Tactical Stock Control- Exit Strategies

Normal fluctuations in seasons, pasture growth and market prices mean that livestock numbers need to be reviewed continually to:
· Ensure that stock have the required feed available to meet growth targets

· Reduce the risk of pasture damage and ensure surface cover targets are being achieved

· Maximise your potential to make money.

Managing stock numbers on a week-to-week or month-to-month basis is referred to as ‘tactical’ control whereas reviewing overall stocking rate for the farm each year is ‘strategic’ control. Forecasting the available feed supply across the farm enables you to take action to increase or decrease stock number accordingly.

For the low rainfall cereal zone there are four key times of the year that feed budgeting needs to be completed to predict whether pasture availability is sufficient to meet stock requirements.

April – Feed budgeting should be undertaken in April and until the break of the season up to the end of June

· If there is a late break, start to implement exit strategies (refer to list of exit strategies)

· How much feed is needed through winter?

End August – How much feed will you accumulate?
· Conduct a feed budget of the current situation plus predicted pasture growth.

October – How much feed have you accumulated?

· Conduct a feed budget to assess a reasonable stocking rate over summer

· How much stubble will I have and what is the quality.

e.g. dry years, low amounts of dry matter of high quality but are   surface cove targets achievable, assess grazing management

· Set realistic winter stocking rate for the next season. 

· Refer to list of exit strategies for options

February – Re-assess stubble surface cover (after Christmas, new years and holidays)

For April and end of August to assist in the control of risk, future pasture growth can be predicted in two ways

· Best estimate of likely seasonal future

· Based on current soil moisture, with adjustments made after each rainfall event 

At each of these points if the if the feed available exceeds or does not meet the requirements corrective action needs to be taken by assessing the cost and benefits of different exit strategies at the time plus the long term impact on the environment, enterprise and business.

Key Actions

· Predict monthly pasture growth in kg DM/ha/day for a range of weather patterns

· Continually match animal feed demand to predict feed supply

· Take early corrective action when an excess or shortage of pasture is predicted

Possible Exit strategies

As the majority of grazing land in the cereal zone is arable and consist of annual pastures the critical point when livestock should be removed is when the minimum surface cover levels are reached and before resources such as soil, perennial plants and seed banks are damaged.

Stock condition is the other critical point as stubbles may provide enough surface cover but not the nutrition required for the production targets required.

To manage risk a written plan should be in place at each of the four times throughout the season (April, end August, October and February) to identify changes in seasonal conditions early. A poor season doesn’t happen overnight so the key to managing this is to design an exit strategy and a written plan which you need to adhere to. It should be in place to spark action before feed shortages occur. Implementing this plan will take the emotional strain out of a decision and the hope that it will rain tomorrow. 

What an exit strategy consist of:

1) Determine a realistic stocking rate

2) Define the opening break

3) Draw up a list of dates for the break of the season or Critical Control Points and their corresponding stocking rates

4) At Each Control Point assess the seasons impact on:

· People, Environment, Profit both short and long term

· Design an exit strategy for that point

Table 1: Exit Strategy Example

	Date of Opening Rains
	Stocking Rate Target (dse/wgha)*
	Reduction in total DSE relying on paddock feed (dse/wgha)*
	Running Total DSE’s in paddock
	Winter grazed hectares
	Action

	1st May
	3.8
	1,900
	1,900
	500
	Nil 

	7th May
	3.3
	1,650
	1,900
	500
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

	14th May
	3
	1,500
	1,750
	500
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

Pregnancy scan and sell dry ewes (assuming 10% dry 65 ewes x 2.4 dse = 156 dse)

	21st May
	2.86
	1,500
	1,750
	525
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

Remove 25 ha from cropping

	28th May
	2.62
	1,500
	1,750
	575
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

Remove 50 ha from cropping

	4th June
	2
	1,162
	1,412
	575
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

Feedlot all ewe hoggets (338 dse)

	11th June
	2
	1,162
	1,412
	575
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

	18th June
	2
	1,162
	1,412
	575
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

	25th June
	1.85
	1,162
	1,412
	625
	Feed 325 kg hay per day

Remove 50 ha from cropping


* dse/wgha – dry sheep equivalents per winter grazed hectares

Table 2: Simplified exit strategy example

	Risk*
	Trigger Point
	Options/Actions

	Average Autumn
	Hasn’t rained by mid May
	Buy more grain(before price goes up)

	Poor Autumn / Late break
	Hasn’t rained by late May
	Monitor stock, Supplementary feed. Use confinement feedlot if surface cover falls below 70%

	Failed Spring
	Poor spring rain, and feed budget identifies pasture does not meet current livestock demand
	Seek agistment, 

Sell some stock, 

Buy more grain.


*Note the risk could also be a number of things eg. Pastures, Poor stock condition and health, insufficient water for stock, Erosion, People capacity, People Health, Financial position.

Example sheep management options to deal with different seasons
Poor Season

1. Sell sheep

2. Feed hay or grain

3. Confinement feeding

4. Pregnancy test ewes 

a. sell dry ewes

b. age lambs and separate ewes

5. Feedlot weaners

6. Agist livestock

7. Reduce the area of high risk crops

8. Graze crops in the cropping program

9. Graze crops before GS30

10. Lease extra land

11. Buy land in different region

12. Flexible Flock structure stock  type and enterprise mix

13. Split lambing

14. Allocate feed on condition score stock

15. Graze fodder shrubs

16. Run older ewes separate so can sell with lambs at foot

17. Wean lambs early

18. Confine feed ewes in Dec/Jan/Feb to save stubbles to lamb onto

19. Sort stock in mobs of those you plan to keep and those you plan to sell

20. Know which are the weedy paddocks?
Good Season

1) Take on agistment

2) Buy in sheep or cattle

3) Conserve fodder, hay, silage, hay freezing

Any season

1) Rotational grazing to ration feed

2) Electric fencing to subdivide paddocks and reduce wastage

 Strategies to achieve benchmarks

· Have a plan in place

· Continually monitor

· Be proactive

· Pasture and stock assessment skills

Tools
Stock Plan, Sheeps Back, ProGraze, More Beef from Pastures, Making More from Sheep, How to design an exit strategy fact sheet
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