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The Sixth Barkly Herd Management Forum and Alexandr ia Field Day  

After being rained out over the abnormally large and prolonged 2010/2011 wet season, the Barkly 
Herd Management Forum that was planned for late March but postponed due to weather, was held 
over the 23rd -25th August at NAPCO’s Alexandria and AACo’s Brunette Downs Stations. 
 
The event, hosted by the Tennant Creek Department of Resources (DoR) office every two years, is 
aimed at middle management staff such as headstockmen, assistant managers and overseers and 
includes a range of topics relevant to their role in the pastoral industry.   
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Seventeen participants from nine stations across the Barkly and Western QLD participated in the 
event and attended sessions aimed at equipping them with the knowledge and confidence to be 
role models to those under them and gain a better understanding of their role within the pastoral 
industry. 

This year the forum was run in conjunction with the Alexandria Stocking Rate and Pasture Spelling 
Demonstration field day which was held the day prior to the forum. Dionne Walsh (DoR Darwin)  
[below right] and Casey Collier [below left] (DoR Tennant Creek)  gave a presentation explaining the 
main aims of the collaborative Grazing Land Management Project and the purpose of the 
Alexandria demonstration site. The trial, envisaged to continue over several years, involves 
monitoring three bores of different ages in order to demonstrate the benefits of wet season spelling 
and using sustainable stocking rates to both maintain and improve land condition at new and old 
bores respectively.   

 

A visit to East Ranken paddock on Alexandria 
[above] allowed participants the chance to see the 
benefits of wet season spelling and provided 
Dionne and Casey the perfect opportunity to 

explain some on-ground techniques used to collect data at the 
demonstration site and also look at examples of varying land condition. 
After a successful day discussing grass, the icy cold beers were followed 
by a delicious Italian dinner. 
 
DAY 2: 
The second day’s sessions opened with Ross Peatling  (Manager – 
Alexandria)  giving an insightful look into Alexandria’s production 
systems and the developments that have taken place since taking over 
the manager’s position in 1991. Michael Johnson  (Manager - Avon 
Downs and Austral Downs) , then spoke about his journey up the ladder 
and the key points to his success in the industry in becoming a manager, the challenges and gave 
participants some solid advice to advance their own careers. Michael opened the floor to 
questions, with many participants taking the opportunity to gain some worldly tips on ‘climbing the 
ladder’.  
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Geoff Neithe (Animal Production Coordinator, MLA)  then took to the floor and bribed the 
crowd’s attention with an assortment of giveaways.  Geoff presented some interesting points on 
key management practices and using benchmarks in all aspects of running a cattle station, 
including business, nutrition, breeding and GLM. Dr Ian Braithwaite (Veterinarian and Advisor 
EcoAg Management, Mt Isa)  presented a session on the Beef Business in Northern Australia and 
provided participants with some of the key issues affecting the northern beef industry both from the 
production side and the business side of the operation. Dionne then presented a session on 
pasture dynamics and posed questions such as ‘What is your pasture worth?’ and ‘What are your 
biggest assets?’ demonstrating that the value of grass is often forgotten and/or underestimated.  

 
Tim Schatz (DoR, Darwin)  [left: pictured with 
Geoff Niethe] travelled down and gave an 
update on current NT research such as the 
Liveweight Gain Project, Cash Cow, 
Selected Brahman Herd, Senepol 
Crossbreeding Project, Phosphorus Project 
and the NT Heifer Research Project and 
presented some of the key findings that have 
come out of each of the research projects. 
John Bertram (QLD DEEDI)  travelled from 
Goondiwindi to present a session on 
genetics and bull selection stressing the 
importance of having good bulls in your herd.   
It was then across to Brunette Downs for a 
BBQ dinner and trivia night.  

 
DAY 3: 
Another early start on Thursday morning saw the final day of the forum open with a presentation 
from Pat Dempsey (General Manager Wholesale Beef - AACo)  explaining the market side of the 
beef operation and supply chains. Naomi Wilson (BLCA- Tennant Creek)  and Michelle 
Kassman (NRETAS- Tennant Creek) spoke about the problem weeds in the Barkly region and 
the legislation surrounding these. Greg Maguire (Stock Inspector- Tennant Creek) then gave a 
presentation on Waybills and the importance of filling these out correctly. [Below: Greg Maguire 
speaking with Brook Parkinson]. 
 
Sarah Streeter and Trisha Cowley (both of DoR 
Katherine)  then took to the floor to present a session on 
animal welfare issues and highlight the importance of 
recognising how these issues will affect the perception of 
the industry to ‘outsiders’. Trisha spoke about the five 
freedoms while Sarah gave an update on where current 
welfare research is at present.   
It was then out to the yards to demonstrate the correct 
procedure of performing a post mortem. Geoff Niethe 
commentated while Greg Maguire got down and dirty and 
demonstrated the correct procedural technique. 
 
After a delicious lunch, Trisha Cowley and Jock Munro (Territory Manager, Elanco)  took to the 
floor for the final session of the forum to discuss HGP’s, their role in the beef industry and the 
importance of correct implant procedures and hygiene.   
 
With the Barkly region being such a remote area, it is difficult for station staff to obtain sufficient 
training and skills, which is essential for retaining good staff. It is for this reason that the Tennant 
Creek Department of Resources endeavours to hold the Barkly Herd Management Forum every 
two years. 
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The Precision Pastoral Management Tools project is being undertaken by the Cooperative 
Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation (CRC-REP) with DoR being one of the 
partners. 

 
For those not aware, the remote livestock management system was developed by CAWD 
Engineering as part of the Desert Knowledge CRC’s 21st Century Pastoralism project. This project 
was able to demonstrate that through the use of walk over weighing, accurate weights of cattle 
could be collected at watering points without any need for labour in handling the cattle. In addition, 
the project also demonstrated that an automatic drafter could be used to draft cattle according to 
their NLIS tags without any labour requirements.  
 
By combining the Remote Livestock Management System with relevant rangeland pasture data 
obtained from satellite imagery, pastoralists can monitor their cattle and land condition, and in 
response implement management decisions to maximise their returns.  
 
The project is tied to the life of the CRC-REP and is in its second year of seven. At this stage we 
aim to have the project developed by the end of 2011, with input from pastoralists across Northern 
Australia and the project’s partners.  
 

If you would like to learn more about the project, contact the Project Leader:  
Sally Leigo  

P: 08 8951 8144  
M: 0467 770 661  

eMail: sally.leigo@nt.gov.au 
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In this issue of Barkly Beef we will profile one of the region’s plant species.  Hopefully this will enable you to more readily identify the pasture plants contributing (or 
not) to the growth of your cattle. 
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We must get it 
right as they 

frequently directly 
affect our herd and 
profitability for the 
next 13-16 years . 
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Identifying breeding objectives is fundamental to planned cattle 
breeding. So who sets breeding objectives? If we are honest with 
ourselves we will answer ‘I do’, though, may be not, under that 
heading. 
 
Breeding objectives are the combination of various selection criteria 
with their respective “weightings” or emphasis that we choose to place 
on each criteria.  
 
Furthermore, as we understand the issues surrounding ‘setting 
breeding objectives’ we appreciate that there may be several “best” bulls at an individual sale. So; 
don’t just bid on a bull because someone of industry renown is bidding on that animal; they may 
not understand or may have very different objectives to you. 

 
The decision made when choosing a bull/s for the herd this year will 
influence the enterprise profitability for the next 10 to 15 years. When 
buying bulls, or selecting a bull/s to use in the herd, producers make 
their choice by ‘weighing up’ many factors, including their current herd 
performance, the environment under which the herd is grazed and the 
market specifications for the turn-off animals.  
 

The selection decision is based on identifying which bull/s, from those available with relevant 
information, will meet the needs of the herd and enterprise, while balancing the incremental 
differences in one trait relative to another. 
 
Recently, beef producers have had increased opportunity to use new technologies additional to 
BREEDPLAN and a Bull Breeding Soundness Evaluation in their selection decisions. Selection is 
frequently based on intuitive ‘feelings’ about the relative value of a range of traits, including fertility, 
growth, structure, carcase and temperament, with the producer comparing all the relative traits in 
all the animals on offer to come to the choice of one, or a few, bull/s or heifers as the case may be.  
 
Whilst genetic progress is greater when focusing on individual traits, in selection, the greatest 
overall and profitable progress in any herd is when all traits are progressed, with varying degrees 
of emphasis, at the same time. The process of combining a number of attributes or traits into a 
single breeding decision is setting a breeding objective. The breeding objective should be 
comprised of all the traits that affect profit plus some indication of the relative emphasis each trait 
should receive. Hence, there is no single bull in a ‘multi vendor sale’ that meets the needs of all 
producers and all markets.  
 
With respect to bull selection, the bull for your herd must FIRST be fertile in order to pass on the 
desirable traits to the progeny. Too often I am told by beef producers that they want fertile bulls; yet 
they pay top $ for the fattest bull on offer. Reasoning and beauty can get confused!  

 
Therefore, the number one 
criteria must be for a bull 
to have passed a Bull 
Breeding Soundness 
Evaluation as evidenced 
by an Australian 
Association of Cattle 
Veterinarian certificate. 
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The certificate is your passport for greater confidence that he can pass on his desirable genetic 
traits to produce adequate progeny. The development of structural soundness genetic differences 
(EBVs) for leg and hoof conformation (in some breeds) will provide marginal benefits in a fertility 
trait largely influenced by semen quality and mating ability. 
 
Many beef producers have experienced the definite benefits afforded the bull buyer using the 
various growth EBVs in addition to carcase EBVs. With increased attention to meat quality, more 
recently, genetic differences have been developed for temperament from either flight speed 
measures, crush or yard test scores. These are used similar to the regular EBVs with a positive 
larger docility EBV being more desirable (available by limited breeds). Since animal temperament 
is an important component of meat quality, the docility EBV is incorporated with the DNA markers 
for tenderness to produce a Tenderness EBV. Likewise for marbling, the ultrasound scan 
measures for % intramuscular fat have been available for some years. However, the introduction of 
DNA markers for Marbling will enable the combination of the ultrasound measure with the DNA 
result to produce a single EBV for percent intramuscular fat. 
 
To establish the selection criteria, start planning by identifying the relative impact of the various 
traits affecting your herd’s production requirements alongside the market specifications.  
 
An example could be to list these listed criteria across the top of a page with objectives like 
“increase calving rate by 10%”, “decrease calving difficulty by 5%”, “increase weaning weight by 
20kg”, “decrease P8 fat depth by 5mm” and so on.  Down the left of the page, list the various 
selection traits with all honesty and identify which on-farm and market traits are met by your 
selection criteria. Then across each selection criteria identify how each contributes to your 
breeding herd performance by satisfying either on-farm or market specifications. 
 
A more definitive method for this process is to objectively link: 
�  the current herd performance for a range of economically important traits, 
�  the costs of production in the current herd,  
�  the target market specifications, 
�  the returns for the traits affecting market specifications, and 
�  the alternative sires / dams with relevant information to achieve these selection decisions. 
 
Many breed societies have produced $Indexes for target markets such as “Domestic”, “Jap Ox” 
and in other cases high marbling markets. These indexes rank available animals with genetic 
productivity criteria as the critical components and are appropriate to balanced selection decision. 
A computer program called ‘BreedObject’ enables an output as a $Index combining various 
weightings applied to a range of traits. The single $Index is reported as a genetic difference 
between the animals to which it is applied and quoted as an Estimated Breeding Value (EBV). A 
herd or region specific $ Index can be considered using this facility on the web. 
 
Never before has cattle breeding had so many positive opportunities for selection. However, the 
basic criteria remain the same with the need for beef producers to remain objective and focussed 
on traits that are measurable, heritable and economically important to their business. 
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Opportunity Knocks for Rural Women 
 
The peak national award that recognises Australia’s most 
inspirational rural women is now open to applications. 
 
The 2012 RIRDC Rural Women’s Award provides financial 
assistance, mentoring and access to a nation-wide 
network of business and community leaders for the 
selected winners. Winners are selected for each state and 
a national winner is also chosen.  
 
Each applicant is asked to submit a proposal, or vision, 
that will improve Australia’s rural communities and State 
and Territory winners will receive a $10,000 financial 
bursary to implement that vision . The State and 
Territory winners and runners up will also have the 
opportunity to undertake the AICD Company Directors 
Course and be supported with 12 months of facilitated 
individual strategic leadership support. 
 
The aim of the Award is to support women with 
demonstrated leadership capabilities who have the desire 
and commitment to make an even greater contribution to 
their industries and communities.  
 
Rural women are encouraged to enter themselves or to 
nominate someone they think is making, or could make, a 
real difference to their community.  
 
The RIRDC Rural Women’s Award 2011 winner, Caroline 
Robinson has been amazed by the power of the Award. 
 
“The Award has generated huge exposure for my business, the WA Wheatbelt Business Network. 
It has given me new leadership skills and experiences, introduced me to a network of remarkable 
rural women and provided new opportunities to help rural women get into important conversations 
about the future of their industries and communities,” Caroline said.  
RIRDC Managing Director, Craig Burns said the Award is increasing rural women’s leadership 
effectiveness and contribution to industries and communities.  
 
“Our 2010 national winner, Sue Middleton has recently been appointed to the WA Royalties for 
Regions Advisory Trust Board, our 2010 Victorian runner up Claire Penniceard will be keynote 
speaker at this year’s SEGRA conference, while our 2010 Tasmanian winner, Gabbi Bresnehan, 
has had a huge impact in utilising the bursary to support rural women in crisis from the impacts of 
drought, just to name a few examples,” Mr Burns said.  
These women are our future rural leaders and the Award has supported them to take the next step 
in their leadership journey.”  
 
The Award is open to all women involved in primary industries, including broad-acre farming, 
intensive livestock, cropping, horticulture, fisheries, forestry, new and emerging plant and animal 
enterprises, indigenous rural enterprises, natural resource management and related service 
industries.  
 

Applications close on World Rural Women’s Day - 15t h October 2011 
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On average the F1 Senepol cross male calves were 21 kg heavier than Brahmans at weaning 
and grew an extra 11 kg over the post weaning year while grazing improved pasture at DDRF. 
As a result by the end of the year after weaning on average the Senepol cross steers weighed 
32 kg more than Brahman steers. 

�����
����
�������
�����
������
�	&�,�"�
7���
	��	�������
�
����
����
	��������
�"� *%%	��
�������

�

NT Department of Resources began the Senepol crossbreeding project in 2008. The main impetus 
for the project was that it was perceived that NT cattle producers with high grade Brahman herds 
were too reliant on one market (the Indonesian live export market), and so were vulnerable if 
anything were to go wrong with this market.  
 
Many NT cattle producers have had high grade Brahman cattle for many years and they have been 
in high demand by the live export market, however they are often discriminated against in southern 
Australian markets due to perceived problems with meat quality. Being able to produce animals 
that are suitable for both the live export and Australian domestic markets would increase the 
marketing options for NT cattle producers.  
 
It was seen that crossbreeding using Senepol bulls was a way of achieving this, as the Senepol is 
a Bos taurus breed and so the progeny will grade better in carcass evaluations due to being 50% 
Bos taurus. Also being an adapted  Bos taurus breed the bulls should be able to cope with the NT 
environment and the progeny should perform well. Any adapted Bos taurus breed (eg. Tuli, 
Belmont Red etc.) could have been used for this work but the Senepol was chosen as it has a 
reputation for good meat quality and the F1 (first generation) progeny are all supposed to be 
polled. 
 
Only preliminary results are available at this stage. The first crop of calves was weaned 2010 and 
the males were sent to the Douglas Daly Research Farm (DDRF) to grow out on improved pasture 
for a year. The females were kept on native pasture at the Victoria River Research Station (VRRS), 
known locally as Kidman Springs, where their fertility will be assessed when they are old enough. 
Most of the F1 progeny have been polled but there have been a proportion with scurrs. 

On average the Senepol cross female calves were 14 kg heavier than Brahmans at weaning and 
grew an extra 19 kg more than Brahman heifers over the year following weaning while grazing 
native pasture at VRRS. The Senepol cross and Brahman heifers will be mated together as 2 year 
olds and their fertility compared as maiden and first calf heifers. 
 
It should be noted that the F1 Senepol cross animals have the advantage of hybrid vigour as they 
are a first cross. However the aim of the project was to determine how they perform in comparison 
with Brahmans and while it is still early days, the signs are promising that crossbreeding with 
Senepols will be a way that NT cattle producers can produce cattle that grow well under NT 
conditions and are suitable for both the live export and Australian domestic markets.  
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TAKE HOME MESSAGES FOR FOCUSSED REPRODUCTIVE MANAGEMENT 
 

1. Poor reproductive performance in a breeding herd can occur at several levels and it is 
important to know where the losses are occurring prior to implementing improvement. The 
problem may be poor conception rates, abortion, losses at or around calving, weaner and 
calf losses or a strung out calving which produces lower than expected average weaning 
weights.  

 
2. If the goal is to produce one calf per cow each year, then the most important target to focus 

on is the condition score of the cow at “calving”. The condition of a cow at calving 
determines how soon after giving birth she will start cycling. This can be managed by 
nutrition and/or weaning early so as not to allow the breeder to slip too low in condition prior 
to calving.  
 

3. The aim of sound breeder management is to try to synchronise the peak nutritional 
demands of the lactating cow with the best availability of good quality pastures.  
 

4. Other aspects such as bull fertility, phosphorus deficiency, other nutritional deficiencies and 
reproductive diseases are all important and should all be considered and managed 
appropriately.  
 
Estimates of weights at puberty for various genotypes in kilograms: 
 

Breed  50% in Oestrus  70% in Oestrus  90% in Oestrus  
Angus 250 273 295 
Brahman 273 295 318 
Charolais 318 341 352 
Hereford 273 295 318 
Santa Gertudis 307 330 341 
Jersey x British 227 250 273 
Simmental 284 307 341 
 

5. Pregnancy testing with foetal aging is an important tool to detect conception failure and to 
manage a compact breeding season so as to ensure a more even line of weaners. It can 
also help reduce supplementation costs by better targeting of “in need” groups.  

 
6. A good heifer replacement policy is paramount in ensuring breeding cows are given the 

best possible chances of synchronizing their calving pattern with the seasons and to 
improve the life time productivity of the females in the herd. All replacement heifers should 
be pregnancy tested after a specified joining period.  

 
7. A sound cull cow/replacement heifer policy will help ensure maximum profits for the 

enterprise. A comparison between the price of cull cows and cull heifers will determine age 
of culling and help negate many areas of lowered reproductive efficiency in the herd.  

 
8. Identify the major factors affecting profitability in your breeder herd and address them first – 

ie cow mortality rates, calf losses, conception rates etc. For example, if the percentage of 
females sold each year is only 40% of your total turnoff, you may have a problem with 
breeder cow survival if your herd is not increasing in size.  

 
9. There are no “silver bullets” to improve reproductive performance – nutrition is by far the 

most important factor in most enterprises and an understanding of the basic principles of 
breeder cow management will form the basis of any good breeder operation.  
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The following are potential best practice indicators to better manage the herd’s reproductive 
function.  
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“Outlook for the 2011/12 Wet Season beginning 
to look favourable”  

Past – Exceptional!  
Present – Exceptional! 
Future – Good signs starting to emerge? 
 
Future (Pasture  Growth Predications)  

                  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�
�

Figure 1 represents the chance of exceeding median pasture growth over the coming three month 
period based on the SOI index and current soil moisture and nutrient estimates.  
Figure 2 indicates the strength of the predictions in figure 1. 
The outlook for an early start to the wet season across the Barkly is still uncertain; however signs 
are beginning to emerge to indicate that the chances of exceeding median growth over the coming 
three months are better than 50:50. 

 
 

Figure 1: Chances of 
exceeding Median 
Growth over 
September, October 
and November 2011  

Figure 2: Prediction  
Skill based the SOI in 
Phase 2 over August 
2011 and the current 
estimated growing 
conditions  
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Present (Pasture Biomass)  
Figure 3: Total Standing Dry Matter  
(kg/ha) as of 1 st September 2011 

  
 
Past (2010/11 Pasture Growth) 

   

 
 
 
 

Total standing dry matter (figure 3)  is estimated by 
incorporating pasture carried over from the previous 
season (less grazing, fire and detachment) and the 
current season’s growth.  Apart from small areas 
affected by fire the majority of the Barkly black soil is 
showing pasture biomass of over 1000kg/ha.  The 
majority of the red country across the Barkly 
however is indicating greater than 2000kg/ha and 
generally greater than 4000kg across much of the 
Tanami and Alice Springs regions. With fire only 
requiring approximately 1200kg/ha to carry, further 
highlights the potential for a big 2011 wildfire 
season, a taste of which has already being 
experienced in the Alice Springs region. 

PERSONALISED PROPERTY MAPS  
Are you interested in obtaining detailed AussieGRAS S maps for your property? 

If so get in touch with Chris Materne DoR Alice Springs (89518135) chris.materne@nt.gov.au. 
General NT and Australia scale maps are available on line at: 

http://www.longpaddock.qld.gov.au/RainfallAndPastureGrowth/ 
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For more information on AussieGRASS: 
http://www.longpaddock.qld.gov.au/. 

Figure 4: Past 12 month Pasture Growth relative to historical  records since 1957 (1st September 2010 to 
31st August 2011) and indicates how good the 2010/11 se ason has been across the entire NT. 
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