
                                                  NEWSLETTER – JUNE 2017  
 

 

 

   

Winter hits the Monaro – Photo courtesy Gus Hobson 
 

Finishing steers looks very feasible…. 
 

“On balance the modelling shows a decision to 

shift from Weaner to Yearling production should 

be economically sound, giving incremental gains 

in profit in most seasons and a low downside 

risk. 

The inclusion of winter forage crops also 

improves the profit of the system further 

reducing the reliance on feed supplements and 

giving the highest returns when feed grain 

prices are high.” 

 

Some key points from Doug Alcocks’ recent 

presentation on steer finishing at the MFS Field 

Day… 

 

   Retaining steers on pasture increased farm 

profit in all but the driest years, with an 

average increase in farm gross margin of 

20%. Running these steers on an oats crop 

over winter at 2.5 steers/ha increased farm 

profit by an additional 38 percentage points. 

The benefit of the oats crop was a 32 kg/head 

increase in sale weight, but more importantly 

a decrease in area needed to run the steers, 

allowing greater cow numbers to be run. 

 

 The winter forage system required around 

7% of the cattle enterprise area to be sown 

to fodder crop.  

 

 Perennial pastures with high winter growth 

potential may be an alternative, and is an 

area for further MFS work. However, the 

summer fallow period for the oats crop does 

increase the reliability of winter growth 

relative to perennial systems. 
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The key outputs of the three 1000ha systems are tabled below 

System Average 
Steer Sale 
Weight 

Total Enterprise 
Gross Margin 

Gross Margin 
Increase v 
Weaner 
Production 

Total Live 
weight Sold 

Number of 
Calves 
weaned 

Weaners – sell in weaner 
sales 1st April. 

261 kg $166/ha N/A 110 tonnes 386 

Pasture based Yearling 
system 

442 kg $199/ha + 20% 116 tonnes 310 

Oats based Yearling system 
(Winter Forage) 

474 kg $262/ha + 58% 142 tonnes 356 

 

MFS Worms Club – June 2017 Update 
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New P fertiliser management experiments on the Monaro – Dr Richard Simpson, CSIRO 
 

This year the CSIRO pasture team has set up four phosphorus (P)-fertiliser response experiments at Quinburra (Ron 
and Mandy Horton), Redcliff (Ned and Annie Kater), Bibbenluke (John and Kate Murdoch and family) and at Shirley 
(John and Sally-Anne Cottle).  At each site, triple superphoshate has been applied at rates that deliver: 0, 19, 38, 56 
and 75 kg P/ha.  The team will be back in late spring to take soil samples to assess how much the Colwell P and Olsen P 
soil test values have been shifted by the fertiliser applications. 
 

What lies behind these experiments? 
The national problem:  the calculations that are used to determine how much P fertiliser it takes to increase soil P 
status by one Colwell P or one Olsen P unit are based on a series of experiments conducted in Victoria in 1998 (Burkitt 
et al. 2001).  Burkitt’s work demonstrated that the amount of P fertiliser required to raise the soil test P concentration 
is greater when a soil has a higher Phosphorus Buffering Index (PBI) value.  However, users of the ‘Five Easy Steps’ P-
management tool have reported they sometimes get unexpected results when calculating how much P to apply to 
pastures.  The new experiments on the Monaro are situated on soils with PBI ranging from: 85 (Quinburra), 100 
(Redcliff), 200 (Bibbenluke) to ~330 (Shirley) and will help to test the veracity of the P application-rate calculation. 
 
The local problem:  Ron and Mandy Horton have amassed a valuable soil fertility database for key paddocks on their 
property through their involvement in the MFS Soil Club. They decided to improve the P fertility of their “Ring-a-bells” 
paddock that had received regular maintenance applications of superphosphate (100 kg /ha/year) over a number of 
years and was sitting on a Colwell P level of about 20 mg P/kg (predicted critical Colwell P for maximum yield is 32 mg 
P/kg) (Fig. 1).  In 2014, Ron directed his fertiliser contractor to spread 200 kg superphosphate/ha on the paddock but 
the Horton’s did not see a substantive change in the Colwell P test results when the paddock was tested the following 
spring. In 2015, another 200 kg superphosphate/ha was applied and again the Hortons did not see the expected 
change in the Colwell P soil test for the paddock.  Twice bitten, Ron and Mandy were not prepared to go again and 
reverted to applying the maintenance fertiliser rate.  
 

 
 

What was going on?   
Option 1:  the contractor failed to apply the higher amount of P fertiliser?  Very unlikely! 
 
Option 2:  pasture production was increased and extra grazing days were enjoyed resulting in greater removal of P 
from the paddock with relatively little of the extra applied P remaining in the available soil-P pool to increase the soil 
test result.  Paddock-based production data are not collected and this option cannot be checked.  
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Figure 1:  Colwell Phosphorus, "Ring-a-bells", Quinburra
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Option 3:  soil testing is such an inexact process and the amount of P applied was not enough to enable a change in the 
Colwell P soil test value to be detected after only two years.   
Using the Burkitt et al. calculation (i.e. from the Five Easy Steps P tool), it can be estimated that by applying 9 kg P/ha 
in excess of the maintenance fertiliser rate (i.e. when applying 18 kg P/ha (200 kg super/ha) which is 9 kg P/ha above 
the maintenance rate of super application), the Colwell P concentration of the soil should have increased by about 3 mg 
Colwell P/kg soil.  After 2 years we might expect the Colwell P concentration of the soil to have increased by a total of 6 
mg P/kg.  
 
However, one likely problem is that despite two relatively large applications of superphosphate over two years, we 
may still be playing around with soil test numbers that fall within the (limited) precision of the soil test.  This alone may 
prevent us from seeing a change in the Colwell soil test.  We know this because we can check the Colwell values for the 
granite soil from the mythical Soil Club farm: “How Good” (remember that this is actually the results for an air-dried 
reference soil sample that MFS re-submits to the soil testing lab every year to monitor soil test variability).  The Colwell 
P value of the How Good granite soil has an average of 29 mg P/kg and the range over seven tests is 24-31 mg P/kg (i.e. 
a 7 mg P/kg range) (Fig. 2).   
 
Option 4:  increased pasture production combined with soil test variability means that a response in soil test values 
cannot be detected as yet (i.e. a combination of options 2 and 3 above)  
 

 
 

How will the new experiments help? 
The research team have applied the P fertiliser and will return to assess how the soil test P values respond to the 
application rates.  This should tell us if P applications need to be continued over a longer-term to see a meaningful 
increase in soil P fertility.  At this site, it is expected that pasture yield will also be measured in spring to assess the P-
responsiveness of the pasture.  In addition, the experiments at the other sites will provide a guide to P application 
rates over the range of soils experienced on the Monaro. 
 
Note that the lowest rate of P-fertiliser application in the experiment (19 kg P/ha) is roughly equivalent to the “high P 
application” rate that Ron and Mandy had used for two years before deciding it was a futile quest.  Farm application 
rates are usually determined by sensible cash-flow considerations and are expected to result in a slow-but-steady 
increase in soil P fertility.  By contrast, the experiment is designed to stretch the boundaries of the problem and is not 
confined by economic considerations.  The experiment will also be able to accommodate the “noise” inherent in soil 
testing by using larger P application rates than are considered practical for management of farm paddocks.  The P 
treatments are also replicated three times so that a better estimate of the true response to P application can be 
obtained.  When using soil testing on farms, it is recommended, instead, that monitoring of paddocks be conducted 
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Figure 2: Colwell Phosphorus, "How Good", granite soil
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over the longer-term to reveal trends in soil fertility management because replication is costly and, therefore, 
impractical.  
 
 
Richard Simpson, Adam Stefanski and Rebecca Haling 
Contact:  richard.simpson@csiro.au 
 

 
 
 
Reference:  Burkitt LL, Gourley CJP, Sale PWG, Uren NC, Hannah MC (2001) Factors affecting the change in extractable 
phosphorus following the application of phosphatic fertiliser on pasture soils in southern Victoria. Australian Journal of Soil 
Research 39, 759–771. 
 
 
Acknowledgements:  The project team wishes to thank all of the people who have helped establish these experiments and 
especially the families on whose farms the experiments have located.  The experiments are a small part of the much larger P-
efficient pastures project in which MFS is participating.  The “RnD4P-15-02-016 Phosphorus Efficient Pastures” project is 
supported by funding from the Australian Government Department of Agriculture and Water Resources as part of its Rural R&D 
for Profit programme and from Meat and Livestock Australia, Dairy Australia, and Australian Wool Innovations Ltd.  The R&D 
project is a collaboration involving CSIRO, NSW DPI, University of Western Australia, Murdoch University, a number of 
consultants, and farming systems groups located from WA to northern NSW.   
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 Funding success for the MFS worm club via AWI.  

We will have $24,710 over the next 2 ½ years to 

deliver the following; 

 

 Offer a $150 credit to MFS members for worm 

tests (approx. 7 tests per membership) 

 Develop a live database with website access 

showing the latest worm test results by district 

 Conduct 15 drench resistance tests to profile the 

level of drench resistance on the Monaro (control, 

mectins, BZ, levamisole, closantel, monepantel) 

 Conduct 10 drench resistance tests for liver fluke 

in sheep to triclabendazole  

 Deliver seasonal alerts to members 

 

 In the Boardroom…MFS Board members have 

recently revised our R, D & E Plan.  Potential new 

targets include; 

 weed trials (serrated tussock and ALG) 

 role of elemental S on the Monaro (test strips, 

deeper S tests)  

 a review of farm software programs and their 

role in record keeping for compliance regulations 

as well as key production records  

 farm connectivity,  

 multi-site ewe trial 

 

Board succession was discussed with two Industry 

Board positions (Jono Forrest and Phil Graham) up 

for re-election in September at the AGM and the 

Meridian position on the Board (filled by Mike 

Stephens to date) was also revisited. 

 

 MFS have been awarded an additional $25,000 by 

SE LLS to continue to invest in MFS projects.  The 

allocation for this funding will be as follows; 

 $10,000 for soils club to continue to offer soil 

testing credits to members, and to develop 

sulphur test strip trials on the Monaro and other 

issues highlighted by the soils club 

 $5,000 for seasonal outlooks 

 $5,000 for the steer finishing modelling 

 $5,000 for weed projects which will include case-

studies documenting the economic impacts of 

weed control (serrated tussock (ST), ALG) for 

two (2) Monaro farm businesses 

 The MFS Board has agreed to fund the following 

weed trial out of operational funds; 

**spray rate trials exploring the effectiveness of 

fluoproponate in controlling ST in improved 

pastures on various soil types. This will also 

explore resistance issues. 

 

 The MFS Benchmarking Group is about to kick off 

again for the 2016/17 year and is encouraging again 

any new businesses to join the current group of 16.  

The cost will again be approximately $800 per farm 

business delivering a program worth over $1500.  

This includes an individual comprehensive farm report 

as well as three tailored presentations.  This year, 

Jono Forrest, Boyce has offered (free of charge) to 

provide individual one on one sessions with any new 

members to help them interpret their individual farm 

report.  

Anyone intrested in joining please contact either 

John Murdoch (0418 663 679) or Nancy Spoljaric 

(0438 066 322) ASAP. 

 

 To see an update of the latest worm club figures 

please CLICK HERE 

 

 One of the latest shearing innovation tools was 

demonstrated at Col Murdochs’ “Wangellic” shearing 

shed recently in the shape of the Burbidge upright 

shearing platform system.  The platforms are not a 

novel idea with this system based on the Wytkin 

platform from WA.  Over two days, former Meat and 

Livestock Australia director, Grant Burbidge and two 

experienced shearers demonstrating the moulded 

fiberglass platforms on Merino ewes. 

In 2015, the Burbidges shore 22,000 sheep on four 

professionally-engineered upright shearing platforms 

at their Tarcutta property over five months.  

Grant is not advocating the concept as necessarily a 

cost saving compared to conventional shearing but 

rather a much “easier” and more “labour efficient” way 

to shear with less strain on the shearer.  The sheep 

are tipped into the cradles from a race just above 

waist height with no bending or dragging required.  

UPDATES  

../../R&D_Trials/Other/Worm%20Club/Presentations/MFS%20Wormclub%20June%202017.pdf
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Shearers skirt as they shear, resulting in streamlined 

wool handing from shearer to press with no double-

handling. After turning 60 last year, it certainly wasn’t 

in Grants life plan to become a shearing contractor 

however he is showing little signs of slowing down. 

 

 

 

 Sire Evaluation Update by Sally Martin.  We recently 

pregnancy scanned the foundation ewes for the 2017 

MerinoLink / Monaro Farming Systems Sire 

Evaluation at Cavan (Yass).  Overall the AI achieved 

a 64% conception rate, not as high as we had hoped, 

however not too bad by AI accounts.  The cut off 

numbers for sire reporting are 20 progeny at the first 

assessment and 15 progeny at the second 

assessment. CLICK HERE to see the summary of the 

pregnancy scanning results.   

 

 Results from the “Gypsum free test offer” for MFS 

members are in the table.  We still have 7 free tests 

to offer members.  If you would like a sample tested 

please contact Nancy Spoljaric, 0438 066 322. 

Results of gypsum samples tested 

 S 

content 

Material 

2-5 mm 

Material 

>5mm 

Moisture 

Content 

 

1 

 

16 % 12.3 % 73.8 % 23 % 

 

2 

 

16 % 7.6 % 79.2 % 15 % 

 

3 

 

15 % 10.4 % 73.3 % 2 % 

 

4 

 

16% 15.4 % 56.2 % 24 % 

 

 The Cooma community are looking to raise funds to 

purchase the well renowned Rix Wright shearing 

sculpture to celebrate the Industries role in the 

foundation of the Monaro district.  If funds are raised, 

this sculpture will be placed in Cooma’s centennial 

park with all donations acknowledged on a plaque.  

For details on how to make a donation or for more 

information please CLICK HERE. 

 

 Looking to develop or update your workplace health 

and safety management system? Read Consulting 

Group (RCG) is an agricultural Work Health & Safety 

(WHS) risk & compliance provider servicing private 

and corporate farm clients across Australia.  To find 

out more or contact Richard Read please CLICK 

HERE. 

 

 LAMBPRO FIELD DAY 
Wednesday 5

th
 July 2017 

10.00am – 2.30pm (BBQ provided) 

WHERE ARE THE QUANTAM LEAPS IN PROFITABILITY 

AND MARKETING – WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 

DAIRY?  

 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

../../R&D_Trials/Funding%20Applications/Sire%20Evaluation%20Trial/AI%20Pregnancy%20Scanning%20Results%20Table_June%202017.docx
Newsletter%20articles/Rix%20Wright%20Sculpture%20of%20a%20Shearer%20MFS.docx
Newsletter%20articles/RCG%20-%20Summary%20Version%20of%20Services%20June%202017.docx
Newsletter%20articles/RCG%20-%20Summary%20Version%20of%20Services%20June%202017.docx
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