
RANGE MANAGEMENT NEWSLETTER 
An official publication of The Australian Rangeland Society 

ISSN 0812-4930 

Copyright and Photocopying 
© The Australian Rangeland Society 

For non-personal use, no part of this issue of Range Management Newsletter may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior permission of the 
Australian Rangeland Society and, where possible, of the author (or the organization they work or have 
worked for). Permission of the Australian Rangeland Society for photocopying of articles for non
personal use may be obtained from the Secretary who can be contacted at rangelands.exec@gmail.com 
Requests will be considered only if applicants can demonstrate they have obtained the permission of 
the author (or the organization they work or have worked for) , or have made a reasonable attempt to do 
so. 

For personal use, temporary copies necessary to browse this material on screen may be made and a 
single copy of an article, or the entire issue, may be downloaded or printed for research or personal use, 
but no changes are to be made to any of the material. This copyright notice is always to be included in 
any material downloaded. 

Notice to authors 
This material has been placed on the Australian Rangeland Society web site without the permission of 
individual authors. If you believe your copyright has been breached please notify us immediately and 
the material will be removed from the site. 

Citation 
The material in Rangeland Management Newsletter has not been subject to peer review and may not be 
acceptable to some editors. 

If cited it should be in the form: 
Bastin, G. and Allan, G. (2012). After the smoke has cleared: 2011 fire in Central Australia. In: Range 
Management Newsletter (Ed. N Duckett). 12/2:3-6. (Australian Rangeland Society: Australia). 

Disclaimer 
The Australian Rangeland Society and the Editor of Range Management Newsletter cannot be held 
responsible for errors in information contained in this issue, or any consequences atising from the use 
of this infonnation. The views and opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the Australian 
Rangeland Society or the Editor. Publication of advertisements does not constitute any endorsement of 
the products by the Australian Rangeland Society or the Editor. 



ISSN 0812-4930 

The Australian Rangeland Society 

Range management 
Newsletter 

No. 89/3 November 1989. 

Registered by: Australia Post - Publication No. WBG 1499 



No. 89/3 November 1989 

EDITOR: 
George Gardiner 
Department of Agriculture, Kununurra WA 6743 
Phone (091) 681166 Fax (091) 681632 

PRESIDENT: 
Martin Andrew 
Roseworthy Agricultural College, Roseworthy SA 5371 
Phone (085) 248111 A.H. Fax (085) 248007 

VICE PRESIDENT: 
Dr Charles Carter 

Alice Springs 

VICE PRESIDENT: 
Andrew Johnson 
Department of Agriculture, Adelaide 

IMMEDIATE PAST PRESIDENT: 
Denzil Mills 
"Ennisclare" Gore, Queensland 4352 

TREASURER: 
Michael McBride 
P.O. Box 262, Eastwood SA 
Ph (08) 512161 

SECRETARY: 
Dennis Barber 
P.O.Box 262, Eastwood SA 
Ph (08)2265762, Ph (08) 2234338 

SUBSCRIPTION SECRETARY: 
Melissa Gibbs 
P.O.Box 262, Eastwood SA 
Ph (08) 2285717 

CONTENTS 

Editorial. ........................................................................................... 1 
Letters to the Editor ......................................................................... 1 
From the Council ............................................................................. 2 
Biographical ..................................................................................... 5 
Review of Taxation/Landcare .......................................................... 5 
Review of Agriculture & Related Education .................................... 6 
Overseas Conference Scholarship .................................................. 7 
Council Meetings 74-76 Summary .................................................. 7 
Australian Rangeland Society Response to ................................... 8 
Chowilla Scores on Conservation .................................................... 10 
Western Queensland - 143 Years Later .......................................... 11 
Woody Weeds & Soil Erosion .......................................................... 15 
Drought Assistance - Some Comments .......................................... 16 
Statement on Rural Land Use ......................................................... 20 
Subscription Form ........................................................................... 26 

Layout and formatting by Kimberley Computing Services (091) 681495 



EDITORIAL 
This issue has, for the first time, exceeded my 
expectations for material. Thank you to the 
many contributors, please keep up the writing, 
it makes my job so much easier. 

As you will see we have some contentious is
sues ranging from John McCormack's paper 
on the benefits of conservative stocking to 
Peter Morris' article on the dominance of na
ture in the channel country. 

Council has been actively preparing and pre
senting submissions on subjects ranging from 
a national drought policy to developments in 
Rural Education. 

The President reports on his trip to New Delhi 
and the IBIS awards in South Australia recog
nize a pastoralist for his efforts to combine 
productive land use with conservation of flora 
and fauna. 

Mark Oliver and John Tobin have responded 
to the interest in drought and setting drought 
policy by pointing to some grave anomalies in 
the aims and methods of providing drought re
lief. The points they raise highlight the need 
for a well thought out approach to disaster re
lief. Often the responses of government, in
dustry and agencies are not appropriate to the 
somewhat obscure goals for relief measures, 
which are usually selected in retrospect. 

Perhaps there is a message there for us all, 
set the goals first, then devise the best meth
ods of achieving them. One can apply this to 
all aspects of our industry, however, it is par
ticularly appropriate for Government Agencies, 
charged with the use of public funds, to make 
sure all are aware of the goals of all aspects of 
their many and varied functions. At least then 
some measure of success can be made, both 
from within the agency and by others, usually 
more affected by those activities. 

G.Gardiner ED. 

SUBSCRIPTIONS DUE FOR 1990 
Annual subscriptions are due on 1 Janu
ary 1990. This year we have introduced 
an incentive to encourage members to 
pay their subscription early - a discount 
for early payment. Subscriptions paid be
fore the 31 March 1990 are subject to an 
11 % discount. 
See page 26 for details and a subscrip
tion renewal form. 
Melissa Gibbs 
Subscription Secretary. 
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 
P.O. Box 867 
Basin, Wyoming 82410, USA 
Dear Sir, 
I read in the September, 1989 edition of 
Trailboss News (SOCiety for Range 
Management) that Australia is currently 
undergoing a "strong national political push" 
for implementing conservation and agricultural 
programs. Being a professional with over 10 
years of working experience in mined land 
reclamation, range management, and wildlife 
management, I am curious about the potential 
for both employment opportunities and 
educational opportunities that may be opening 
as a result of this new national emphasis. 
I would greatly appreciate it if you would either 
supply me with information regarding possible 
opportunities or pass this letter along to 
someone who can. 
Thank you very much for your time regarding 
this matter. 
Sincerely yours, 
Lyle King. JlJJ 

JAMES COOK UNIVERSITY OF NORTH 
QUEENSLAND 

NEW MSc COURSE IN TROPICAL 
AGRICULTURE 

James Cook University is situated in the north 
Australian tropics and specialises in the teach
ing of, and research in, subjects of relevance 
in tropical climates. Of particular interest is ag
riculture and each year commencing February, 
it offers an MSc course in Tropical Agriculture. 
The course is of 12 months duration. All candi
dates are required to take core subjects in 
tropical crops, tropical pastures, tropical farm
ing systems, socio-economic themes in tropi
cal agriculture, animal production and biomet
rics. Elective subjects may be chosen from a 
variety of offerings covering pasture/forage 
science, plant/herbivore relationships, animal 
production, soils, land usage, computing and 
techniques of decision support. A small re
search project must also be completed and 
presented verbally and as a dissertation. 
Applicants should have a degree in agricultu
ral science or other appropriate area of biology 
and preferably at least two years postgraduate 
experience. 
Applications should be forwarded to the 
Registrar, James Cook University, 
Townsville, Australia 4811, 
before 15 December 1989. 
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FROM THE PRESIDENT 
Your Executive has met regularly since we 
took over the reins in June, and I think we 
have now found our feet. Certainly, having 
some paid clerical assistance has been 
invaluable. Reports of these Executive 
meetings appear elsewhere in this newsletter. 

Matters relevant to the Society have been 
prominent in the news lately. Here in South 
Australia the Government has passed both a 
new Pastoral Land Management and 
Conservation Act, and a new Soil 
Conservation and Land Care Act. Both of 
these provide a new impetus for sustainable 
land use. Recently Bob Lange got a 
representative group of people together at the 
Middleback Field Centre to discuss the 
implications of these Acts for education and 
training; hopefully as a result of this gathering 
there will flow much closer cooperation 
between the South Australian institutions to 
address these needs. 

Reorganisation of agriculture and related 
education remains high on the agenda. In 
South Australia the merger between 
Roseworthy Agricultural College and the 
University of Adelaide seems certain to 
proceed, and this provides the potential for 
linking rangeland management interests of 
Roseworthy with those of the University, 
especially its Botany Department. On the 
wider scene, a national review of the Waite 
Agricultural Research Institute of the 
University of Adelaide is scheduled for 6-13 
November (and thus will have been completed 
by the time you read this), and this will be 
followed by a national review of the teaching 
of agricultural and related disciplines - see a 
separate article in this newsletter. Your 
Executive is planning to make submissions to 
both these enquiries, which have the potential 
to strengthen range management education. 

During September I visited Massey University 
and Lincoln College in New Zealand with the 
Dean of Agricultural Science from the 
University of Adelaide, Dr David Liljegren. The 
purpose was to see at first hand arrangements 
for agriculture teaching and research at these 
two institutions, as potential models for a 
merger between Roseworthy and the 
University. A highlight of our visit was to meet 
Professor Kevin O'Connor, Professor of 
Range Management at Lincoln College, and 
the only Chair of Range Management in 
Australasia. I had not met Kevin before, but 



those of you who know him will find it no 
surprise that we had a most lively and 
interesting two hours with him! 

The good season in the Centre, coupled with 
the pilots' strike, has seen hundreds of tourists 
discovering the delights of the outback in 
bloom. This reinforces the point that our 
rangelands are very much a multiple use 
system. 

I would like to remind you of the two meetings 
coming up and urge you to try to attend - the 
Society's Sixth Biennial Conference to be held 
at Carnarvon, Western Australia, 3-6 
September 1990, and the Fourth International 
Rangelands Congress to be held in 
Montpellier, France, 22-26 April 1991. Your 
Executive has decided that the ARS Travelling 
Fellowship and the ARS Overseas Scholarship 
should be targeted to these two events. 

Martin Andrew 
President. 

ATTENDANCE AT 3rd INTERNA
TIONAL RANGELANDS COURSE 

NEW DELHI, 7-11 NOVEMBER 1988 
A report for the executive of The Australian 
Rangelands Society as a condition of trav
elling on an Australian Rangelands Society 
Travelling Scholarship 

This was the first International Rangelands 
Congress to be held in a developing country. 
As a result, there were many participants from 
developing countries (mainly from India and 
surrounding countries). There was a total of 
over 50 countries represented amongst the 
several hundred delegates. It is notable ttlat 
there were very few women delegates. 

There were about 12 Australians in atten
dance, and about 20 from the United States. 
The Australians present included John Wildin, 
Barney Foran, Margaret Friedel, Andrew Rob
ertson (with AACM in Sudan), Ray Perry, Bob 
Reid (formerly CSIRO Townsville), Mark Hut
ton, David Orr, Wal Whalley, David Michalk, 
and Ron Shepherd. Professor Len 't Mannetje 
(Formerly of CSIRO Brisbane, now in Wagen
ingen) was also there. 

The organisation of the Conference left a little 
to be desired. However, the opening ceremony 
was spectacular, and the honours were per
formed by the President of India himself. On 
the whole the presentations were poor, and 
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there seemed little logic in the allocation of 
some papers to symposia. However, the Aus
tralians as a group excelled themselves, and I 
think we collectively brought much credit upon 
Australian range science. 

Some highlights of the conference were 

1) The idea of advocating stall feeding to re
duce energy losses by free ranging animals -
this point was raised by a number of the Indian 
speakers. 

2) Range science needs to be better attuned 
to socio-economics. It was apparent that much 
range science research in India is conducted 
in isolation from the people problems of the 
country, and some of the technological solu
tions that are being researched are really not 
viable. The massive people problem in India is 
certainly a striking one. 

3) There seemed great uncertainty as to the 
cattle population of India: we heard estimates 
between 100 and 400 million head. 

4) Dr Dean Anderson of New Mexico pre
sented his research on "flerds", that is, a flock 
of sheep behaviourally bonded to a herd of 
cattle. This serves as a predator defence for 
the sheep as the cattle chase the coyotes 
away. 

5) Geographic Information Systems are a fla
vour of the month. ARTEMIS (African Real 
Time Environmental Monitoring Information 
System) developed through FAa in Nairobi 
and Holland, was announced. This combines 
satellite imagery with a Geographic Informa
tion System. Professor Clive Milner of North 
Wales also demonstrated a nice Geographic 
Information System which incorporates re
motely sensed data. 

6) There was a good deal of attention devot
ed to Agro-forestry, which is clearly seen as an 
important and growing field of intensified range 
use. 

7) The interesting idea was put up by a 
group from Fort Collins who were working in 
the Turkana region of northern Kenya, that 
perennial based systems act as a climatic buf
fer: those people who derive their energy from 
camels (which in turn derive their energy al
most exclusively from perennial vegetation) 
have a much more stable energy income that 
those who rely on cattle and sheep (which rely 
predominantly on annual vegetation which 
fluctuates widely throughout the year). 

8) One interesting novel effect of fire: in 
America, autumn-burnt pastures led to de-
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creased winter snow cover due to both the 
heating effect of the blackened surface, and 
the increased loss of snow through wind over 
the smooth surface, which in turn led to re
duced soil moisture in the spring, and in turn 
reduced plant growth. Burning in the spring af
ter the snow has melted does not have these 
problems associated with it. 

9) I presented one of the two plenary papers 
on the last day, entitled "Rangeland Ecology 
and Research in Tropical Australia for Intensi
fying Livestock Production". This outlined 
some of the key features of the ecology of 
Australian tropical rangelands, the intensifying 
management of livestock production in the re
gion due to the BTEC campaign, and conclud
ed by discussing why a systems approach is 
needed if range research is to be effective for 
development. 

10) Succession and climax theory is still very 
much alive and well, particularly in Indian 
range science. 

There were some major areas not covered in 
the conference, or else given inadequate cov
erage in my view. 

1) There was almost nothing on decision 
support systems, which surely have to be the 
most exciting development going on in range 
and natural resources management at the 
present time. The work on Rangepak, present
ed by Barney Foran on behalf of himself and 
Mark Stafford Smith, was about the only such 
material presented. 

2) there was very little on soil biological pro
cesses, which is also a research area of rapid 
growth at this time. 

3) There was very little on range manage
ment; the emphasis was really on range sci
ence. Thus, philosophically, this conference 
was pitched about where our Australian 
Rangelands Society's conferences were 10 
years ago. 

4) There was nothing at all on rangeland ed
ucation. 

We got to sample a little of the Indian culture 
whilst there. The conference coincided with the 
Diwali Festival, which is something like Christ
mas/New Year/Easter rolled into one. On the 
night of Diwali (9 November) New Delhi re
sounded with continuous fire crackers and was 
covered in a pall of gunpowder smoke! We 
were treated to a spectacular Indian cultural 
evening, of various musical performances. 
Some of it was truly brilliant. 

The food was excellent, and most of us took 
advantage of some of the spectacular sights to 
be had in and around New and Old Delhi. 

I organised a display of material from the Aus
tralian Rangeland Society, the Tropical Grass
land Society, Roseworthy Agricultural College, 
and the new Queensland Native Pastures 
book. This exercise, which took minimal or
ganisation, was, I think, quite useful and cer
tainly created a good deal of interest from con
gress delegates. It was only such display 
organised, and I think the Society should en
sure that this happens at future congresses. I 
certainly would be happy to help organise this 
again. 

The 4th International Rangelands Congress 
will be held in Montpellier in the South of 
France in April/May 1991. This should be an 
excellent meeting, and relevant to many Aus
tralian rangelanders because it will concen
trate on Mediterranean Systems. 

Prior to that, there is the 2nd International 
Rangelands Congress of Gulf States, to be 
held in the Middle East in March 1990. That 
too will be of interest to Australian rangeland
ers. 

In the few days prior to the conference, I visit
ed Sariska Tiger Reserve, 200 km south-west 
of Delhi. This was arranged throught the Wild
life Institute of India, and it provided an oppor
tunity to see some dry tropical savannah vege
tation. whilst I saw lots of game, I didn't see 
any tigers (but I did see tiger footprints!). I pre
sented talks to Wildlife Institute of India train
ees on the use of fire as a management tool, 
on piospheres, and on techniques for measur
ing biomass in the field, including using hand
held computers for data entry - I continue to 
remain surprised at the number of people who 
are unaware of the utility of these machines 
(e.g. Sharpe PC-1600). 

I would like to thank the Society for providing 
me with the scholarship which enabled me to 
attend. I subsequently discovered that I had 
received UNDP funding for this trip, which will 
also pay my airfares. When I am reimbursed 
the airfares from UNDP, I shall of course repay 
the money to the Society. 

Dr Martin Andrew 
3.3.89 
2/110 



BIOGRAPHICAL 
Melissa Gibbs 
Melissa Gibbs is the current Subscription 
Secretary. She grew up and was educated in 
Melbourne wher she completed a Degree in 
Agricultural Science at LaTrobe University in 
1977. Melissa worked at the Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics (now ABARE) before 
taking up a position with CSIRO's Division of 
Wildlife and Rangelands Research in 
Deniliquin where she studied pastoral property 
management. During this period she also 
completed a Post Graduate Diploma in Social 
Science at UNE. 

Currently Melissa works in the Faculty of 
Economics and Commerce at the University of 
Adelaide as a research officer and is 
responsible for managing the Faculty's 
computing facilities. 

Andrew W. Johnson 
As outlined in the last newsletter the Executive 
recognised the need for all the members of the 
Society to be aware of the background of 
current office bearers. Having been a member 
of the Society for over ten years I feel 
privileged to have the role of Vice-President. 
During the past ten years I have been 
fortunate to have spent time on the executive 
committee of the South Australian Branch as a 
member and SecretarylTreasurer. 

My interest in rangeland science started at the 
University of Adelaide where I completed my 
undergraduate studies and honours degree 
with Dr Bob Lange. This training was utilised in 
the SA Department of Environment and 
Planning where as an Assessments Officer I 
travelled widely throughout the State 
assessing the impacts and rehabilitation 
programs of mining operations. During this 
period I was fortunate to have spent a great 
deal of time in areas such as the Simpson 
Desert, the North East and the Flinders 
Ranges. In 1984/85 I spent 8 months travelling 
through the Sahara and Sahel regions of West 
and East Africa. This was followed by a period 
as Co-ordinator of an interdepartmental 
Review of the management of the Murray 
Valley and as a State representative on the 
working group which prepared the Natural 
Resources Management Strategy for the 
Murray-Darling Basin. 
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Last year I took the position of Leader of 
Technical Services with the SA Department of 
Agricu!ture, This section co-ordinates the 
management of the National Soil Conservation 
Program in South Australia. It is also 
responsible for soil mapping and land 
capability assessment throughout the 
agricultural regions of the State. 

Readers will note that in recognition of my 
interest in soil conservation the Executive 
have requested that I co-ordinate the 
preparation of a submission to the Minister of 
Resources on a Review of Taxation 
Arrangements Relating to the Prevention and 
Treatment of Land Degradation. I have written 
to some members seeking their views 
however if you consider that a change to the 
taxation system could assist in preventing land 
degradation I encourage you to urgently write 
to the Minister. 

REVIEW OF TAXATION 
ARRANGEMENTS RELAT
ING TO PREVENTION AND 
TREATMENT OF LAND 
DEGRADATION. 
The Prime Minister in his July 1989 Statement 
of the Environment indicated a number of 
initiatives relating to soil conservation. In line 
with this Statement a Review of Taxation 
Arrangements has been announced. 

Unfortunately, only a short comment period 
has been allowed with submissions required 
by the 31 st October. However, a final report 
will be forwarded to the Minister of Resources 
in December 1989. 

While this time frame will not allow all 
members to have an input into the Society's 
submission they are encouraged to examine 
the terms of the Review outlined below and 
send a personal submission to: 

Review of Taxation Arrangements Relating 
to Prevention and Treatment of Land Degrada
tion, 

Land Resource Division, 
Department of Primary Industries& Energy, 
GPO Box 858, 
Canberra ACT 2601 
(Facsimile 062-725618) 
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TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Terms of Reference for the Review are as 
follows: 

1. Assess the adequacy of existing taxation 
provisions affecting prevention and treatment 
of land degradation with regard to their 
effectiveness in: 

- encouraging and assisting primary 
producers to prevent and treat land 
degradation. 

- achieving the adoption of the most 
appropriate land degradation prevention or 
treatment measures 

- targeting the treatment of areas affected 
by priority land degradation problems 

- achieving an equitable distribution of 
assistance between primary producers with 
different levels of taxable income and land 
degradation problems. 

2. Examine the effect of existing taxation 
concessions on primary producers' decisions 
to prevent or treat land degradation and the 
effect of other factors which may influence or 
override primary producers' decisions to 
prevent and treat land degradation. 

3. Compare taxation concessions for 
preventing and treating land degradation with 
alternative means of direct Commonwealth 
financial assistance in terms of: 

- attractiveness to primary producers 

- effectiveness in targeting priority land 
degradation problems 

- administrative costs. 

4. Develop options which will ensure that: 

- any necessary revised arrangements can 
be efficiently administered and achieve the 
most equitable distribution of assistance 
possible between primary producers 

- direct Commonwealth financial 
assistance to primary producers for prevention 
and treatment of land degradation is made 
available only for operations which are 
effective, and directed to preventing and 
treating priority land degradation problems." 

A. W. Johnson. 

DISCIPLINE REVIEW OF 
AGRICULTURE AND RELATED 
EDUCATION 
As announced in the Government's policy on 
rural education and training, called "A Fair 
Go", there is to be a discipline review of 
agriculture and related education. This will 
take place during 1990 and follows similar 
reviews into law, engineering and medicine. 
The review will be chaired by Dr Jim McColl, 
assisted by Professor Alan Robson from the 
University of Western Australia and Dr John 
Chudleigh of Orange Agricultural College. 
Your Executive will make a submission to this 
review, but I urge individual members to make 
their own submissions when they are called for 
by public advertisement. 
The terms of reference of the review are: 
APPENDIX B 
DISCIPLINE REVIEW OF AGRICULTURAL 
AND RELATED EDUCATION 
DRAFT TERMS OF REFERENCE 
1) The review shall: 

(a) examine the current provision of 
education in agricultural production, 
processing and marketing and in soil, water 
and forest conservation and management in 
Australian higher education institutions; 

(b) consider the effectiveness of the 
education provided in meeting the needs of 
the community for soundly based rural 
industries underpinned by sustainable 
resource utilisation practices and for a wider 
range of employment options; and 

(c) having regard to the likely future demand 
for skills in agriculture, forestry and resource 
conservation, make recommendations on the 
future development of agricultural and related 
education in Australia, including proposals 
necessary for improvements to the present 
standard of provision. 
2) The Review is required to produce a 
report on matters flowing generally from its 
work and in particular on: 

(a) appropriate aims and objectives for 
institutions offering agricultural and related 
education in terms of employer and community 
needs for graduates in such areas of study; 

(b) the nature, quality and duration of 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses in 
agriculture and related areas, including the 
extent to which they address the need for 
improved management skills and the use of 
new technologies; 

(c) the standard and efficiency of teaching, 



and the nature, extent and quality of research 
in agriculture and related areas in higher 
education institutions; 

(d) arrangements for consultation and 
co-operation on the development and 
provision of courses in agriculture and related 
areas within and among institutions, with 
public and private sector employers and with 
other relevant bodies; 

(e) the nature and extent of credit transfer, 
distance education and other arrangements 
which seek to enhance opportunities for the 
acquisition of skills relevant to the needs of the 
rural economy; 

(f) the adequacy of the number of places in 
agriculture and related education provided by 
higher education institutions, procedures used 
for the selection of students and access to 
these courses of people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds including women and 
socio-economically disadvantaged students; 

(g) the effectiveness of resource use and 
the extent of unnecessary duplication in 
agricultural and related education; 

(h) the training, development, recruitment 
and retention of academic staff concerned with 
agricultural and related education, and 
institutional arrangements for reviewing the 
performance of such staff; and 

(i) trends in the employment of graduates in 
agriculture and related areas of study and 
factors which might affect the nature of their 
transition from higher education to the 
workforce. 

OVERSEAS CONFERENCE 
SCHOLARSHIP 
The Overseas Conference Scholarship was 
set up in 1987 with the intention of assisting 
any Society member who is participating or 
contributing to a meeting or conference out
side Australia which deals with the science 
and art of rangeland resources. 

The number of applications for this Scholar
ship have been very low in the past two years 
and it is hoped that greater enthusiasm will be 
generated this and in future years. Applica
tions must be in by the 30th January. 

At the last Council Meeting, the idea of post
poning the award until 1991 was discussed. 
The intention was to allow several members to 
attend the International Rangelands Confer
ence in France. 

Whilst preference may be given to IRC attend-
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ees, I would encourage all interested members 
to apply by writing (in less that 500 words) to 
the Secretary clearly expiessing the reason for 
participating in an overseas meeting. Applica
tions should include details of costs and of any 
funds supplied by other bodies (Refer RM 
Newsletter No. 87/2 August 1987, for further 
details). 

TRAVELLING FELLOWSHIP: 
Land managers and students who are Society 
members are also encouraged to apply for the 
Travelling Fellowship intended to cover the 
travel costs incurred to investigate a topic re
lated to rangeland management. Travel costs 
of up to $1500 may be met by the Fellowship. 
Applications must be received by the Council 
by the 30th January. 

Any member wishing to apply for either of the 
above awards at this short notice should con
tact the Secretary as soon as possible if an 
application is pending. 

COUNCIL MEETINGS (74-76th) SUMMARY 

The appointment of Jenny Colquhoun (Admin
istration Officer) in August has allowed the 
Council to achieve a higher level of organisa
tion and efficiency with this paid position. It is 
anticipated that the future responsibilities of 
the Council will be enhanced by having the 
daily tasks of mailing, banking, bulk process
ing of correspondence (including regular Sub
scription Reminders) carried out in a routine 
manner. 

The ARS data base has been converted to run 
on dBasell1 Plus by the Subscription Secre
tary. With most future Council members hav
ing access to PC computers it is hoped that 
the Society will not have to acquire and main
tain equipment such as computers. 

Council has assisted financially with travel 
costs of David Eldridge and Tony Pressland in 
an attempt to get the Publications Committee 
together for an urgent meeting. Unfortunately, 
the cancellation of the Australian Soil Conser
vation Conference has postponed that meet
ing until the 22nd January. 

A review of annual subscription rates by the 
Council has resulted in a small increase of 
$2.00 for full members. Please check the rates 
before sending your remittance for 1990. A 
discount for all members who pay prior to 31 st 
March is intended to encourage early payment 
of subscriptions. 

The Council has decided not to continue with 
credit card payment of subs as it is both ex
pensive and time consuming for the few mem-
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bers who have made use of this service. Auto
debiting from members accounts was also in
vestigated as a means of gaining timely ac
cess to members subs. We apologise to those 
members who are inconvenienced by the 
move. You are welcome to write and state 
your case. 

The Council decided that any member who 
joins after October of any year will be given 
credit for the following years subs in future. 

A response to National Inquiries into Drought 
Declaration and taxation Policy are being pre-

pared by the Council (See this issue). 

For further details regarding the 6th Biennial 
Rangeland Conference, please contact the 
Secretary, Conference committee, PO Box 
522, Carnarvon, WA., 6701. 

Dennis R. Barber 
(Hon. Secretary) 
PS: Martin Andrew will be sending a fax to
morrow (Tues) with a column. 
PPS: PLEASE NOTE: 

New telephone number 08 260 8134 and 
fax number 08 349 7003 

AUSTRALIAN RANGELAND SOCIETY RESPONSE TO 
STANDING COMMITTEE ON SOIL CONSERVATION 

Dear Sir, 

re: Report of working party on effects of 
drought assistance measures and policies 
on land degradation. 
We submit the following comments for your 
consideration. 

1. COMMENTS ON ISSUES INVOLVED. 

The Society members able to review the report 
strongly support the move to a revised struc
ture for drought declarations and revocation. 
The need for research to determine land con
dition criteria for drought declarations, and the 
development of modelling techniques is also 
supported. However while such information is 
already available (at least in a form able to 
provide broad guidelines) in one or two re
gions, the task of establishing such criteria for 
all regions throughout Australia should not be 
underestimated. 

Additional Emphasis 

It is felt that increased emphasis could be giv
en to the following concepts. 

1. Development of a community ethic of 
sound land use among land users and the 
community generally (including politicians). 

2. Adequate living areas. In arid and semi
arid regions graziers on inadequate living are
as do not even have the opportunity to prac
tice sound land management because of fi
nancial pressures. Living areas must be 
adequate to maintain a positive cash flow for 
the enterprise even at conservatively pitched 
drought stocking rates. Increased emphasis 
should be given to the need for property build
up in specific purpose loans. (Schemes such 
as the Queensland PIPES scheme are to be 
welcomed if they achieve their stated objec
tives). 

3. Drought assistance schemes may need to 

be tailored to suit particular regions. While this 
is a major break away from existing national 
policies, major regional differences have to be 
accommodated, where there are differences 
in appropriate drought strategies ego between 
the arid grazing areas, semi-arid grazing are
as and the higher rainfall sheep-wheat and im
proved pasture areas. 

4. Income Equalisation Deposits In our ex
perience the best drought reserve for any gra
zier is a sound cash reserve. We would argue 
(from experience) that having such reserves is 
a major factor controlling the flexibility of man
ager's decision making - as the drought be
comes apparent nearly all managers recog
nise that stocking rates should be reduced. 
Those with a sound financial situation are 
much more likely to do this than the battlers 
who are much more likely to elect to try to 
maintain their stock numbers and battle 
through the drought by supplementation, use 
of topfeed etc. We would argue that an attrac
tive lED scheme which encourages graziers 
to accumulate financial reserves is an integral 
part of the process of creating a proper admin
istrative framework within which graziers can 
practise sound land management: with this 
framework in place the extension/education 
process relating to sound land management 
has much more chance of succeeding. At 
present, in a few instances at least, these ex
tension/education objectives are sometimes 
actually in conflict with land administrator's ob
jectives and attitudes. 

5. A pilot scheme incorporating the recom
mendations of the working party's report 
should be implemented in a region suscepti
ble to degradation to test and fine tune the 
recommendations. 
1. This Society'S comments are limited to 



grazing land use. 

2. OTHER COMMENTS BY REVIEWERS. 
(a) I he report points up many important issues 
and concepts and the need for research on 
some things. One deficiency is an acceptable 
benchmark for revoking drought declarations. 
Most people would agree that some rest period 
is desirable after drought-breaking rains before 
stock are reintroduced. The sticking point 
would usually be how long and what criteria 
should be used - green dry matter, basal cover, 
foliage cover, reseeding of the key species or 
what? 
(b) Fodder conservation is a key management 
factor in any country that can grow perennial 
ryegrass well and which has wet winters. The 
conserved fodder is for use every year for a 
predictable period of time. The soil moisture re
gime of such temperate regions is predictable -
quite the opposite of most of Australia. Hence 
fodder conservation is not a transportable tech
nology for much of Australia's rangelands. For 
much of Australia subsidies or loans for storing 
fodder in the expectation of drought would be 
encouraging a practice of questionable eco
nomic and land use benefit. 
(c) Fodder trees and shrubs. The lesson from 
the utilization of the world's greatest fodder 
tree, mulga, is one of cautious use as land deg
radation is present in much of the mulga lands 
of Queensland. The notion of subsidies to plant 
fodder trees and shrubs should not be consid
ered without careful examination of possible 
consequences. Generally fodder shrubs should 
be icecream in an animal's diet, not the major 
staple food. Once the stage is reached where 
fodder trees are the staple food all the grass is 
gone and often woody weed populations ex
plode - the result is land degradation and often 
severely reduced carrying capacity. Any such 
fodder tree planting schemes should be consid
ered in conjunction with the need for careful 
use of such topfeed so as not to encourage a 
rerun of the problems encountered in mulga 
lands. 
(d) Remote sensing can monitor surface water, 
plant greenness, pasture quantity and soil cov
er, but not drought. It can only infer drought by 
ground truthing of these attributes. Bare soil 
can be caused by fire, protracted drought in an
nual pastures, heavy grazing and cultivation. 
Dead grass can be caused by drought, frost, 
herbicide or disease. 
(e) Drought is only one part of the land degra
dation problem. Poor management is the root 
problem caused by either-

(a) naive expectations about the climate, soil 
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or cash flows, 
(b) ignorance or misguided greed, 
(c) poor planning, 

Drought causes one of three scenarios-
1. lack of fodder; 
2. lack of surface water (& maybe under

ground); 
3. a combination of the above two. 

(f) The repeated linkage of drought/land degra
dation/remote sensing throughout the report re
sults in a confusion of meteorological drought 
and overstocking. There is a need to take care 
that land condition criteria are collected from a 
widespread network of sites to counteract 
stocking effects on some individual properties. 
We do not agree with the notion that drought 
W s.e. causes land degradation. Similarly we 
believe that most rangeland scientists would 
disagree with the statement that 'uncontrolled 
fires ..... bring about degradation of pasture and 
land'. If both these were true, then Australia 
would have been in a severely degraded state 
20,000 years ago. Droughts and fires are natu
ral in Australia and we are probably causing as 
many problems by suppressing fires as they 
cause nowadays when they do occur. 
(g) Is the Soil Conservation officer the best per
son to head up drought committees? These 
committees are to make drought declarations 
and judge the validity of claims once conditions 
get very dry. A Soil Conservation officer would 
be urging declarations very early and early de
stocking while the general premise of these 
guidelines is for not making declarations where 
mismanagement is the prime cause of the feed 
shortage and potential land abuse. 
(h) Models and remote sensing are still in the 
qualitive stage in most regions at the moment -
they can in no way replace experienced offi
cer's ground observations and their interaction 
with land holders. Officers responsible for in
spections should have some relevant pasture
soils training. 
(i) In an endeavour to bring together in an ob
jective way the various criteria for declaring 
stages of drought, consideration could be given 
to a drought index. This index would be a num
ber derived from rainfall deficiency (decile) x 
(regional pasture availability) x (pasture quality) 
and could incorporate other parameters consid
ered important. Such an index is useful for 
maintaining consistency and objectivity in 
drought declarations, and could be considered 
in lieu of the "rainfall deficiency" term used. 

Denzil Mills 
Past President 
Australian Rangeland Society 
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CHOWILLA SCORES ON CONSERVATION 
Nearly 100,000 ha of commercial grazing 
combined with conservation - that's Chowilla 
Station, Renmark. 

Chowilla and its manager John Chappel are 
tile recipients of the 1989 regional Ibis Awards 
for SA's vast pastoral region. 

Chowilla not only runs sheep but also 
kangaroos, koalas, wombats, platypus, 
snakes, turtles and fish, and is host country for 
a myriad of bird life. 

John manages about 13,000 sheep on the two 
pastoral leases which abut the River Murray 
and NSW border. 

Stocking rates vary from one sheep to every 4 
ha on an opportunistic basis to much less 
under a set stocking regime. 

Today's conservative levels are in stark 
contrast to 100 years ago when 70,000 sheep 
were run on the station, which was then twice 
the size. 

Average rainfall is 212 mm a year, with very 
little variation between seasons. 

For its commercial returns Chowilla relies on 
wool and sheep sales, with the former 
dominating. 

This part of SA is a very special conservation 
region and no doubt the judges of the award, 
which is sponsored by the Commonwealth 
Development Bank, took this into account 
when deciding the Outback winner. 

One of its most outstanding features is the 
Chowilla floodplain and associated wetlands. 
Part of this has been listed internationally as 
"Wetland of Importance". 

Combining pastoralism with conservation 
brings its own set of problems, and for John 
these are manifested in pest animals and 
plants. 

The damage caused by feral goats could be 
catastrophic, but an eradication program is 
well under way, with 10 traps built at strategic 
waterholes on the "dry sections" of the station, 
and another three planned. 

Goat control on the floodplain is more difficult, 
and here mustering is widely practised. 

Rabbit warren ripping, while expensive, is 
essential to help control this introduced pest, 
and feral pig numbers are kept in check by 
baiting and trapping. 

Hop bush and turpentine are regarded by 
John as pest invaders of land on the station. 

This unpalatable vegetation restricts the 
growth of more useful plants and severely 
limits stocking. 

Given that these weeds are difficult and 
expensive to control, John finds it strange that 
they are protected in SA. 

"Many districts in western NSW have had to 
be abandoned because of woody weed 
encroachment," John said. 

"Here in SA we have the absurd reverse 
situation of the Native Vegetation Authority 
protecting those species. 

"True, they may be native plants, but in the 
role as invaders they really are a menace". 

To monitor the land, the condition of the 
country is subject to an on-going assessment 
program including the use of photo pOints." 

These are quick, cheap and useful tools which 
measure the change in density and type of 
ground cover. 

Thirty of these have been established on the 
pastoral lands and are an adjunct to other 
monitoring aids, including step pOints and 
exclosures. 

While John has embarked on a small-scale 
hand planting revegetation program with the 
assistance of local volunteers, he believes that 
natural vegetation is the only practical 
approach to combat the degradation caused 
by over-stocking and the impact of rabbits and 
goats. 

His recipe is to lower water tables, eliminate 
feral pressures, control domestic stock 
pressures and inundate the wetlands. 

Favourable seasons might also help. 

With such a vast area, flora and fauna 
management problems are diverse and 
specialised. 

So too is human management - not only does 
John have to juggle the demands from 
domestic and native stock, but also from the 
two-legged variety who want to camp, canoe 
and fish. 

"All of this adds up to increasing people 
pressure, and ever increasing management 
demands," John said. 

Reprinted with permission from 
"Stock Journal" Aug. 3.1989 
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WESTERN QUEENSLAND -143 YEARS LATER 
By Peter B. Morris 
Executive Officer 
Graziers Association of Central and Northern 
Queensland 

In recent times quite a lot of debate has 
centred on the use or misuse of our grazing 
land in Western Queensland. I would like the 
opportunity of providing readers with some 
interesting facts based on historical 
observations made by the very first Europeans 
to enter this area of our vast outback over one 
hundred years ago. I also provide 
comparisons with the country as we know it 
today made by myself in the limited area that I 
have had contact with. 

I will be addressing a portion of a country that 
contains not only some of the driest land in the 
world but also one that is countless millions of 
years old. It is a country that is not static as we 
probably tend to believe, but one that is 
continually changing and evolving, this change 
of course, is part of the millions of years of 
slow evolution that will go on and on. 

It is a land that has been formed in the bed of 
a former inland freshwater sea by the constant 
erosion of the sandstone overlay. The low flat 
topped hills throughout the area provide 
testimony to this ongoing process. 

The first European into the western area of 
Queensland was the explorer Charles Sturt 
who ventured to the edge of the. Simpson 
Desert, his farthest point being a few miles 
north west of Kudaree Waterhole near the 
junction of the Mulligan River and Eyre Creek. 

Of this country, Sturt recorded in his journal. 
"What godforsaken country is this, a country 
such as I firmly believe has no parallel on 
earth's surface. We have now penetrated 
direct into the interior from the depot 347 
miles, but have seen no change in this fearful 
and unparalleled desert". 

This statement was made by Sturt in 
September, 1845, 30 years before any 
settlement in this country or the introduction of 
any domesticated livestock. The nearest 
sheep and cattle would have been a thousand 
miles away. 

We do know that this country receives the 
lowest average rainfall in Australia and is for 
most part desert, however, cattle and sheep 
were brought into the area about 1875 and 
cattle are still run there quite successfully. 

I flew over this country in 1965 and visited the 
site of Sturt's last camp in 1971 and again in 
1972. Sturt was unlucky at the time of his visit, 
he obviously arrived in the middle of a dry time. 
On each of my visits the country had received 
an abundance of rain and was knee deep in 
lush grass and herbage. The lakes and 
waterholes were all full and the rivers running. 

Indeed, Sturt would have been able to sail his 
boat on the Muncoonie Lakes which are about 
12 miles long when full. These lakes are about 
10 miles from Sturt's farthest camp but at the 
time of his visit were dry. During my visit, cattle 
in the area were in prime condition. 

The next man to enter our country was Major 
Mitchell who arrived on the headwaters of the 
Barcoo in 1846. He recorded in his journal on 
15th September. "I there beheld downs and 
plains extending westward beyond the reach of 
vision. Ulloa's delight at the first view of the 
Pacific could not have surpassed mine on this 
occasion nor could the fervour with which he 
was impressed at the moment have exceeded 
my sense of gratitude for being allowed to 
make such a discovery". 

Mitchell had obviously arrived during a good 
season as the remainder of his journal 
indicates. His second in command on that trip 
was not so fortunate when he led another 
expedition farther down Cooper Creek in 1847. 

Of the Cooper channel country, Edmund 
Kennedy made this observation which was 
recorded in his journal on 6th September. "The 
country travelled over today bore much the 
same aspects as the other portion of this 
desert through which we had passed. It was 
destitute of vegetation but we were fortunate in 
finding a few tufts of grass in the creek near 
camp which afforded our horses a scanty 
meal". 

A few days later Kennedy further records. "My 
horses were by this time literally starving and 
all we could give them was the rotten straw 
which had covered some deserted huts of the 
natives. Seeing then that it would be the 
certain loss of many and consequently an 
unjustifiable risk on my part to attempt to push 
farther into a country where the aborigines 
themselves were at a loss to find water I felt it 
my imperative duty to at once abandon it". 

This country of which Kennedy speaks is a few 
miles south of Windorah and at a time 20 years 
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before the introduction of livestock for grazing 
purposes. 

Having seen the magnificence of this country 
after a full flood, it is difficult to imagine the 
complete devastation that nature itself can 
inflict on that country with or without the 
presence of man and his grazing animals. 

The next explorer on the scene was Augustus 
Gregory who recorded this description of the 
Barcoo country near Isisford in April 1858. 
"Our position was now becoming very critical 
as a long continuance of drought had not only 
dried up all the water except in the deepest 
hollows in the channel of the main river, but 
the smaller vegetation and even the trees in 
the back country were annihilated. It was 
scarcely possible to find subsistence for the 
horses". 

On the 11 th May, Gregory records this 
description of the Thomson River country 
between Stonehenge and Longreach. 
"Continuing our route up the Thomson nothing 
could be more desolate that the aspect of the 
country. Except the few trees which grow on 
the immediate bank of the river there was 
scarcely a tree left alive while the plains were 
quite bare of vegetation". 

At this period of time man had still not 
introduced grazing animals to the central west. 
Sheep and cattle were gradually introduced 
from about 1864 and have been in large 
numbers throughout the area for about 100 
years. 

It can be deduced from these very early 
observations of the country being examined 
that nature itself is in full control of the destiny 
of this land irrespective of any outside 
interference by man or grazing livestock. 

The inevitable cyclic seasonal changes vary 
dramatically causing either utter devastation or 
providing a land of plenty. The ability of this 
land to completely rejuvenate itself following 
good rain is without question - and is the key 
to its productivity. 

In conclusion, I will leave this question with 
you. "Have man and his livestock really had 
any significant detrimental impact on the 
environment"? 

I myself rather doubt it and am more inclined 
to believe that our continued use and control of 
the land has even been beneficial in 
maintaining its future grazing potential and 
productivity irrespective of the extremes in 
seasonal variation which should always be 
regarded as normal. 

STOCKING RATES 
AND LAND CARE: 

THE MERINO 
DOWNS CASE 

Merino Downs was settled by the 
McCormacks on the 2nd August 1877 and the 
family has remained on the property ever 
since. It must be noted that the family has a 
poor history of recording and very little 
information of definite fact is available. The 
following is, therefore, only verbal information 
received by me from family and others who 
have had some connection with the property. 

Merino Downs is situated in the Surat District. 
The majority of the country is undulating open 
downs. Soils are mainly cracking clays, 
interspersed with lighter soils on the ridge 
tops. There is also about 1200 ha of timbered 
country. The depth of top soil varies from 0.3m 
on ridge tops to 3 or 4 m in the hollows. 
Average rainfall is 525 mm. The area of the 
property is about 8490 ha. 

Predominant grasses should be Mitchell, Blue, 
Kangaroo and other grasses associated with 
this type of country. Large areas are now 
dominated by White Spear. The country yields 
excellent crops of natural herbage in the 
winter. 

The stocking rate history is not documented 
and therefore is only what I have been told. 
The old shearers, now a past generation, 
talked of normally shearing about 17000 
sheep at Merino Downs. A later generation of 
men who worked here in the mid forties and 
fifties, talk of shearing about 14000. By the 
mid fifties the number had dropped to 
10-12000 and this figure was maintained until 
the early 1970s. 

The only figure I have to indicate that this 
stocking history is correct, is one available set 
of sketchy records. An entry of 25th October 
1928 showed 13300 sheep shorn cost five 
hundred and fifty pounds. October 1927 
showed the cost of shearing one thousand, 
one hundred and forty seven pounds, three 
shillings and one penny. If we assume from 
the 1928 figures that the cost of shearing is 
about 10 pence per head, then somewhere in 
the order of 27500 were shorn in October and 
November of 1927. October 1926 showed a 



shearing cost of seven hundred and ninety 
four pounds, fourteen shillings and three 
pence. Assuming the 10 pence applies, 
around 19000 sheep were shorn in 1926. I 
have been told my grandfather did deal in 
stock - this could account for the high numbers 
in 1927. 

CaUle were introduced to the property in the 
late 1930s. The herd was about 100 to 150 
cows and calves. 

It would appear that the country, to the human 
eye at least was able to carry these stock 
numbers and it was not until the late 1960s 
and early 1970s that things began to go very 
wrong. The paint we had reached had taken 
100 years, but it was not something that 
suddenly arrived. It was a long slow process, 
possibly noticeable only to those who had 
gone away from the country and returned after 
a long period with very definite recollections of 
what had been. 

The grass species changed, and the white 
spear seemed to increase from a few 
scattered tussocks to a dominating situation in 
a few years. We went from a few seed heads 
blowing across the paddocks, to heads 
stacked high against buildings and fences in a 
matter of only a couple of years. A few years 
of heavy summer storms produced gully 
erosion in the hollows and by the early 70s the 
pastures seemed unable to respond to the 
rainfall. Feeding of stock became a regular 
occurrence. We fed every year at various 
times for several years, even then unaware of 
what was happening. Finally, having fed our 
way to near bankruptcy, and with the history of 
the property showing that we had only fed 
stock once in the drought of 1946, and to the 
best of our knowledge had not sustained any 
great losses in years gone by, then there was 
really something amiss. 

We decided to reduce our stock numbers 
drastically. We sold all our cattle and reduced 
our sheep flock to 2500 breeding ewes and 
began wheat growing to provide cash flow. 
The long road to recovery began in the early 
1970s. Until this point sheep numbers were 
maintained at about 10000. Lambings usually 
were in the high 60 to mid 70%. Wool cut for 
grown sheep was about 3.5 to 4.25 kg per 
head, lambs cut 1.5 to 2 kgs per head, body 
size was small and worm infestation was a 
major problem. 

Having reduced stock numbers, the first 
obvious effects were in the lambs. The 
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lambing percentage rose to 80% in the first 
year with wool cut from the lambs showing a 
marked increase and growth rate in the lambs 
substantially improved. There was an 
immediate increase in wool production from 
the ewe flock. How much of this was as a 
result of more feed or how much was as a 
result of classing out 40% of the breeding flock 
I could not say. 

After a couple of years we were able to 
reintroduce cattle onto the property. 

The early improvement in the performance of 
the flock has been maintained. Lambing 
percentage improved each year, and the last 
four years have averaged 97%. Lambs grow 
well and now produce about 3 kg of wool at 6 
months. The ewe flock has cut about 7.25 kg 
in each of the last two years, the wethers 
consistently cut 7.5 kg and at a recent 
shearing 30 month old wethers cut 10 kg. The 
micron count remains in the 21-22 range. 

It would be nice to say that this result was due 
to the lowering of stocking rates but by the mid 
70s we had introduced Collinsville rams into 
the flock. These no doubt have played a role 
in the improved performance. How much is 
breeding, how much is feed, how much is it 
due to heavier classing resulting from more 
lambs? I have not got the answer. All have no 
doubt played their part. There is an old saying 
among stockman that 50% of good breeding is 
what goes down the animals throat - it seems 
to me to be a fair enough rule of thumb. 

The current stocking rate is now based on 1 
sheep to 1.2 ha and the equivalent for cattle, 
based on a 1 to 7 ratio. The stocking rate was 
increased slowly from the 2500 ewes. We did 
not increase at any fixed rate but only as we 
felt the country was able to carry the extra 
stock. In dry seasons or if we felt the increase 
had been too much, we would again decrease. 
Currently we crop 1200 ha, one third is used 
for stock fodder, summer forage is grown 
when the season permits, and used to spell 
country during the summer grass growing 
season. 

The flock size is kept at 5000, consisting of 
2000 breeding ewes, 2000 wethers and about 
1000 maiden ewes. Maiden ewes and wethers 
are classed before lambing to reduce 
numbers. This gives a maximum of 6000 
sheep once the lambs are on the ground -
older ewes and wethers are then shorn and 
sold at weaning time. The cattle herd is now 
maintained at 200 cows and these are 
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reduced if seasonal conditions are not 
satisfactory. 

Sheep and cattle are run separately on a 
rotation, 2 years cattle and 3 years sheep. 
Each species seem to put different pressure 
on the country, sheep will, over a period, thin 
out one area of a paddock and continue to 
work it, if left unchecked the area will become 
bare, sheep then seem to consider it 
necessary to spread over the area at least 
twice a day to eat anything that may appear. 
Cattle leave these areas alone and allow the 
grass to recover. Sheep nibble away the fresh 
growth around the base of the plant and in 
time reduce the area of the tussock, sheep 
also eat the small fresh seedlings that are in 
fact a replacement tussock, if enough of these 
are eaten the end result must be no tussocks. 
Cattle eat the top of the grasses and leave the 
butt of the plant and the small seedlings, it has 
been said a cow can destroy a tussock in one 
mouthful, this may be true, continual grazing of 
this type may also be very damaging to 
pastures. Our country responds well to the 2-3 
year rotation. During the droughts of the last 
couple of years we have reduced stock 
numbers slightly from time to time and we 
have not had to feed. 

What has happened to the country to a 
layman's eye with this treatment? Grass cover 
has improved - not always with the most 
desirable species. However, the better types of 
grasses are appearing and increase each 
year. The ridge tops that had become bare 
and only dog butt and herbage grew are now 
developing grass cover even on eroded areas. 
Run off has decreased markedly, gullies have 
grassed up and are holding and in general 
there is an overall improvement in both feed 
quality and quantity. 

The real question to be answered is, how does 
this affect me the producer? Let us take a look 
at some figures: 

We have 1000 ewes cutting 5 kg wool and 
producing 75% lambs. In the current market 
with wool returning say $5.50 per kg or $27.50 
per head we have wool income of $27500. If 
we reduce our flock to 800 ewes, either by 
fleece weight or a professional sheep classer, 
and allowing for the increased production 
because of better nutrition we could expect an 
increase of at least 1 kg. We now have 800 
ewes cutting 6 kg of wool at $5.50 per kg or 
$33 per head, with wool income of $26400. 
The loss of direct income is $1100. We have 
not had to pay for the shearing of 200 sheep at 

a minimum cost of $2.75 per head, a saving of 
$550. A further saving of at least $2 per head 
could be allowed for crutching, drench, jetting 
and other expenses, or $400 in the year, this 
leaves a cash in hand deficit of $150. 

If, as my own experience indicates we can lift 
lambings to at least 90% we finish up with 720 
lambs from 800 ewes. If on the other hand we 
get 93.5% we have 750 lambs. 

For the price of $150 and 30 lambs for each 
1000 ewes what else do we get? Because we 
are not so affected by a normal dry spell we 
get a more stabilised income, we have less 
feed costs, our stock are less affected by 
parasites, this means less input costs and less 
work. 

Stock are always in good condition and can be 
sold when management strategy dictates, or at 
any time to take advantage of a market 
situation. Young well-grown stock always 
command good competition in sale yards. 

I have done this exercise on ewes. I am sure 
that the same case could be made for a cattle 
enterprise or for a wether situation. Contented 
well fed stock in the paddock are a great 
means of ensuring a good night's sleep. 

Having been through this exercise, I have 
found that the problems of 100 years of 
overgrazing will not be fixed quickly, it will 
never be as it was, although another hundred 
years of careful management may get close. 
There were times when cash flow budgets 
indicated we could not get through. I am 
pleased to say we ignored the budgets and 
carried on and at the end of the day we 
somehow found we got there. 

All of us need to make a lot of decisions about 
our attitudes to stocking rates. I believe there 
has to be an overall reduction and we can all 
argue that financial pressures do not allow us 
to reduce. Mother nature does not hear such 
argument and if we overstock she in turn will 
take a hand. If we do not heed her warnings 
we have North Africa and Greece to prove 
what consequences can be expected. 

John McCormack 
Merino Downs 
Surat. Qld. 4417 
24 April 1989 
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WOODY WEEDS AND SOIL EROSION 
Bruce A/chin 

Rangelands Consultant, Toowoomba, Qld. 

The report by the N.T. Cattlemen's 
Association on woody weeds (RMN 89/1) 
demonstrated both their keen interest in 
land management and astute observation. 
It also raised several issues for discussion 
and I would like to comment on one of 
these, viz. soil erosion. 

The report states that the presence of 
shrubs "is the reason dust storms are 
infrequent in the present drought." The 
latter statement has sometimes been 
made in comparing recent droughts with 
those of earlier times in western N.S.W. 
However, better grazing management by 
virtue of more intensive subdivision and 
watering point distribution and rapid 
reduction in stocking pressure has no 
doubt played a role which was not 
possible in previous times. 

The reduction in ground cover as a result 
of scrub encroachment predisposes the 
soil to erosion. this is a very serious 
response to scrub encroachment. 

Bare soil under shrubs (at any density) is 
always susceptible to water erosion. 
Serious water sheeting and rilling is 
common in the dense scrub stands of the 
Cobar - Coo Ii bah - Byrock region of 
western N.S.W. 

Wind erosion in scrub encroaching areas 
is common, particularly in drought periods 
on sandplain country. It is during the 
process of scrub increasing in density that 
erosion occurs. Individual shrubs and 
small clumps increase wind turbulence 
and this results in soil movement. As the 
scrub density increases this movement 
changes from suspension (drift), saltation 
and surface creep to a situation where 
only saltation and surface creep occur. 
Eventually, a stand may become so dense 
that windspeed is negligible at the soil 
surface and no further wind erosion will 
occur. However, by that stage, scrub' 
encroachment has indirectly caused 

serious windsheeting. 

A further cause of soil erosion is the 
higher grazing pressure that occurs on the 
areas not affected by scrub. The subtle 
development of scrub encroachment often 
means that this effect is not obvious until 
ground cover is depleted and soil erosion 
occurs on the open areas as well as the 
scrub-infested areas. 

Finally, I hope that the N.T. pastoralists 
can learn from the difficulties that have 
developed in other areas where the 
problem of woody weed encroachment 
was not attacked at an early enough stage 
to make it economical and feasible to 
bring it under effective control and 
management. The words of Bill Bolton 
Smith regarding the initiation of the woody 
weed problem on "Wilangee" need to be 
carefully noted - "How easy it would have 
been to get rid of it then if only we had 
known." (RMN 88/2) 

6th AUSTRALIAN RANGELAND 
CONFERENCE 

CALL FOR PAPERS 

Recently you will have received a flyer 
advertising the next Australian Range
lands Conference to be held at Carvar
von in September, 1990. 

The deadline for Registration is May 
1990. 
So get your responses in to: 

Australian Rangeland Society Conference 
C/- Post Office Box 522 
CARNARVON W.A. 6701 

December 15th 1989 is the deadline for 
papers so you had better get on with it. 

A 100 word precis is required for either 
a paper or poster presentation. 



Page 16 'f&.nge management :J\&ws{etter :J{pvemoer '89 

DROUGHT ASSISTANCE -
SOME COMMENTS 

Mark Oliver* and John Tobin+ 

Introduction 

The National Drought Consultative Com
mittee (NDCC) was established early in 
1984 to provide advice on drought issues 
to the Commonwealth Minister for Primary 
Industries. The NDCC consisted of: 

one representative from each of the 
Commonwealth, State and Territory De
partments responsible for primary industry 
issues; 

three representatives of the National 
Farmers Federation (NFF); and 

one representative from the Common
wealth Department of Finance. 

The Department of Finance was represent
ed on NDCC because of the important role 
that Commonwealth/State cost-sharing ar
rangements play in determining the size 
and form of Government relief measures 
for persons affected by natural disasters. 
However, StatelTerritory drought assis
tance measures have been excluded from 
the natural disaster cost-sharing arrange
ments as of 1 July 1989. 

In November 1984, the NDCC agreed to 
recommend a set of objectives for drought 
policy plus a number of Commonwealth 
and StatelTerritory measures to minimise 
the impact of drought. The NDCC recom
mendations were published in a booklet 
and released by the Commonwealth Minis
ter for Primary Industry in September 1985 
(National Drought Consultative Committee 
1985). 

The State and Northern Territory (NT) gov
ernments are responsible for the definition 
and administration of drought relief meas
ures within the respective StatelTerritory 
borders. Most States and the NT have 
adopted part or all of the NDCC recom
mendations. 

NDCC Recommended Policy Objectives 
and Assistance Measures. 

The national objectives for drought policy 
recommended by the NDCC were: 

to encourage the efficient allocation of 
national and regional farm resources; and 

to minimise the economic hardship to in
dividuals resulting from drought. 

The NDCC considered that the specific ob
jectives of drought policy were to: 

maintain land resources; 

maintain breeding herds, at a level 
which would enable post drought recovery 
of livestock industries within a reasonable 
period; 

enable post-drought sowing of crops 
and pasture; 

maintain minimum living standards for 
farmers assessed as being viable in the 
long-term; 

provide short-term income support for 
farmers assessed as non-viable in the 
longer term; and 

minimise stock distress. 

On the basis of these objectives, the 
NDCC recommended that national drought 
policy should comprise the following set of 
Commonwealth and State/NT assistance 
measures: 

concessionalloans; 

freight rebates for the transport of live-
stock, fodder and water; 

soil conservation programs; 

taxation related measures; 

an Income Equalisation Deposit 
Scheme; 

household support and rehabilitation as
sistance under the Rural Adjustment 
Scheme; 



development and provision of informa
tion; and 

other measures agreed from time to 
time. 

Conflict of Objectives 

The relatively large number of specific ob
jectives recommended by NDCC leads to 
internal conflict. For example, restoring 
post-drought livestock numbers within a 
reasonable period can be interpreted to 
mean rapid and early restocking. This can 
be detrimental to pasture recovery and is 
therefore in conflict with the rangeland 
preservation objective. 

There is even conflict within the broad ob
jectives. Minimising economic hardship is 
not always compatible with efficient re
source allocation; the welfare versus effi
ciency argument. Freebairn (1978) has 
questioned the validity of providing tempo
rary industry assistance on resource effi
ciency grounds. Freebairn argued that, if 
the long-term prospects for an industry are 
judged to be sound, private investors are 
unlikely to abandon it. 

Further, any disinvestment by individual 
operators during a downturn often involves 
a transfer of resources to other operators 
within the same industry. For example, de
stocking of young and breeder livestock 
from a drought affected district can be of 
advantage to producers in other areas with 
ample forage. Resources that are not in
dustry-specific can be replaced at the end 
of the downturn at no significant extra, or 
"penalty", cost. 

Conflict between objectives can be re
solved by eliminating the conflicting objec
tives and/or by assigning priorities to e.ach 
objective. Robb (1986, p. 44) implied a 
need to prioritise objectives when he 
asked: 

are we trying to maximise the financial 
contribution of agriculture to the economy? 

are we trying to stop animals from dy
ing? 

are we seeking to prevent any set back 
in the environment? 
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are we seeking to maintain certain lev
els of ground water? 

are we trying to maintain farmer welfare, 
or rural employment, at a particular level? 

Non-Matching of Objectives with Assis
tance Measures 

The NDCC did not explicitly match its rec
ommended assistance measures with the 
stated objectives for drought policy. It can 
only be presumed that the destocking, re
stocking and fodder freight subsidies are 
intended to: encourage early destocking; 
assist restoration of livestock numbers; 
and minimise distress to livestock, respec
tively. Concessionalloans are not obvious
ly matched with any specific objective or 
objectives recommended by NDCC. 

Ideally, the objectives should be set first 
and the assistance measures or incen
tives/disincentives should then be formu
lated to achieve each of the stated objec
tives. The opposite appears to have been 
the case in the evolution of the currently 
recommended array of objectives and as
sistance measures. The number and the 
scope of drought policy objectives have 
tended to increase with time while the core 
assistance measures have remained rela
tively constant. 

Concessional Loans. 

Arguments that have been used in support 
of the use of concessional loans as a form 
of drought assistance are that they: 

target with greater accuracy those pro
ducers who are experiencing the greatest 
temporary economic hardship, that is, 
those with the least cash reserves or other 
assets; 

enabre commercial lenders to participate 
freely in the rural finance market yet en
sure that viable producers have access to 
credit if their requirements are beyond the 
limits provided by commercial lenders; 

require less Government funding be
cause producers are required to obtain fin
cance from commercial sources first; and 

provide less incentive to rely on Govern
ment for credit as the Government, in the-
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ory, acts as a lender of last resort. 

Arguments against the use of concessional 
loans as a form of drought assistance are 
that they: 

promote inequity in access to loans. Pro
ducers who make their own provisions for 
drought, for example, by accumulating 
cash reserves, are less likely to receive a 
loan than those who make no provision; 

impede the exit from the industry of the 
less efficient producers. Producers who 
would otherwise by non-viable may be ren
dered viable by the provision of a conces
sionalloan; 

make no allowance for need. The arbi
trary upper limit that applies to concession
al loans means that large businesses re
cieve relatively less assistance than small 
businesses; 

do not help those producers facing 
chronic economic hardship, that is, those 
without long-term viability prospects; and 

deliver funds at an inappropriate time. 
Pastoral enterprises are eligible for more 
funds during the destocking phase (period 
of increased cash inflow) than during the 
restocking phase (period of decreased 
cash inflow). 

Freight Subsidies 

The NDCC recommended that four types 
of freight subsidy - destocking, restocking, 
fodder and water cartage - be provided for 
the recoupment of part of the costs in
curred in transporting stock, fodder and 
water. Some States have chosen not to 
adopt this recommendation. 

The main criticism of livestock freight sub
sidies - at current levels - is that they are 
inefficacious. They do not achieve their 
presumed objective of encouraging early 
destocking. By default, freight subsidies 
become a form of welfare assistance. Wel
fare objectives are more appropriately ad
dressed by direct income support rather 
than by freight subsidies. The destocking 
and restocking subsidies are proportional 
to the number of cattle turned off or re
turned to a property and these numbers 

are not correlated with welfare needs. 

The livestock, fodder and water freight 
subsidies also create an inequity between 
the livestock and cropping industries within 
the rural sector. During 1988, drought af
fected grain producers in southern 
Queensland requested drought assistance 
in the form of grants in order to redress 
this inequity (Anon. 1988). 

A recent survey of pastoralists in the Alice 
Springs District of the Northern Territory 
indicated that the destocking freight subsi
dy had little or no influence on pastoralists 
destocking decisions (Tobin 1988). Tobin 
found that only one producer from a sam
ple of 17 producers (approximately 20 per 
cent of the District population) stated that 
property destocking decisions would be af
fected if the freight subsidies were com
pletely removed. A probable reason for 
this finding was that the value of the freight 
subsidy was not sufficiently large to signifi
cantly influence stock turnoff decisions. 

Tobin compared the profitability of high 
versus moderate turnoff strategies for var
ying drought lengths. This comparison 
showed that, in some cases, subsidies 
would need to be as high as $370 per eli
gible head to make a high destocking 
strategy as profitable (in terms of cash 

flow plus herd value changes) as a moder
ate turnoff strategy. Under the 1988-89 
Northern Territory assistance scheme a 
maximum possible payment is about $56 
per eligible head while a minimum pay
ment can be as low as 30 cents per head. 
In 1986 the average payment in the Alice 
Springs District was $10 per eligible head. 

A detailed review of drought assistance in 
New South Wales (Smith and Callahan 
1988) has similarly found that subsidy pay
ments in that State are small relative to to
tal property operating costs. Between 
1976 and 1987, about 60 per cent of indi
vidual subsidy payments were for amounts 
less than $500 and 14 per cent were for 
less than $100. 

Smith and Callahan reported that the ma
jority of NSW producers did not submit 
subsidy claims. Although some difficulties 



with the available data were admitted, 
Smith and Callahan concluded that the 
proportion of subsidy claimants was only 
about 20 per cent of those eligible during 
the severe drought experienced in New 
South Wales during 1980-83. 

Conclusions 

The fundamental objective of successive 
State/NT drought schemes has been to 
provide financial relief to primary produc
ers whose businesses have been adverse
ly affected by seasonal conditions. This 
objective has become increasingly ob
scured by the addition of secondary objec
tives. The addition of secondary objectives 
significantly increases the likelihood of 
conflict between objectives. Mis-matching 
of assistance measures with objectives is 
also more likely to occur. 

Successive drought policies have tended 
to add important environmental objectives 
as secondary objectives for drought policy. 
This broadening of the objectives for 
drought policy is probably a reflection of in
creasing community concern with land 
degradation. However, such objectives are 
poorly addressed in drought schemes. 
Certainly, the risks of rangeland deteriora
tion and soil erosion increase during 
drought. However, these problems do not 
occur QDJy during periods of drought dec
laration. Reliance on the provisions of a 
drought assistance scheme to address 
these issues only allows for them to be 
dealt with at sporadic intervals, that is, 
once a drought is declared. Proactive rath
er than reactive schemes are required to 
properly protect rangelands and soils. 

The soil objective of drought schemes 
should be to provide financial assistance 
to individuals who, because of drought, 
are experiencing temporary financial hard
ship. With such an objective, drought as
sistance would be concerned with purely 
social goals. Assistance for producers in 
genuine need would be best provided in 
the form of concessional loans. Freight 
subsidies are ineffective policy instruments 
and their provision should cease. 

This approach is recommended with the 
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reasoning that an individual should not suf
fer undue hardship because of environ
mental circumstances, such as drought, 
that are beyond his or her control. Survival 
for many producers depends heavily on 
the timing of entry into the industry or the 
timing of major expansion. Even the most 
capable of managers can fail if they start 
at the onset of a period of low prices, low 
output, or both. 

* Northern Territory Department of 
Primary Industry and Fisheries, Alice 
Springs. (Regional Economist) 

+ Northern Territory Department of 
Primary Industry and Fisheries, Darwin. 
(Chief Economist) 
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STATEMENT ON RURAL LAND USE 

PAST MISTAKES 
In looking at the Australian situation it is useful 
to view our situation in a world context. It is 
probably fair to say that many arid areas of the 
world where domestic livestock have been 
grazed on a continuous basis have suffered 
severe reductions in carrying capacity. The 
situation in Australia is no different with 
documented land degradation problems in 
South Western Queensland, Western New 
South Wales and Western Australia. Early 
reports of degradation included the Royal 
Commission into Shrub Regrowth in Western 
Division of New South Wales in 1901, and 
countless similar reports, particularly in the last 
twenty years have referred to degradation 
problems. 

It is worth realising that Europeans have only 
been resident in the semi-arid areas of this 
country for 150 years and that systematic, 
formal scientific studies of factors affecting the 
productivity of these lands have only begun in 
the last 25 years in most cases. 

The initial view that man could subordinate 
and control nature in arid areas has given way 
to a realisation that man has to fit in with the 
natural climatic events, and that a 
considerable degree of flexibility is necessary 
to do this. 

Historically the arid and semi-arid grazing 
lands of Eastern Australia were settled by 
Europeans during the period 1830-1890. 
Rapid development occurred during this 
period, with livestock numbers reaching a peak 
in Queensland in the 1890's. These numbers 
were not reached again until the 1950's. The 
early history of the pastoral industry was 
characterised by frequent booms and busts 
caused by fluctuations in market prices and 
droughts. 

As pastoral runs were taken up, so 
government followed with police to enforce law 
and order and land commissioners who 
implemented the conventional wisdom of the 
time concerning allocation and use of crown 
land. This wisdom seems to have been largely 
based on previous British experience in 
non-arid regions, where developmental type 
land policies aimed at increasing the 
productivity of the land and subsequently 

allowing closer settlement had been 
employed. 

In hindsight it is evident that mistakes were 
made with respect to size of holdings and 
extent of possible development by graziers, 
land administrators and politicians because of 
a lack of understanding of the climate, the land 
they were dealing with and the cyclical nature 
of markets for primary products. An example 
of how far out some of the original estimates of 
land capability and climatic reliability were is 
found in a Land Commissioners report of 1890 
expressing the view that large scale cropping 
in the Cunnamulla area was likely in the 
foreseeable future. 

Unfortunately the process of subdivision 
continued unabated until the 1960's. The cost 
price squeeze of the 1960's and 1970's meant 
that these holdings, particularly on the less 
productive types of country were no longer 
viable units. It has taken a long time for these 
problems to be recognised. Even now there 
still exists a belief amongst a minority of land 
administrators that with continuing 
development some of Australia's arid and 
semi-arid pastoral lands could be subdivided 
to provide build-up blocks for small holdings 
and to allow new graziers into the industry. 
some Farm Financial Survey data are now 
available to show that living areas are 
inadequate in certain pastoral regions. 
Graziers have recognised this for three 
decades and property build-up is occurring 
through natural market forces. 

It is important that Land Administrators do not 
impede this process of build-up. We have had 
the situation in Queensland within the last ten 
years where graziers wanting to purchase 
additional blocks in the mulga country near 
Charleville received a letter from the Lands 
Administration Commission to the effect that 
the build up would take them over the 
acceptable holding size but that they would be 
allowed to proceed with the purchase. This did 
not refer to a large land holder but rather one 
who held a block of 60000 odd acres. 

CURRENT PROBLEMS 

Land degradation is a massive problem that 
has not been admitted to by Governments or 
by the landholders until very recently. The 
graziers, land administrators and politicians at 



last appear to be showing signs of coming to 
grips with the Australian environment and with 
the reality that in many places "drought" as it 
seems to be currently perceived, is the norm, 
rather than an unusual occurrence. See Fig 1. 
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feature of good land management. Good 
management systems integrate land care with 
efficient animal husbandry, carefully planned 
infrastructure and sound economic 
management. Graziers who know their country 

rr=======================================================~well use management 
Figure 1. PERIODS OF DROUGHT DECLARATION FOR WESTERN SHIRES systems that allow for 
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dry spells and drought 
without undue damage 
to their country. 

A number of factors 
have contributed to the 
slow recognition of 
degradation problems: 

-hostilities between 
land administrators 
and land holders; 

-centralised land 
L!:::::============================::!J administrations with 

Changes in pasture species composition and 
increases in sheet erosion and woody shrub 
cover are the most common forms of land 
degradation. Often these changes from a 

head offices remote from arid areas; 
-effectiveseparation between land 

administration and land research bodies (in 
different departments); 

Figure 2. DEGRADATION CYCLE IN MULGA LANDS 
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self-perpetuating cycle of steadily encroaching 
runoff and erosion as shown in Figure 2. 

Some examples of land degradation include
Pasture Species Change 
.................................... Wire grass in 

Charleville Mulga 
.................................... Wire grass and white 

spear grass in Mitchell 
grass areas 

Scrub invasion ............ Turpentine in 
Bourke/Cobar 

Soil Erosion ................. Nelson Land System 
VRO/Ord NTIWA 

The extent of lost production due to the effects 
of degradation is shown in Figures 3 and 4. 

Conservative stocking is the most common 

Conl;n"o", h\02~ 9'02;ng 

---+-) Increased run-off 

-reluctance of graziers to recognise land 
degradation problems on their own properties; 

-lack of knowledge of the land 
(SOil/tree/pasture) and therefore an inability to 
perceive changes occurring in this system; 

-the long term nature of these changes ie 
20-50 years makes accurate subjective 
observations by individuals very difficult. 

Other priorities: 

-we need to be able to recognise areas with 
major degradation problems and give these 
areas highest priority - generally this would be 
int he form of encouragement to build-up to 
adequate living areas, extension/education 
programs and perhaps some incentives to 
maintain land in satisfactory 
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condition; 

-in areas susceptible to degradation graziers 
need to have sufficient profitability and 
flexibility to be able to practise more 
conservative management during and 
immediately following drought periods; 

-native and feral animals such as certain 
kangaroo species, rabbits and dingoes pose 
considerable management problems. Proper 
definition of population numbers would aid in 
formulating management programs for these 
species; 

-external factors such as interest rates, 
exchange rates and tariffs greatly affect the 
profitability of graziers and hence their ability 
to respond to seasonal conditions; 

-there are difficulties in separating normal 
cyclical seasonal fluctuations in land condition 
from long term trends. These can probably 
only be solved by longer term programs to 
monitor the condition of the lands involved; 

-speed up the slow adoption of more 
conservative management practices by 
graziers. Scientists need to convincingly 
demonstrate the benefits of more conservative 
management on a commercial scale, and a 
community ethic of good land care is still in the 
developing stages. 
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Figure 3. 
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EXPLOITIVE USE 
On the less productive land types the initial 
"family unit" holdings produced by subdivision 
of the original pastoral runs have proved 
completely inadequate to sustain a family unit 

in the 1960's and 1970's. See Table 1. 

Table 1. 

Distribution of Property Size in Southern 

Pastoral Australia. 
----------------------------S.A. W.A. N.S.W. 

0/0 0/0 % 

Substandard 16 5 51 

Borderline 9 5 26 

Adequate 27 27 23 

Safe 47 63 none 

99 * 100 100 ----------------------------
* error due to rounding. 

Source: Young, M.D. Proc. Aust. Rangeland 
Society 2nd. Biennial Congo Adelaide, 1979. 

This produced a financial crisis for many 
smaller landholders who were more or less 
forced to respond by running as many stock 
as possible regardless of the seasonal 
conditions in order to meet family needs. 

In addition there are also a small number of 
landh"Olders who through ignorance or tradition 
continued with undesirable management 
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Figure 4. 
EFFECT OF SHEET EROSION ON 
PASTURE BIOMASS 

~ 
~ 1000 

~ 
.Q 

'" 

O+-----T-----~--~----_T----~ 
o 20 40 60 80 100 

% of Surface Eroded 

practices. Other factors such as excessive use 
of topfeeds such as mulga to maintain stock 
numbers during drought and the continued 
use of supplements without reduction in stock 
numbers have also been said to lead to land 
degradation. 



DROUGHT SUBSIDIES 
Drought subsidies were originally put in place 
to protect entire state livestock herds from 
decimation in times of major droughts. In this 
original concept there was no recognition of 
the potential adverse effects on the land: 
indeed it was argued that subsidies to shift 
stock away from droughted areas should 
benefit the land. 

Unfortunately the way these measures have 
been implemented in some states has led to 
discrimination against the conservative stocker 
and the careful manager. In Queensland for 
example stock have to be losing condition and 
often losses have to have occurred before a 
drought declaration can be obtained and a 
freight subsidy is available to move stock to 
sale or agistment. By the time animal condition 
is declining the pasture has usually been 
over-utilised for some time. 

The increase use of convenient and fast road 
transport has meant that agistment or 
replacement stock are often brought home as 
soon as the drought breaking rain finishes 
falling, and certainly before the pastures have 
had time to regrow and seed, and provide 
some sort of a reserve for the next drought 
period 

(Before the days of road transport it normally 
took years for stock numbers to rebuild in 
droughted areas.) 

It seems that in recent times drought relief has 
been used as a social welfare measure: this is 
obviously useful for the grazier, but has had 
detrimental effects on the land where 
properties which are not a living area continue 
to be supported by concessional debt finance. 

The consequence of existing fodder and 
freight subsidies providing the wrong incentive 
from a land management point of view are 
serious. The prime cause of land degradation 
has been identified as the maintenance of 
excessive grazing pressure on sensitive types 
of country during and immediately following 
drought periods. Freight subsidies encourage 
managers to hold stock on the property until a 
declaration is made so the cost of shifting the 
stock to market or to agistment is effectively 
halved (Queensland). Fodder subsidies which 
encourage managers to retain stock on the 
property and provide supplementary feed for 
them are likely to have harmful effects on the 
land resource. 

If drought subsidies are to be retained by 
Governments then changes in the criteria for 
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granting drought declarations are needed so 
that they do not act as a disincentive to good 
land (and stock) management. A form of 
retrospective declaration or staged declaration 
is necessary so that the grazier who sells 
stock off early into a drought benefits more 
than the one who hangs on to stock and 
consequently risks damaging the land. (eg. the 
N.T.scheme). 

Pastoral industry leaders could give some 
thought to relinquishing drought assistance 
entirely in return for a proper lED scheme and 
abolition of tariffs and other regulations which 
add to the cost of inputs to primary industries. 

FUTURE STABILIZATION AND 
IMPROVEMENT 
Substantial areas of the arid and semi-arid 
grazing lands appear relatively stable (in the 
light of our short experience in these areas) 
and even in more unstable areas degradation 
has only become apparent after sustained 
overuse for a period of 20 to 100 years ego in 
mulga lands. There is also a further period 
before such problems become irreversible. eg 
Prickly Acacia in Central Western Queensland. 
Mechanisms for recognising degradation 
problems in different regions and drawing 
community attention to these problems are 
needed. 

Future stabilisation and improvement of 
rangelands seems likely to be mainly 
concerned with finding suitable stocking 
strategies which allow sustained and profitable 
use of the land within its capabilities, and 
achieving the structural and administrative 
adjustments which facilitate the adoption of 
these strategies. One of the most important 
goals in the development of a community ethic 
of sound land care. The development of this 
ethic and the adoption by graziers of more 
appropriate stocking strategies will largely be 
through education, research and extension 
programs accompanied by certain 
administrative adjustments. 

1. Education. Currently both graziers and 
politicians are aware of land degradation 
problems and are listening. Future programs 
need to present available data on the extent, 
severity and cost of land degradation. Both 
land users and administrators need to be 
trained to observe the soil/plant system in 
greater detail so that they can tell what is 
happening to the land and find solutions where 
adverse changes are occurring. 
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2. Research. Monitoring programs are 
needed to assess the "health" of the pastoral 
lands and to allow the detection of long term 
downtrends in land condition and productivity. 
Monitoring is a publicly visible action that has 
been seen to have a positive effect on 
graziers, they can see what is being measured 
and learn to measure for themselves. 
Monitoring provides hard data necessary to 
achieve changes in administrative and political 
attitudes. 

There is a need to maintain some reference 
areas in good condition on each land type to 
provide a comparison with grazed lands. 

Research is also needed to determine suitable 
long term management strategies for the 
different types of country. For example 
principles have been defined in south west 
Queensland which provide a guide to 
appropriate stocking rates which maintain the 
country in satisfactory condition over the long 
term. The essence of these principles is to set 
stock numbers to eat 20% of the pasture 
available after the summer growing season in 
mulga lands, and 30% of the pasture available 
in Mitchell grass areas. This concept of setting 
stocking rates to consume a proportion of the 
pasture available seems workable in northern, 
predominantly summer rainfall areas, though 
further refinements of this concept will no 
doubt be made. At present similar systems to 
provide a guide to conservative stocking rates 
in mixed winter/summer rainfall areas and in 
winter rainfall areas are not available. 
Research needs to provide some "rules of 
thumb" for these areas and highlight plants or 
other phenomena which are reliable indicators 
of land condition - grazing pressure. 

In mulga country the principles above suggest 
stocking rates considerable lighter ego 1 dry 
sheep to 6 hectares and lower (particularly for 
areas in poor condition) than those used by 
Land Administrators for the assessment of 
carrying capacity for rental determination. 
(Typically 1 sheep to 3 or 4ha.) 

3. Extension. Programs are needed to 
communicate research findings to the grazing 
community, and to achieve the educational 
aims previously expressed. Properly trained 
and experienced personnel are needed in the 
pastoral areas to carry out this work, and 
Government bodies have a major role to play 
in extension. 

There is a need to encourage landholder 
awareness of and participation in Rural Nature 

Conservation programs aimed at preserving 
habitat areas which maintain existing flora and 
fauna species in adequate numbers. 

4. Administrative ReQuirements. It appears 
that on the lighter types of country that 
management decisions setting grazing 
pressures during and immediately following 
drought periods are crucial to maintaining the 
land in satisfactory condition. It follows that 
minimum holding sizes should be sufficient in 
these areas to allow sufficient stock to be run 
during normal dry periods (such as a 1 in 10 
year drought) to maintain the viability of the 
enterprise. In some areas this will require 
substantial property build-up and it is 
necessary that administrators facilitate and 
encourage this process. 

From the land degradation point of view by far 
the best drought strategy is a solid cash 
reserve - an attractive lED scheme which 
encouraged graziers to put reserves away in 
good years which could be withdrawn in 
drought years would be a major incentive for 
better drought management. 

Positive drought assistance schemes are 
needed which provide an incentive to lower 
stock numbers quickly with the onset of 
drought. 

In Queensland valuation of rural lands from 
which local Government rates are determined 
are based entirely on type of country and the 
nature and condition of physical 
improvements, and makes no allowance for 
the condition of the land and hence the 
grazing capacity. It can be argued that land 
administrators should be leading the push for 
better land management with realistic 
valuations and assessments of carrying 
capacity rather than relying on precedents 
from past eras. In short, methods for arriving 
at official valuations and carrying capacities on 
which rates and rents for leasehold grazing 
lands are set need to be altered to take into 
account land condition on individual properties 
and the appropriate long term carrying 
capacities of a property. 

In a few instances positive administrative 
initiatives have been undertaken. Recognition 
of land degradation problems has been one of 
the precursors of the PIPES scheme (Primary 
Industry Productivity Enhancement Scheme) 
which is aimed at "property build-up.... to 
enhance viability or achieve a reduction in 
overstocking." 

In general excessive administrative controls 



relating to stocking rates are extremely difficult 
to implement in a practical way, costly to 
administer and have not achieved their 
objectives in the past. Use of such measures 
should be regarded very much as a last resort 
in blatant cases of mismanagement which are 
clearly not in the communities' interest. 

THE FUTURE 
Pastoral use of arid and semi-arid grazing 
lands will continue and will remain a major part 
of the national economy. In sensitive areas 
carrying capacities and drought management 
will be reappraised. Public opinion and peer 
group pressure will be the ultimate sanctions 
for achieving acceptable systems of land use. 

There are no miracle cures for areas where 
land degradation is a problem. The answer lies 
in better understanding of the resource and 
thence better management. Monitoring 
programs need to continue and be expanded 
to cover more resource regions. There needs 
to be an increased use of case studies and 
this information must be incorporated into 
knowledge data bases so that years of 
accumulated wisdom and experience are not 
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lost when older graziers, scientists and 
extension workers move out of the arid and 
semi-arid regions. The use of Expert Systems 
and Artificial Intelligence type developments 
will greatly facilitate this work, as computers 
and software become more sophisticated and 
more able to deal with ideas and not just 
numbers and letters. Administrators and 
politicians must be made aware of the 
scientific work that has been done and that is 
continuing so that intelligent and informed 
decisions are made. 

Cash flow, or the lack of it, for what ever 
reason be it drought, education or greed, has 
an important impact on land management. All 
the good will in the world to conserve the land 
will not help if the bank manager and 
taxgatherer is pressuring the landholder for 
payment. 
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