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Introduction 
 
Background 
Rural Directions Pty Ltd, on behalf of the Bestprac Network, has received funding through the 
Australian Government FarmReady program.  
 
The aim of this funding is to determine successful mechanisms to support pastoral producers 
implement new practices to manage climate change variability, creating resilient businesses.  
 
This survey forms part of the funding which aims to determine Rangelands producers 
understanding of Climate Change, and what they perceive to be the climate risk management 
strategies they will need to implement in their businesses in the future.  
 
The outputs of this survey, including this report, will be used to assess future activities under this 
funding, as well as aiding the Bestprac network to seek funding for future activities.  
 
A survey of 80 pastoral businesses was undertaken across the Bestprac network in Queensland, 
NSW, SA and WA.  
 
 
Survey participant numbers for each state are as follows: 
 

State Number of participants 
SA 23 
NSW 29 
QLD 22 
WA 6 
Total 80 

 
This survey was completed both quantitatively and qualitatively. A total of 51 participants 
completed the quantitative survey method, and 29 qualitatively. The quantitative survey can be 
found in Appendix One. The qualitative survey was undertaken by John Squires and Mark 
Gardener and covered the same issues outline in the quantitative survey.  
 
Summary of Results 
 
There is a mixed feeling about the impact of climate change on pastoral businesses over 
Australia, and there is much debate as to if the current climatic conditions are climate change or 
climate variability.  
 
Producers are actively responding to changes in their environment, and are aware of the need to 
look after their natural resources for sustainable production. Implementing sustainable grazing 
techniques and land management principles are of high priority for all producers. 
 
However, the main driver to the changes currently occurring in enterprises are the economic 
benefits associated. There has been a major shift in Queensland and New South Wales to meat 
focused businesses, either meat sheep or cattle, and producers believe this change is a result of 
economics, rather than climate change impacts.  
 
As well as climate impacts, there is also a raft of other factors currently impacting on the success 
of a pastoral based business. Sourcing qualified labour, succession planning, managing debt and 
cash flow are all issues of high relevance and high importance for most pastoral businesses. 
Many of the questions and issues currently facing pastoral producers are about the viability of 
farming under rangelands conditions, and the current financial pressures landholders are under.  
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Discussion 
The survey was divided into 4 sections; Land Management, Enterprise Management, Business 
Management and People Management, with various climate risk management strategies listed 
under each of these sections. Producers were asked to rate the importance of these issues to 
their business currently, and their perceived importance in the future.  A scale of 1-5 was used, 
where 1 was no impact and 5 a high impact. 
 
Current Overall Impact of Climate Change 
 
Producers were first asked to rate their perception of the impact of climate change on their 
business currently.  
 
The majority of producers surveyed responded that they have felt neither high impact or no 
impact on their business from climate change. Most were skeptical about the impact of climate 
change itself, and questioned if current conditions are climate variability as opposed to climate 
change. They further explained that preparing for and living through drought is to be expected 
given their location and enterprise type.  
 
There was generally a range of views from those that thought current conditions are just part of 
the natural cycles, to those that were more accepting of current reality.  
 
Future Impact of Climate Change 
 
When asked about their perception of the impact of climate change in the future on their business, 
again 42% responded that the there would be an impact on their business in the future due to 
climate change. Only 10% of producers who responded through the quantitative survey said there 
would be no perceived impact on their business in the future. It can then be deduced, that 
although producers do not necessarily think that the current conditions are ‘climate change’ that 
they expect in the future climate change could impact on their business.  
 
Some producers also questioned the validity of the predictions that are being published, and 
some are also unaware of these predictions, and the possible impacts on their businesses.  
 
Land Management 
The most dominant land management issue recognized was the ability to redefine safe stocking 
rate levels and pasture utilization levels. 81% of producers surveyed quantitatively responded that 
this was of high importance to their business now, and 83% responded that this was of high 
importance in the future.  
 
Assistance required to help monitor stocking levels, and redefining safe stocking levels included 

• Professional help on farm to understand safe stock levels and assist with pasture 
monitoring 

• Understanding the importance between pasture management and profitability 
• Undertaking feed tests and analysis and interpretation 

 
The qualitative surveys revealed that ground cover management and grazing will be the keys to 
running a successful grazing enterprise in the future. The current impacts are the lack of feed 
availability, and that current stock numbers are below historical stocking rates. In South Australia, 
some producers have not yet responded to the lower feed availability, continuing to run their 
enterprises in the same way, which will, in the future, have larger impacts on the country. Others 
have responded, but the lack of seasonal rainfall post de-stocking has not allowed for 
regeneration.  
 
The introduction of responsive stocking rates based on seasonal climate forecasting was also of 
high importance, with 63% of participants deeming this as highly important to their business. To 
aid in the implementation of this, producers recognized they need assistance with: 

• Having available up to date climate information, interpreting this data and using it to make 
changes on farm 

• Accurate forecasting systems 
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• Having available more accessible satellite imagery for pasture monitoring and budgeting 
 
Developing regional safe carrying capacities was not of high importance to businesses. This was 
mainly because of the large variances in land types and land conditions both within and between 
properties. Producers feel that that carrying capacities need to be determined on an individual 
property level rather than legislated over a region.  
 
The importance of controlling water and wind erosion was dependant upon the location of the 
participants surveyed. 15% of producers surveyed quantitatively rated controlling wind erosion as 
highly important, and 19% water erosion as highly important.  
 
Enterprise Management 
Questions around enterprise management have allowed us to determine the potential impacts of 
climate change on the way producers manage their businesses and the enterprise that they 
manage.  
 
There was a mix of responses as to the importance of various management strategies, and most 
respondents felt that they have already made a change to their enterprises given current climatic 
conditions. The majority of this change was a change of enterprises, with a focus shift from wool 
to meat, being either cattle or meat sheep. To assist in restructuring current enterprises to adapt 
to a changing climate, producers felt that they needed relevant and accurate data to help make 
the changes.  
 
17% of quantitative respondents said including other agricultural based enterprises in their 
business and geographical diversification of current enterprises was highly important to their 
business, but the majority did not deem this important currently. However, 46% of respondents 
said that geographical diversification will be important in the future, if the predictions about climate 
change eventuate.  
 
36% of respondents also said that including other agricultural based enterprises in their business 
will be of importance in the future, although it is not highly important currently.  
 
Business Management 
Managing cash flow and managing debt are highly important business management issues to 
pastoral producers. 86% of quantitative respondents said that managing cash flow is of high 
importance, and 86% managing debt is of high importance. Producers responded that they 
believe these are two key drivers to their overall success and profitability, and the success of their 
enterprises reflects their ability to mange debt and cash flow. These are two key drivers of 
enterprise type and location as opposed to climate variability and climate change.  
 
Managing cash flow and debt are the two most highly important aspects of business management 
in the future.  
 
Diversification to off-farm income and on-farm income is also important, with 18% of respondents 
identifying that this is highly important to their business. This indicates that solely relying on on-
farm income is a viable option, and that for risk management and increased income, off-farm 
income also needs to be sought.   
 
14% of producers responded that relocating their asset base to a business outside of agriculture 
was important, and 50% responded that this is not important. Producers said that if they were 
going to consider shifting their asset base to alternative industries, that there would need to be 
careful planning and consideration given, and it would need to be done well. Producers are more 
likely to shift their asset base to include on-farm enterprises that are less drought affected, with 
32% of producers saying this is important, and 46% not important, rather than moving away from 
agriculture entirely.  
 
Growing the asset base of the business was important to the majority of the respondents, but not 
as important as managing debt and cash flow.  
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For those producers that responded qualitatively, managing debt and risk are highly important to 
their business, and producers are uncertain about the profitability and viability of their business in 
the future. To combat these issues, they recognize that efficiencies need to be gained, and they 
need to become ‘smarter’ in their management.  
 
People Management  
People management and sourcing qualified labour is of high importance to the majority of 
businesses across all states. 64% of producers responded that sourcing qualified labour is of 
importance to their business, and will continue to be in the future.  
 
58% of respondents said that stress management was important, and that stress levels are 
increasing, also indicating that managing stree will be of high importance in the future. With the 
inability to access labour, producers are having to spend longer hours working, and therefore less 
time is spent on social activities, which in turn increases stress levels. Producers have identified 
that they need assistance to: 

• Recognize the issues and indicators of stress 
• Know where to source help when needed 
• Plan to avoid stress 
• Manage stress to our advantage 
• Develop programs for personal motivation and development 
• Recognize the impact of stress  

 
Succession planning is important to the majority of respondents, with 63% of respondents 
indicating this as important. Producers are worried about the future viability of their business, and 
therefore the impacts of succession on the next generation. Some respondents indicated that 
selling is a more viable option than ‘passing on the property to the next generation’ and that if 
selling was a viable option, they would consider.  
 
Current Management Strategies implemented as a result of climate risk management 
Producers were asked to indicate current management strategies being implemented as a result 
of climate change. The following table shows how many respondents have implemented the 
following changes: 
 

Changed Practice Number of respondents 
implementing 

Changes in Stocking Rates 75% 
Changes in water management 60% 
Changes of enterprises 38% 
Changes within enterprises 50% 
Changes in pasture management 56% 
Rotational grazing 31% 
Modifying mating times 38% 
Investing off farm 46% 
Diversifying geographical locations 29% 
 
Changes to stocking rates has been the main change implemented, followed by changes in water 
management and pasture management. These could be contributed to the direct link to reduced 
rainfall as a result of the current drought. 
 
Water management and changes in water management practices was of particular evidence in 
New South Wales.  
 
The table shows that producers have responded to climate change more by changes within their 
enterprise rather than changes of enterprises, although there has been a significant shift from 
wool to meat based enterprises, particularly in Queensland and New South Wales.  
 
29% of respondents have already managed climate risk by diversifying geographical locations, 
although respondents said that in the future this could be of higher importance.  
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Barriers to Change 
Producers were asked to indicate the current barriers that prohibit change occurring within their 
business.  
 
The following table shows these barriers: 
 

Barrier to Change Number of respondents 
I don’t believe in climate change 38% 
In-ability to access the correct information 40% 
I am not yet sure of the impact of climate 
change on my business 

67% 

I am not confident to make the change 21% 
Government policy makes if difficult to make 
change 

54% 

I can not afford to make the change 33% 
There are no incentives to make change 40% 
 
The main barrier to implementing change is the unknown impact of climate change on the 
business, and government policy that makes it difficult to implement change. To overcome these 
barriers, producers need accurate regional and relevant data that clearly implies possible impacts 
of climate change on their business and enterprises. 40% of producers do not believe they are 
able to access the correct information which is a barrier to implementing change.  
 
Local, regional and industry impacts 
 
Local and Regional Impacts 
 
Trends in local and regional impacts as a result of climate change are much the same.  
 
Reduced population numbers of both producers and key support infrastructure in local towns and 
service centres is the main trend observed. Producers are most worried about the ability to 
access key infrastructure and services in their local community in the future. 
 
The demise of educational, health and banking services is of concern, and producers realize that 
lower population numbers locally are impacting on the availability of these services.  
 
Producers are also noticing a shift in ownership of pastoral businesses, with corporate businesses 
taking over historical family run properties. This introduces new management practices and in 
some cases, reduces the amount of people working on those properties.  
 
Younger generations are not returning to family owned properties, which is changing the overall 
demographics of local communities, and also impacts on the ‘types’ of services available within a 
community.  
 
As well as direct impacts on the services available, people are also recognizing the demise of 
community associated support, such as sporting clubs. This is of particular concern, as it these 
services that provide community support and comradeship, offering a support mechanism and 
‘outlet’ away from primary production.   
 
Producers have identified a number of areas of assistance that is required to help combat and 
lessen the effect of these impacts, some of which include: 

• Incentives to keep people in regional areas, both production businesses and retail 
• Research into the true impact of reduced population numbers in country areas and the 

reduction of services as a consequence 
• Finding ways of using the existing resources more efficiently and effectively 
• Increases in mental health support available 
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Industry 
 
Producers are generally concerned with their industries ability to meet changing climatic 
conditions and ensure that individual businesses, along with the general industry, and viable in 
the future.  
 
Reduced stock numbers, and a general shift away from wool production is a concern for some 
producers. Producers are worried about the general competitiveness of the industry as a whole if 
production of both wool and meat are reduced across the nation.  
 
Producers are also concerned that the possible impacts of climate change will affect the whole 
industry, and not just isolated regional areas. This can potentially impact on production on a 
national level.  
 
Producers are also worried that the main focus is on adaptation to climate change, when there 
are also other industry issues that are affecting their profitability and viability.  
 
Producers believe that they need assistance in: 

• Understanding and responding to the true facts of climate change 
• Understanding the implications of an ETS  

 
Conclusions 
Producers in pastoral areas are still unsure about climate change, and if the current climatic 
conditions are a result of climate change or climate variability. They are also unsure of the 
potential impacts of climate change on their business. 
 
For each of the management areas of a pastoral business, producers have rated the following as 
important to their business now, and important to their business in the future. 
 
Land Management 
Important to their business now: 
 

• Redefining safe stocking rate levels and pasture utilization levels 
• Introduction of responsive stocking rate strategies based on seasonal climate forecasting 

 
Important to their business in the future: 
 

• Redefining safe stocking rate levels and pasture utilization levels 
• Introduction of responsive stocking rate strategies based on seasonal climate forecasting 

 
 
Enterprise Management 
Important to their business now: 

• Restructuring current enterprises to adapt to a changing climate 
 
Important to their business in the future: 

• Including other agricultural based enterprises in our business 
• Geographical diversification of current or future enterprises 

 
Business Management 
Important to their business now: 

• Managing cash flow 
• Managing debt 

 
Important to their business in the future: 

• Managing cash flow 
• Managing debt 
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People Management 
Important to their business now: 

• Sourcing qualified labour 
• Stress management 
• Succession Planning 

 
Important to their business in the future: 

• Sourcing qualified labour 
• Stress management 
• Succession Planning 

 
Producers have acknowledged that they need assistance, both from an industry level and an 
individual consultation level to help adapt to these changes, and ensure future profitability and 
viability.  
 
Of concern to producers is the ability to access correct data on climate change and the potential 
impacts on their business.  
 
Of equal or greater importance as climate change are issues associated with profitability and 
viability of pastoral based businesses.  Cash flow and debt management are issues of high 
importance currently, and will remain so in the future. Although producers acknowledge that the 
future could be uncertain, they are worried about current viability and economic conditions, rather 
than possible impacts which are difficult to quantify.  
 
For the Bestprac program, the future conclusions can be made: 

• Make available accurate and reliable tools to enable producers to redefine safe stocking 
rate levels and pasture utilization levels 

• Accurate data on potential impacts of climate change at a regional level need to be 
sourced 

• Producers need immediate assistance in debt management and managing cash flow 
• People management is an area that requires assistance 
• General business management issues are as important to pastoral producers as 

production based issues and climate change issues 


