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Take Time to Stock – Peter Floyd – 7th December 2010
Unfortunately the current weather pattern means that there are more lessons for us to learn.  December is supposed to be the first month of summer but for many of us it feels like summer arrived weeks ago.  La Niña is with us, and the extremely wet soils of the early spring are now dry and hard.  Poor prospects for pasture growth are causing concern, and many of you will already have taken decisions aimed at reducing risks.

The uncertainty of La Niña weather and the prospect of another prolonged dry spell mean that most farms need to have contingency plans in place.  The questions are what do we do and where do we start?

Pasture management is one key area of focus.  How can we keep it growing and maintain high quality for as long as possible?  First, we know that keeping grazing residuals above 1600 kgDM/ha will grow more pasture – the more leaf plants have the greater their photosynthetic area and the faster they will regrow.   Higher residuals also provide shade to the soil surface, reducing the drying effect of the sun and providing some protection to soil life.

Second, we know we need to prevent grasses going to seed and becoming less palatable and nutritious, and therefore less productive and less profitable.  Grazing to higher residuals does not always control seedheads well, so topping may be necessary.  In the past I have anguished over the wisdom of putting time and fuel energy into topping but it is clear to me now that strategic topping at this time of year, where contour allows it, produces higher profits for the rest of the season.

There are two aspects of topping practice that are very important – height, and timing. The height of the mower must be set to leave a residual similar to a regular grazing round, in other words around 1600 -1800 Kg DM.  Anything shorter will open up the sward, slow regrowth and reduce moisture levels.

The best time of day for topping is when pasture quality is at its highest – around mid to late afternoon when the best part of a day of photosynthesis has elevated the pasture Brix reading.  If you then allow these toppings to wilt the Brix levels will be even higher.  Subsequent grazing overnight or the next morning will produce the most profitable returns from that pasture.  

Animal management is another key focus area.  We need to be very sure that stock are fully fed at all times. Juggling pasture and stock to achieve this requires a lot more effort than usual.  I have visited farmers who think nothing of going out at 11 pm to shift their animals to ensure that they are fully fed.

Pasture is by far the cheapest feed, and whether or not you can fully feed your stock on low-cost pasture depends on pasture growth and the stocking rate on the property throughout the year.  Matching stock numbers to feed supply is critical because it has such dramatic effects on total profit.  However, achieving that match is difficult, and so I have spent the past decade or so developing a Herd Size Indicator that gives eCOGENT members a daily stocking rate guide based on feed availability.

Here’s how it works.  From their records our farmers know the typical daily rainfall, soil temperatures and pasture growth rates throughout the year for their properties.  They also know the numbers, classes and condition of stock they carry and their production every day of the year.

The Herd Size Indicator takes past performance information and overlays it with current trends, which are updated every month.  It gives the stock vs feed situation for the months just completed and predicts the optimum stock numbers for the feed over the next few months.

On the same graph the actual pasture production and stock numbers for the previous two seasons are also shown, and all this information gives farmers a reliable indication of what they need to do to achieve optimum profits.

Invariably farmers starting out on the Herd Size Indicator find that they are overstocked by 10 – 20%.  Usually they are very cautious at first in making changes but the profit results soon convince them that they are on the right track.  One example is a Waikato farmer who has reduced his herd size from around 165 to 125 and yet has more than doubled his net farm profits. Another farmer has profited handsomely by changing his lamb rearing policy from a finishing to selling them as stores.   

The Herd Size Indicator can also be used to determine the best calving/lambing dates and their optimum spread, and the best drying-off date.  The Waikato farmer mentioned above did this very successfully.   The Indicator also identifies non-profit times of the year, and for some farmers reducing stock numbers at those times has made a significant difference to profit.

The beauty of it is that if you have a wet spring followed by an early dry summer you don’t have to guess at what future growth might be and what you should do about it.  The Indicator gives you some clear options to consider and is a vital aid to good decision making.  The only downside is that your bank manager probably wont like the idea – until he sees your improved profits.
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