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THE PRIMARY PRODUCER

Understanding all
the beef variables

Andrew Filmer’s river frontage on the Cann is much improved from nine years ago (inset). (PS)

Recovery takes time and effort
Fourth generation farmers, Andrew and Jill Filmer, together with
their daughter, Chelsea, have an appreciation of the recovery work that
has been undertaken on the Cann
River by the East Gippsland Catchment Management Authority.
The Cann River has seen many
changes from clearing for agriculture
in the 1870s to a range of river management works carried out following
major flood events as far back as 1919.
In 1998, Cann River had a major flood
event that caused extensive bank erosion and threatened infrastructure including bridges and underground cables. It was following this flood that an
intensive rehabilitation program
began.
Through community and landholder
partnerships, the program has so far
seen the river margins fully fenced
from livestock, willows removed,
other weeds controlled and an extensive amount of revegetation along

the riverbanks.
The Filmers, as farmers, see the benefit of fencing not only for the river’s
sake but being able to control their
stock.
“Our river frontage has always been
fenced because when running a high
stocking rate and milking you’ve got
to be able to get the cows when you
need them,” Andrew said.
Controlling weeds along the
riverbanks requires an ongoing
partnership between the CMA and
landholders.
“We’ve signed a long term agreement for the management of the area
along the river where we farm. It is in
our best interest to manage the blackberries in the close vicinity of our
fence line,” Andrew said.
River stabilisation and erosion control has seen the installation of rock
structures in sections of the river.
Andrew sees erosion control along
the river as one of the main concerns

for a farmer.
“Yes, I get worried if erosion is heading towards my paddocks,” he said.
“The pools of water that the CMA
worked really hard to achieve seem
very settled. It’s not a fast running
stream like it used to be. The water actually stops because of the control
barriers. When I was a kid, to find
somewhere to go for a swim you had
to be pretty lucky, whereas now there
are deep pools you can swim in.”
The recovery of the Cann River has
been and will continue to be a process
of partnerships with community and
landholders.
“Ongoing maintenance will continue
forever,” Andrew said.
“No doubt there will be outbreaks of
erosion that will have to be controlled
or revegetated.
“To me the river is quite stable the
way it is now. If that can be maintained
then that’s how I see it being ideal.
“River health is good for everyone.”

Cattle prices are quite buoyant
with some industry commentators suggesting high prices will
continue for up to two years.
The challenge for producers is
that prices are cyclical; reflecting
supply, demand and competition
in the global market place.
Whether future cattle prices hold,
increase or decline is unknown,
though it is most likely cattle
prices will ease to some degree.
The pressure between costs and
income relates to whether producers receive adequate returns to
meet variable and fixed costs.
The challenge is to make the
most of current good prices to set
up for the ongoing ups and downs
in the price cycle.
Beef production can be considered a function of inputs (pasture,
livestock, water, etc.) used to provide a usable output (livestock
suitable for particular elements of
the beef supply chain).
Input costs are usually classified
as variable or fixed.
A variable cost is if the quantity of
the input varies during the production period (e.g. drench, fuel,
labour costs).
In contrast, a fixed cost is if the
input quantity is not varied during
the production period (e.g. council
rates, loan repayments, living
costs).
Many have the view that inputs
(costs) are always outpacing outputs (prices or value).
More often, however, it is falling
prices, that lead to declining incomes for beef producers.
Producers therefore need to
strive to find new ways for making
their business more efficient, to
address the inevitable cost-price
squeeze over the longer term.
As a guide, commodity prices for
all Australian farm products (such
as wool, sugar, beef, wheat, etc.)
have been declining at close to 1.5
per cent per year, on average, for
the last two decades.
The good news is, there are solutions to manage this challenge.

The bad news, however, is that it
isn’t easy.
New technologies and solutions
must be sought and adopted, to
achieve a minimum two per cent
improvement each year to keep
ahead of declining terms of trade /
the cost-price squeeze.
One example of a potential solution to address the cost-price
squeeze is through genetic gain.
The rate of genetic gain among
beef seedstock producers using
Breedplan has far exceeded their
declining terms of trade.
According to Woolaston (2014),
leading herds exceed average
gains in their respective breeds by
three-seven fold.
Value adding to achieve higher
prices may be by supplying products of guaranteed quality produced through assured farming
practices.
There are potential gains to be
made across all aspects of production, including;
Soils: soil fertility needs to be at
levels to support good pasture
production; pastures: a pasture improvement program incorporating (newer) varieties suited to an
area; herd productivity: all livestock on the farm should be contributing to farm income; labour
efficiency: managing jobs such as
weaning, marking, vaccinating to
improve efficiency; technology
adoption: use of individual animal
electronic identification to understand individual animal performance and productivity; marketing:
add value to livestock by producing to market specifications
and/or through supplying a guaranteed quality supply chain, to increase prices and income.
In summary, the cost-price
squeeze is a constant feature in
agriculture, the beef industry
being no exception, and there is
no indication that it will cease.
To stay ahead of the ‘squeeze’,
producers need to lift productivity
and/or efficiency by approximately two per cent each year.

Dingo advocacy concerns
M10098BZ

tific approach to wild dog research.”
Mr Vallance said the VFF also held concerns for
ongoing social and business impacts faced by
farmers battling wild dog attacks on livestock.
“The economic impact on the grazing industries has been seriously underestimated and
we’re concerned about the mental health of
farmers dealing with the trauma associated with
wild dog attacks,” he said.
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From page 1
Shadow Minister for Agriculture, Peter Walsh,
said “it beggars belief that Minister Pulford left
High Country communities that fight the
scourge of wild dogs daily without an avenue to
give advice on the control program for two
years”.
The Victorian Farmers Federation has raised
concerns the revamped committee risks diluting
any attempt to control wild dog attacks by conceding to dingo advocates.
“Wild dogs are an introduced feral animal
which need to be removed from the environment,” VFF Livestock Group president, Leonard
Vallance, said.
“If apex predators like dingoes are introduced
back into the environment before we’ve successfully eliminated dogs, we risk exacerbating
the problem by cross breeding; the result would
be a ‘super wild dog’,” he said.
“We will be seeking an undertaking from the
Minister that this committee will be committed
to wild dog eradication and not to the preservation of dingos. It is vital we have a neutral, scien-

