook

Pastoral Board Secretariat

GPO Box 1047

Adelaide SA 5001.

Telephone: 08 8204 8843 / 0419 819 285
Fax: 08 8204 8859

Email: vvanmook@deh.sa.gov.au

THE CUNYU DEMOGRAPHIC
STUDY (1990-1998)

Andrew Thomson , Natural Resource Management Group,
Natural Resources, Forestry and Development Division,
URS Asia Pacific, 20 Terrace Road, East Perth WA 6004

Whilst much is known about the productivity of cattle
grazing in the tropical and sub-tropical savannahs and
woodlands of Australia, information about cattle
production in the semi-arid rangelands has been limited.
That is, until the results of a study in central Western
Australia were published earlier this year.

Cunyu Station, situated in the mulga shrublands of

Western Australia's Southern Pastoral Region, was the site

for a nine-year project that recorded a wide range of

production based information. Specifically, the work has

provided an opportunity to observe herd productivity

under a range of extremes in seasonal variability, and

incorporates recordings from an initially traditional

pastoral Shorthorn (Bos taurus) herd of approximately

2,500 head. Four management activities in particular,

were examined:

1. Vaccination for botulism;

2. Weaning;

3. Mustering efficiency and its impacts on productivity
and management; and

4. The impact of sales strategies and resultant herd re-
structuring.

Land systems

Cunyu station is located approximately 80 km north east of
Wiluna, and comprises 372,400 ha of a range of land
systems and pasture types, most of which are relatively
common to the Southern Pastoral region. Extensive salt
lake systems throughout the centre of the property provide
a matrix of saltbush/bluebush country interspersed with
sand dunes, acacia thickets and palatable semi-perennial
grasses and herbage. These areas are preferred by the
cattle and, following good rains, are excellent country for
fattening. The balance of the property consists of ancient
alluvial sands with mulga hardpan and wanderrie banks
carrying palatable acacias, shrubs and semi-perennial
grasses.

Some areas of the property, which in the past have
supported sheep grazing, contain extensive undulating iron
stone plains with very few useful perennial plants. These
areas have a very low carrying capacity for cattle. Only
about 15 per cent of the total area of the property is useless
for grazing stock. These areas include the stony hills and
the salt lake beds.

Climate

Rainfall averages 236mm and the median is 212mm per
annum, but as typical in all arid rangeland areas, there is a
wide variation around the average. Historically, 60 per
cent of rainfall occurs between February and May, which
stimulates valuable perennial growth providing beneficial
top browse and annual and perennial grasses through to the
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following summer. Winter rain if received, falls in June
and July, and produces short-lived but highly nutritious
annual herbage. Rainfall and seasonal descriptions during
the period of the study are recorded in Table 1.

During the course of this study, two drought periods were
experienced, one in 1990-91 and the other in 1993-94.
The first drought occurred at a time when herd
management reflected a ‘traditional’ style of animal
husbandry. There was no vaccinating for botulism, little
or no weaning, and a predominance of older cattle in the
herd. In contrast to this, the second drought period
occurred when new management practices were in place.
These included vaccination for botulism, weaning,
selective culling of cattle, and a strong emphasis on
minimising the grazing pressure applied by feral animals
and kangaroos.

Data recorded during these two periods has provided an
opportunity to compare and contrast modern management
practices with more traditional methods of cattle
management.

Table 1. Rainfall and seasonal conditions (1990-1998).

Year | Rain Timing of rainfall Seasonal

(mm) Condition
1990 | 229 early summer rain Poor
1991 98 winter rain Drought
1992 | 357 autumn/winter rain Very good
1993 132 winter rain Poor
1994 79 no significant rain events | Drought
1995 395 summer rain Good
1996 | 269 winter rain Fair
1997 | 370 summer rain Good
1998 | 269 winter rain Fair

Infrastructure

Functional infrastructure on Cunyu Station was scarce
when the current managers took over the lease in 1990.
Watering points did not provide grazing access to the
whole property, and were in poor working order. There
were no facilities with which to undertake any sort of
weaning program, and the few cattle yards that existed on
the property were in disrepair.

Since that time, there has been a very strong focus on the
development of such infrastructure. This emphasis has
played a critical role in lifting the productivity of the herd,
and the subsequent profitability of the business.

The key activities have included the development of eight
new watering points with windmills and pipelines in those
regions of the station where cattle were originally unable
to graze without surface water being present. Water-trap
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yards have been installed in eight locations; all of which
have square mile electric paddocks adjoining them. These
yards assist with the mustering process, allowing cattle to
be handled at eight locations instead of four. They also
facilitate weaning programs, ensure that all cattle are
handled within 12 kilometres of where they are mustered,
and increase the ease with which sale cattle can be
assembled.

Current management practices

There is no subdivisional fencing on Cunyu, so cattle are
free-range and remain unsegregated. Consequently, bulls
are always with cows. Most cattle have definite home
areas, and after rain events, they disperse well away from
the windmills onto claypans, creeklines and some large
freshwater pools, which may last for up to eight months.

Mustering is carried out by two musterers with four wheel
drive vehicles. In some instances a plane is used in which
case an extra two to three musterers are recruited. Cattle
are culled heavily for horns and temperament, and sales
are targeted at 400-420 kilogram steers as baby or two
tooth animals into the domestic trade, or more recently into
the live export trade. In reality, a large percentage of sales
fall outside of this range as a result of season, birth date, or
mustering efficiency. On average, female cattle comprise
more than one-third of the numbers sold.

Weaning takes place at most musters, and those calves that
are separated from their mothers are trucked about 20-40
kilometres away from the region in which they were
mustered. They are handled at least four times during the
weaning period to quieten and educate them, and spend
around 10 days in the electric holding paddocks before
being released.

Vaccination for botulism also occurs at each muster with
those animals not having been mustered previously that
year receiving a bivalent vaccination.  Calves are
vaccinated at marking if larger than 50 kilograms in
weight, and re-vaccinated if mustered again during their
first year.

What has the study shown us about cattle
grazing in the semi-arid rangelands?

Indicative herd performance statistics derived
from the Cunyu Study

The Cunyu study provided a wide range of data that has
made it possible to assess herd performance under
traditional and modern management regimes. It has also
given us the opportunity to observe this herd performance
through a range of seasons. Some of these performance
statistics are shown in Table 2.



Table 2. Indicative herd performance statistics derived from the Cunyu study

Herd performance under traditional management practices | Herd performance under modern and improved management
in WA practices
Seasonal conditions Good Fair Poor | Seasonal conditions Good Fair Poor
Mortality rates (%) Mortality rates (%)
Females 10 - 35 Females 5 5 10
Steers 7 - 25 Steers 5 5 8
Bulls 5 - 20 Bulls 2 2 12
Unweaned steer calves 25 - 30 Weaner steers 3 7 7
Unweaned heifer calves 15 - 25 Weaner heifers 6 6 9
Sales Sales
Total turn-off (%) 20 - 15 Total turn-off (%) 25+ 25+ 25+
Females 0 - 30 Females (cull for age, 45 35 45
breeding age, and heifers)
Steers 85 - 35 Steers 40 50 40
Herd/cleanskin bulls 15 - 15 Herd/cleanskin bulls 15 15 15
Average Calving % 60 Average Calving % 80

Reducing mortalities in cattle herds

It is currently generally accepted that vaccination for
botulism is an important means of reducing the losses in
cattle herds in the Southern Pastoral Region of Western
Australia. Antibody testing in cattle from both vaccinated
and non-vaccinated herds within the region has shown that
cattle are challenged by the clostridial bacteria that causes
botulism.

Comparison of mortality rates for all classes of cattle
during the two drought periods at Cunyu, indicates that
once-yearly vaccination for botulism has played a
significant role in reducing losses. The results also suggest
that early interventions through animal husbandry during
the first year of a drought, will contain losses in that year
and the next. In the second year of a drought, however, a
point is likely to be reached at which the intensity of
management will not prevent continuing mortalities.

Herd segregation, and more intensive management of
females in particular, may make it possible to further
reduce mortalities in cattle herds grazing in semi-arid
regions. To achieve this, development of infrastructure to
increase the number of cows handled and calves weaned
per unit area mustered, beyond current limits, must be a
priority.

Weaning

Weaning is widely regarded amongst many cattle
producers in the region as a time-consuming and costly
management activity. ~ Whilst extension professionals
advocate it as an important management strategy, the key
question is whether or not it can be justified financially.

This work provides some important insights into the

benefits of weaning:

¢ Weaning undertaken during normal seasons and
droughts in particular, will produce greater revenues
as a result of achieving higher reproductive
performances.

*  As the intensity of weaning increases, the consistency
of reproductive performance also increases. This
provides greater scope to select optimum quality
calves to retain in all years, not just the good seasons,
and generates greater consistency in livestock quality
and income.

* The Cunyu study showed that weaning assisted in
lowering breeder mortality rates and therefore
increased the opportunity to sell cull for age cows.
Through its impact on body weight, weaning also
ensures that cull breeders achieve the best possible
prices and maximise income.

Weaning has a number of one-off costs associated with it,
including infrastructure such as yards and paddocks. It
also generates costs associated with plant and machinery,
and time. Financial analysis undertaken as a part of the
project write-up illustrates that despite these costs, it is an
activity that will increase profitability if applied as one
component in an integrated approach to animal husbandry.

The Cunyu study demonstrated that weaners over 120
kilograms will survive during drought periods on semi-arid
rangelands in fair to good condition, and continue to be
productive in the years that follow. Rangelands in poor
condition are unlikely to produce the same results. In
addition, twice-yearly cross-weaning must be undertaken
in these circumstances if it is to be effective. The same
outcomes may be harder to achieve in a Bos indicus herd if
wet cows allow newly weaned calves from other areas of
the property to suckle. In these instances, segregation may
be necessary.

Mustering efficiency and its
productivity and management

impact on

Mustering efficiency underpins the effectiveness of all
components of animal husbandry on a pastoral property.
This was highlighted at Cunyu where key activities such as
breeding programs, weaning, and vaccination, were all
adversely effected when mustering efficiency was low.
On average, mustering efficiency was 69 per cent.
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