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 The Western Dairy Charter

To enhance the economic and environmental wellbeing of the region’s dairy farming industry through effective research, development and extension.

Western Dairy will seek to do this by:

· Working with regional stakeholders to identify and evaluate areas where Research, Development and Extension may assist in the competitiveness and sustainability of dairying in the region;

· Ensuring responsible and timely use is made of the R&D levies paid by WA dairy farmers and where possible using these funds to lever additional monies that can then add further value to current and planned research projects

· Participating in national priority setting and strategic planning of Farm RD&E;

· Identifying and facilitating regional projects and relationships providing benefit for the local dairy industry in the areas of – Research, Development, Extension, Education and industry promotion
· Facilitating communication between the WA Dairy farmers and the WA dairy research community.

· Monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of all the above.

Chair’s Report

The role of Dairy Australia’s 8 Regional Development Programs continues to evolve and as I reflect on my fifth year on the Western Dairy board with one year to go until my term ends, I congratulate Dairy Australia on its willingness to foster this evolution, which has seen a subtle shift in focus in recent years to a point where Western Dairy, like its counterparts, now delivers a very tangible service that the dairy farmers of Western Australia can actually ‘see and feel’ in the here and now, as well as benefit from in the longer term.

That’s not to say how we operated in the past was inferior, its just that I feel we have really ‘hit our straps as we have lessened our investments in major regionally based research projects and instead, focused on identifying and then taking the key messages from the researchers (both here in WA but also in other states) and delivering them effectively to the farmers. Extension is the industry term for this.

As the smallest RDP with a R&D budget that is essentially commensurate with our state’s milk production, annual reports of past years have traditionally reported on 2-3 major projects that may have seen somewhere between $50,000 and $100,000 of levy payer funds invested in each. Outputs from these projects have been significant in research terms and there is no doubt in my mind these projects will continue to feed in to others on a national scale and leave a long-term impression.

But our farmers, the levy payers, especially in times of financial duress brought on by lower than budgeted milk prices, are very much in the here and now. They have a problem ‘now’ and they need assistance to find adequate solutions. 

Western Dairy’s 0809 activities have been much more centred on issues of currency – as outlined by the project summaries in this annual report. 
It is important to constantly remind our farmer base that all of these activities are examples of your dairy service levy at work and a great demonstration of the determination Western Dairy and Dairy Australia have in ensuring that WA dairy farmers have access to the latest technologies and farming practices to support their businesses into the future.

I would like to take this opportunity to extend my sincere thanks to all the team at Western Dairy for their support during the past 12 months.  In particular I would like to my heartfelt thanks to the services of my vice chair Ian Noakes and fellow director David McFerran, both of whom complete their terms at the 2009 AGM. Both have made a remarkable contribution to the effectiveness of Western Dairy and their contributions will live on to benefit all dairy farmers in WA and in particular their successors on the board of Western Dairy.

But there is always an up-side and that is certainly the case as we announce Oscar Negus Senior from Tutanup and Dale Hanks from Harvey as their replacements for the next three years. Both operate highly regarded farming enterprises and have long demonstrated their thirst for information and farm improvement. 

I am also particularly grateful to Tim Crimp who has served as an Advisory Panel member to Western Dairy and will continue to do so in 0910, during a time of great personal challenge and we continue to value the input that Tim has provided.

It is most heartening to see the vigour and interest displayed in the Western Dairy board by a wide range of industry, but it is not hard to see why. It is a very rewarding role to have.

It is a privilege to be working with such an informed and dedicated group of directors, all of whom take their role very seriously in ensuring the WA dairy farmers dairy service levy is responsibly spent in a manner that provides direct benefit to this industry.

Jacqui Biddulph

Chair, 2008/2009
SUMMARY OF DIRECTORS’ ATTENDANCE AT WESTERN DAIRY BOARD MEETINGS – 2008/2009

	Board Members
	August 28, 08
	November 5, 08
	February 18, 09
	May 14, 09
	Total 

	Jacqui Biddulph
	1
	1
	1
	1
	4/4

	Peter Oates
	1
	1
	1
	1
	4/4

	Ian Noakes
	1
	1
	1
	1
	4/4

	Dave McFerran
	1
	1
	1
	1
	4/4

	Gerard Leddin
	1
	1
	1
	0
	3 /4


Summary of additional governance meetings attended:

	DATE
	Event
	Attended by 

	Nov 08
	RDP Meeting, Melbourne
	Jacqui Biddulph,  Ian Noakes

	Nov 08
	ADIC Meeting, Melbourne
	Jacqui Biddulph, Ian Noakes

	Nov 08
	Dairy Australia AGM
	Jacqui Biddulph, Ian Noakes

	Dec 08
	WA Farmers joint meeting
	Jacqui Biddulph

	May 09
	RDP Meeting, Melbourne
	Jacqui Biddulph, Peter Oates

	June 25, 09
	DAFWA dairy moving forward meeting
	Jacqui Biddulph, Peter Oates, Gerard Leddin

	June 30
	WA Farmers joint meeting
	Jacqui Biddulph


The project year in review

Western Dairy continues to invest time in strategic planning and prioritisation and has worked closely with WA Farmers Dairy Section, Dairy Australia and Australian Dairy Farmers in ensuring our WA priorities are heard at a national level and are consistent with the broader national strategies. This process helps us ratify that the projects we invest in or plan to invest in, are consistent with the needs and expectations of industry. Our priority planning process is mapped against the six key areas of business contained within our annual operating plan:

· Animal Systems

· Feedbase

· Natural Resource Management

· Business and Human Resources

· Industry Image

· Governance/Operation

Specifically, within these categories, the board has identified for action, projects that address:

· Pasture utilisation

· Fertiliser strategies – with particular focus on nutrient management

· Cost-effective environmental management 

· Business skills – in particular employer/employee relations, staff management; skill development/capacity building

· Perception of dairy – both within and outside dairying

· Cow fertility 

Significantly, the whole-farm-systems approach of our major investment project, Greener Pastures, addresses the first three categories of our operating plan.

Project overview – large projects
There are two categories of Western Dairy projects – large projects that are contracted directly by Dairy Australia to the service provider; and smaller projects that are contracted directly by Western Dairy. Greener Pastures is now our only project that is contracted directly by Dairy Australia to the service provider
Greener Pastures

Greener Pastures continues to be Western Dairy’s flagship investment. The board’s decision to reduce its total direct investment in the project by half to $50,000pa was made in order to make a more direct investment in extension, whilst still preserving the ability to undertake qualitative research around milk production response to nitrogen fertiliser and in particular, the associated environmental impact of nitrogen on the system. The following report has been provided by the Department of Agriculture and Food WA’s Greener Pastures team.

Milk production response to nitrogen fertiliser

Greener Pastures is a five year intensive farming systems project that will help farmers make smarter use of nutrients. A partnership between the Western Australian Department of Agriculture and Food, Dairy Australia and Western Dairy, it was developed in response to concerns that increased use of nitrogen fertiliser was not being reflected in increased dairy farmer productivity and profitability and was exposing industry to increased environmental regulation.

Nitrogen was the initial focus of the project, but it expanded to take a fresh look at phosphorus, potassium, sulfur and grazing management. The environmental focus was on what happened to nutrients applied to pasture, either directly as fertiliser or deposited as faeces and urine.

Although much of the detailed work on nitrogen and nutrient movement was carried out on the Vasse Research Centre, important work was also carried out on commercial farms, particularly on four Partner Farms which came on board at the start of the project.

Nitrogen fertiliser use on Australian dairy farms has increased more than six-fold over the past ten years but there is little evidence that much of this extra nitrogen is being turned into milk. As more nitrogen fertiliser is used, stocking rates need to increase to use the extra pasture grown but this pasture has a higher nitrogen content. Grazing animals are inherently very inefficient at using the nitrogen in their feed and much of the nitrogen ingested passes out in urine. The high nitrogen content in urine patches increases the potential for nitrogen to be lost off farm, potentially creating environmental problems. 

As more nitrogen fertiliser is applied to pasture, the grass component generally increases and the legume component decreases. This has implications for the fertiliser program because ryegrass generally has a lower requirement for phosphorus and potassium than legumes.

Nitrogen response farmlets

In the first phase of the project, which ran for three years, five farmlets were established on Vasse Research Centre which looked at the milk production response to five different rates of nitrogen (N) fertiliser—0, 0.5, 1.0, 1.5 and 2.0 kg/ha/day—applied after each grazing through the annual pasture growing season. 

What have we found?

Pasture utilisation per ha over three years is shown below. Pasture use was poor in 2006 due to a late break and early finish. Good seasons in 2007 and 2008, combined with N fertiliser applied at 1, 1.5 or 2 kg/ha/day, increased pasture use to around 8 tonnes DM/ha compared to the WA average dryland pasture utilisation of 5.4 t DM/ha (07/08 Red Sky). This shows that our dairy industry has significant potential to increase productivity and profitability of ryegrass pastures.  Delaying grazing until three leaves have grown may increase pasture utilisation, provide a more balanced feed and may increase whole-farm N efficiency (i.e. reduce N losses). The benefits and disadvantages of 3-leaf vs 2-leaf grazing is a major focus of phase two of the project. 
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Milk solids production per cow was relatively unaffected by N fertiliser application, especially in 2008 when grazing was consistently at the 3-leaf stage for all treatments. Production per hectare peaked at about 1,200 kg MS/ha but the increase above 1.5 kg N/ha/day was almost entirely reliant on rapidly increasing amounts of purchased feed exposing the systems to increased risk.

While economic strengths and weaknesses remain to be determined, the message seems to be to apply nitrogen fertiliser at 0.5 – 1.0 kg N/ha/day post-grazing to optimise pasture utilisation while maintaining acceptable whole-farm efficiency of N use. Grazing management should aim to maintain at least 2.5 leaves grown since last grazing to maximise the response of pasture to N fertiliser and provide a feed suitable for lactating cows.
What about soil pH and the other nutrients?

Soil pH

On the majority of dairy farms, soils are naturally acid and become more acid over time. If they become too acid, availability of soil nutrients declines and productivity suffers. The lower the soil pH, the more expensive it is to bring it up to the suggested target pH of about 5.5.

The message is to monitor soil pH by soil testing and apply lime to paddocks where the pH is below 5.5. If the pH is below 4.5, it may take several years to raise it to the target level.

Phosphorus

Trials on our partner farms looked at whether there is any benefit in applying phosphorus fertiliser after each grazing and the conclusion is that there isn’t. If a soil test shows that soil phosphorus is above the critical level, there is very unlikely to be any benefit from applying phosphorus fertiliser.

The message is to get to know the critical phosphorus levels for your soils, add a small safety margin and don’t apply phosphorus fertiliser until your soil test gets close to that figure.

Potassium

Local research has shown that the soil test for potassium is unreliable at predicting whether or not a pasture will respond to potassium fertiliser. If the soil test is less than about 30 mg/kg, legume pastures will always respond to applied potassium. If the test is above about 100 mg/kg, legume pastures will almost never respond. If the test is between 30 and 100 mg/kg, pastures may or may not respond. Grass-dominant pastures almost never respond to potassium fertiliser.

If your soil test is below about 100 mg/kg, the message is to either apply some potassium fertiliser as insurance—possibly after each grazing—or to tissue test selected paddocks through  the growing season and apply potassium fertiliser if the test drops below about 2.0% potassium.

Sulfur

The soil test for sulfur is not particularly reliable for sandy soils in high rainfall areas. There may be a lot of sulfur in the soil at the start of the growing season but, in a wet year, most will be leached below the plant root zone by the end of winter.

Especially in a wet year, the message is to apply sulfur fertiliser as insurance, either in an N:K:S fertiliser blend after each grazing or as a spring dressing of gypsum or other sulfur fertiliser.

Soil testing

We soil tested every paddock in the project every year, allowing us to track changes over time and giving us very good information on which to base our fertiliser decisions. Whole-farm soil testing and nutrient mapping gives us a very clear picture of the distribution of nutrients around the property and helps pinpoint areas which need attention. Farmers who traditionally soil test part of the farm every year may be better off soil testing the whole farm every two years and have a nutrient map prepared by their fertiliser supplier.

More information is available on the Greener Pasture website. Go to www.agric.wa.gov.au and type ‘greener pastures’ into the search box.

Project overview – small projects

Business and Human Resources

Business 

The (to some) sudden change in global milk demand, of which the first signs started to appear right at about the time our Dairy Invest strategy (designed to attract investment and drive milk supply) was hitting its straps, became the catalyst for the WA dairy industry to re-convene and map out a fresh set of activities that met current need. 

The same sense of urgency that had seen competition set aside for industry good, saw Western Dairy convene with WA Farmers, the state Government and all four processors to map out a series of actions that would provide tangible assistance to farmers in the second half of 0809.

From this, the “Round the Kitchen Table” discussion groups were born and we reached some 70 farm businesses across 10 meetings, as we looked at sharing strategies that would trim costs without impacting production in recognition of the necessary belt tightening that would occur in the face of lower milk prices.
While any strong business should always be reviewing its ways of doing business and looking for the next gain; and having survived post deregulation years and constantly being told to reduce costs and improve productivity, it seemed that yet again, farmers were needing assistance to do even more of that – and so once again in collaboration with all of industry, Western Dairy led the development of a series of fact sheets to help facilitate the next set of ‘one percenter’ improvements to bottom line.

The Western Dairy board identified what it believed was an incredibly practical set of topics that to some may have been just common sense, but in each case, we made sure the content was developed to a point where we produced a series of documents that would offer the opportunity to make a difference across a range of farm strategies.

Western Dairy launched the Dairy Info Fact Sheets at the 2009 Innovation Day and this resource set is now available in a range of formats that offer simple, concise and useful information to our farm base.

It is important to acknowledge that a large percentage of the funding for the above activities was derived from the funds made available to Western Dairy from Dairy Western Australia (DWA) prior to its winding up.
Labour and labour management

While as recently as 12 months ago, the issue of ‘finding labour’ was top of mind, we now have a turn-around to where it’s a matter of ‘choosing’ labour. But irrespective of the level of difficulty in attracting quality job applicants, the process of managing the people once they are appointed, is no easier now just because we have more options.
Our labour strategy has been tackled at a range of levels.

1. Career development: 

A recently completed careers booklet that features 18 West Australians working in the WA dairy industry across a range of roles, has been a long-awaited document. This brochure is now available to all schools and has been widely distributed to high schools in the south west to promote the dairy industry as a career of choice. There has been a focus on the Ag Schools but essentially we have marketed this to the careers officers at schools and offered dairy farmers and associated service providers to career information days.

The careers booklet has worked hand in hand with Cows Create Careers – a great Dairy Australia initiative that was introduced to WA for the first time in 0809. The project involved four schools from Bunbury to Margaret River rearing a calf for a short period of time and a whole range of learning resource material provided around it. The schools then came together for a ‘finale’ to exhibit their project material and findings from the ‘exploration’ of the dairy industry. The intention is to repeat again in 0910. This project directly provided a high profile for the dairy industry directly to schools   and the community and helped position our industry as a one that offers a wide range of careers
2. Human Resource Management

The People in Dairy (www.thepeopleindairy.org.au) project is a national initiative that has been widely picked up in WA. The resources available through this website include a series of very useful templates that assist in the appointment and management of people.   

A key part of people management is the training and up-skilling and Western Dairy has been leading the charge to bring nationally accredited dairy training to Western Australia. The process has not been easy – due largely to the lack (or perceived lack) of critical mass. But further investigation of our 180 farm businesses suggests that a high percentage really do aspire to the opportunity for quality training of their management and staff and we are working hard now to deliver a range of training, both on and off-farm.

Western Dairy was successful in securing DAFWA funds via the Farm Training (Formerly Farmbis) process, to investigate just how much dairy farmers valued training and the Dairy Farm Skills Passport pilot project was developed from this. The project will be completed in FY 0910, however its development took place this financial year and as a consequence we will undertake a pilot that tests the theory of the value of ‘Recognition of Prior Learning’ or RPL in industry terms. 

We hope to demonstrate that farmers and farm workers do indeed value the process of receiving national recognition for skills already acquired; and in the process also identify the gaps in skills – and the opportunities to acquire more/different skills.

Western Dairy acknowledges the services provided by consultant Leanne Ablett in coordinating many of the labour/employment/training activities within this portfolio
FeedBase 
The Regional Feedbase Integration Project – WA

The Dairy Australia initiative to drive integration of feedbase activities throughout all dairying regions has been picked up whole-heartedly by Western Dairy, partly due to our recognition that our size and isolation means we simply must rely on our capacity to integrate our own regional feedbase research with that from other regions.  Western Dairy has pledged to actively help drive feedbase activities in a manner that optimises integration of works from other regions and helps the integration of WA’s Greener Pastures feedbase project outcomes to other regions, but also, ensures activities are timely and relevant to the WA dairy industry. 

This project has two key components:

· Leadership, design and development of feedbase activities and; 

· Delivery of agreed feedbase activities

Members of the Group are as follows:

Chair:


 Ian Noakes, Dairy Farmer, Witchcliffe, Chairman 

Project Manager:
 Dairy Nandapi, Dairy consultant, Binningup

Reference Group:

· Oscar Negus Jnr, Dairy Farmer, Busselton

· Peter Oates, Dairy Farmer, Busselton

· Paul Miller, Dairy Farmer, Cowaramup

· Jenny Rowbottom, DFT coordinator, Feed Trough editor

· John Lucey, Dairy Team Leader, DAFWA

The Feed Trough

Three newsletters of “Feed Trough” (Nov 08, issue 1: Mar 09, issue 2: May 09, issue 3) have been completed and widely distributed. Distribution outlets have been innovative, including via the processor sector (with milk statements); via a range of agribusiness outlets in the dairying region (up to 20 businesses have carried Feed Trough on their front counter); and also, with the newsletters made available at every relevant dairy industry field day as handouts. The Feed Trough is also available on the Western Dairy website.   An informal phone canvas of some 20 dairy farmers gave strong indication that the publication is being received and read, with more than 60% of farmers on the phone survey having read the newsletter and commented favourably.

Field Days

The group conducted a field day in March 2009 day at Oscar Negus’s farm. The day explored the use of Brassicas as a renovation crop for irrigated pasture. The day was attended by about 20 farmers and service providers.  

The feedbase group was also intimately involved in identifying and bringing over four guest speakers to the annual Dairy Innovation Day, which was held at a dairy farm on the Scott River in May 2009, where over 350 people attended. The guest speakers were:

· Yani Garcia, Future Dairy, NSW

· Joe Jacobs, 3030 project, Victoria, 

· Mark Callow & Emily Litzow, Forage Plus, QLD, and 

· Chris Haynes, Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research.

Having a resource dedicated to literally ‘trawling’ feedbase information, identifying and then prioritising the kind of information that is directly delivered to WA dairy farmers and tailored in a manner that suits our season, our access to fodder/grain and any other regional peculiarities, has been well received. 

Feedbase Showcase

Interfacing with Dairy Innovation Day, the RFDG was instrumental in designing the Feedbase Showcase tour – that saw 28 people from Qld, NSW, Vic, Tas and South Australia, (scientists and farmers) meet our Greener Pasture partner farmers and other leading dairy operations in the region, during a 5-day tour that really did highlight the level of innovation and diversity in the WA feedbase.  A key driver behind this tour was to foster collaboration between other dairying areas as we constantly seek new and innovative strategies to optimise our feedbase.  Just as importantly it was an opportunity for some of the expertise that exists in Western Australia to be exposed to a group of farmers from other regions who face feed base challenges of their own.                                         
Western Dairy received very favourable feedback from all participants of the tour that was led by Busselton farmer Barry Oates.   

Natural Resource Management

The activities that fall under the NRM umbrella are largely steered by our Dairying for Tomorrow coordinator Jenny Rowbottom. Jenny acts as the lynch pin that brings together farmers, government, contractors, agronomists, fertiliser companies and NRM bodies, in delivering a range of activities that will help enhance the ability and associated reputation of the WA dairy industry to be leading environmental stewards and catchment neighbours, whilst optimising their farm productivity. The portfolio was successful in levering significant funds from the Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries Caring for our Country (CFOC) program and as a consequence, our signature activity within the NRM portfolio last year was the project Nutrient Management Systems for Dairy Farms.

This project, which involved 11 dairy farms and 1 beef farm as members of the ‘pilot’ was a valuable demonstration that the cost of intensive whole-farm soil analysis can be offset by the reduction in the amount of fertiliser used.  In addition, it showed the process of matching fertiliser application to soil nutrient levels and pasture production can ensure a more efficient use of fertiliser.

As a function of the project, the participating farmers received a whole farm (or up to 40) paddock soil analysis (based on 30 cores per sample); a comprehensive analysis report; a whole-farm map showing pH, phosphorus and potassium and a nutrient budget.  

Project consultant agronomist Sam Taylor then worked with each farmer to use the information from the reports to make economically and environmentally sensible fertiliser decisions.

The information generated from the pilot brought about a range of management responses from the participating farmers, but overwhelmingly, it showed that when fertiliser product and application were matched more precisely to the soil nutrient status and production, in 75% of cases, the result was a decrease in fertiliser use and associated costs.

The visual clues provided by the maps generated by the project were regarded as one of its highlights and discussions have begun already with the state’s fertiliser companies to explore the possibility of soil test analysis reports to come in this extremely user-friendly format, that helps gives a ready-made snapshot of the areas of the dairy farm where fertiliser savings can be made.

The project has gained particular momentum in the light of the state government’s renewed focus on the impact of Phosphorus in waterways. Western Dairy has every intention to grow these type of activities in FY 0910 to involve more farmers and help demonstrate to the regulators that WA’s dairy farmers are astute users of fertiliser and applying it according to best practise recommendations in a manner that minimises leaching.
Animal Systems

The project headed up by Peter Rosher and Colin White to examine the occurrence and production characteristics of extended lactations in WA dairy herds, was completed in February 2009.

The executive summary of the final report follows:

The occurrence and production characteristics of extended lactations in Western Australian dairy herds

Colin White and Peter Rosher

Executive summary

In Western Australian dairy herds two factors have converged to increase the need to re-assess the economics of managing extended lactations in high-producing cows.  One is the world-wide decline in fertility in the Holstein gene pool that has made annual calving for a high-producing herd almost impossible.  The second is the increase in herd sizes since dairy deregulation in 2000 which has led to increased pressures on farm labour management.  One response to labour shortages has been to condense the joining period and batch calve.  The consequences of this convergence is an increase in the proportion of cows lactating for more than the traditional 305 days, and an increase in the number of ‘carryover’ cows in bi-seasonal calving herds.  Similarly, increased voluntary waiting period and decreased conception rates in year round herds results in longer lactation lengths. 

To be of practical benefit, a reassessment of extended lactation requires that cow response data be derived from current genotypes operating within current pricing structures.  While information is being generated from experiments designed specifically to investigate these relationships in some regions (e.g. New Zealand and Victoria), it is not possible to conduct enough empirical studies to cover all situations.  

The following report is an attempt to derive useful relationships on long lactations in Western Australian herds from herd test data sets.  The advantage of this approach is that the data sets are usually very large and so relationships can be defined with a level of statistical certainty not attainable in most controlled experiments.  The results also apply to commercially practical production systems.  The disadvantage is that many variables are uncontrolled, and so it is difficult to be confident as to what is cause and what is effect.  Nonetheless, such studies can provide valuable insights into factors affecting the productivity of specific classes of cows, and serve as a valuable guide to knowledge gaps and also as a guide for further detailed studies.  

The primary aim of this work was to derive information from herd test data on long lactations that may assist WA producers, as well those in similar environments in other States, to make decisions about calving pattern and lactation length.  Part of this examination includes a separate assessment of extended lactations within herds known to be bi-seasonal calving.

Specifically, this report aims to:
· describe the occurrence and distribution of lactation lengths within 4 lactation categories:

· 1. Short (120-260 days)

· 2. Normal (261-350 days)

· 3. Extended (351-525 days)

· 4. Long (525 – 730 days)

· for each lactation category, analyse for effects of parity, calving month, herd (x region), year, and testday on yield of milk, fat,  protein and concentration of components

· investigate potential predictors of high yielding long lactation cows (e.g. high protein concentration at 100 DIM)

· Determine a suitable mathematical/statistical model that best describes the lactation curve for the different lactation categories

· Compare the performance and retention and culling rates of cows from different lactation length categories

· Compare the performance of extended lactations in bi-seasonal calving herds with those from the overall data set

The strategy was to analyse herd test data for Western Australian herds, comparing the production characteristics of long lactations (>351 days) with those of normal length (260-350 days).  In addition, long lactations within a subset of 9 bi-seasonal calving herds were analysed separately and compared with the performance of extended lactations within the overall data set.

The final data set used for analysis consisted of FarmWest herd test records for mainly Holstein genotypes calving between 1991 and 2005 inclusively.  The original lactation data set consisted of almost 1 million cow x lactation records, although this was cleansed in various ways prior to final analysis.  The test day data set consisted of 4.5 million records.  Data cleansing became a major challenge for this project, and indicated a need for a review of the current ADHIS test recording procedures.

The main findings were as follows:

The WA herd test data proved to be a useful source of information on long lactations, and should provide a basis for economic evaluation and more detailed on-farm studies.   

The main points to emerge were:

1. For lactations recorded in the period 1990 to 2005, the mean percentage of lactations that were in lactation categories 1 to 4, respectively, were 15%, 59%, 23% and 2%.  However, there was a strong time trend, whereby the proportion of extended lactations (category 3 or 4) increased from 19% of lactations in 1991 to 31% in 2005.  This increase was at the expense of both normal lactations (category 2), which fell from 64% of lactations in 1991 to 56% in 2005, and short lactations (category 1) which fell from 18% in 1991 to 13% in 2005.

2. There were significant differences between herds in the distribution of lactation lengths, with 35% of herds having 34% of their lactations in category 3 or 4 and about 12% of herds having less than 15%.  These extreme ranges could provide a useful basis for detailed follow-up studies.

3. Long lactations were associated with a higher rate of culling (sold or transferred) than normal length lactations.  Sold or transfer rates (% of total recorded) for lactation categories 1-4 were 24%, 5%, 9% and 18%, respectively.  These rates were influenced to some extent by parity, with higher rates occurring at higher parities.  Culling rates in bi-seasonal herds were similar to those in all herds.

4. Category 3 lactations had higher peak yields and more sustained yields of milk, fat and protein than category 2 lactations. For pure Holsteins, respective standardized yields (305d) for 1990-2005 for lactation categories 1 to 4 were 4987 L, 7003 L, 7730 L and 8074 L.  Standardised protein yields were 152, 214, 234 and 244 kg/lactation, respectively.  Standardised fat yields were 193, 271, 296 and 308 kg/lactation.  Data for herds of mixed breeds and for lactations post 2000 showed a similar trend.  This indicates that a decline in fertility is inversely related to standardized milk yield.  The results for bi-seasonal herds paralleled those for the main data set.  Standardised milk yields (305 days) for bi-seasonal herds for 2001-2005 for categories 1-4 were 5506, 7762, 8364 and 8611 litres per cow.  Note that standardized yields for category 1 refer to less than 305 days. 

5. Long lactations generated higher value milk than normal or low lactation lengths at every stage of lactation.  Using a standard 305 day lactation, the value of milk from categories 2-4 was $3628, $4781 and $6855, respectively, for protein at $10.50/kg and fat at $3.50/kg.  Category 1 lactations had a mean length of 227 days, so their equivalent value was $2601 for 227 days.  The terminal value at dry off for category 3 milk was 34c/day higher than category 2 milk, and the total 305 day lactation value was $1153 higher.  Of significance was the fact that the average daily value of production was higher for category 3 milk ($11.95/L) than category 2 milk (11.89/L). Category 4 milk was worth 14c/L less at termination than category 2 milk, but the total lactation value was $3226 higher.  On a daily basis throughout lactation the respective values ($/cow.day) for the 4 lactation length categories were $11.45, $11.89, $11.95 and $11.57.  This assessment does not consider higher culling rates for category 3 and 4 lactations, and this aspect needs to be taken fully into account in any comprehensive economic evaluation.

6. An attempt was made to quantify the impact of extended lactation at parity 1 on lifetime production.  This was assessed between 1999 and 2007 for cows grouped according to their parity 1 lactation lengths.  The data showed that cows that had a long lactation at parity1 had fewer lactations over their lifetime in the herd – from 3.11/cow for cows that had a category 4 lactation at parity 1, to 3.84/cow for cows that had a lactation category 2 at parity 1.  However, total lifetime yield of milk, protein and fat were higher in cows that had long lactation lengths at parity 1 compared to those with a normal lactation length – e.g. 1033 kg of protein for category 4 cows vs. 913 kg for category 2 cows.  While this is an associative analysis and does not include the effect of a higher culling rate, it does show that for cows that go on to have a second lactation or more, an extended lactation at parity 1 is associated with higher performance and fewer lactations per lifetime.  

7. There was a strong effect of time on lactation length, whereby length increased over time; from a mean of 311 days in 1992 to over 340 days by 2005.  Mean dry period length across all lactation categories declined from 91 days down to 79 days between 1992 and 2005.  Dry period length increased as lactation length increased above the normal 305 days.  Respective lengths were 81, 92 and 107 days for category 2, 3 and 4 lactation length.

8. Bi-seasonal calving herds had mean lactation lengths 8 days longer than herds overall.  However, calving intervals were not longer, due to a shorter dry period.  This indicates that bi-seasonal herds were perhaps better managed than average herds. 

9. Mean days open for pure Holsteins (calving interval minus 284) for 1990-2005 ranged from 88 days at category 1 to 415 days at category 4.  The overall mean for Holsteins was 132 days with a median of 105.  For all breeds post 2000, days open ranged from 76 days to 404 days for category 1 and 4, respectively.   Category 2 lactations for all herds post 2000 had a mean of 99 days open, 76 days dry and a calving interval of 383 days.  Bi-seasonal calving herds in category 2 lactation had 92 days open, 67 days dry, and a calving interval of 376 days.

10. If cows had a long lactation (category 3 or 4) at parity 1 then there was a 1.6-fold higher probability that these cows would have another long lactation at parity 2 or 3, compared with cows that had a normal (category 2) length lactation at parity 1. 

11. Long lactations (category 3 and 4) were associated with lower milk protein concentration between days 30 and 70 compared with category 2 lactations, but the relationship was very weak (explaining only 0.3% of the variation) and could not be used at the cow level as a predictor of a profitable long lactation.

12. Lactations longer (category 3 or 4) and shorter (category 2) than normal (category 2) were associated with higher somatic cell counts.  However, the relationship between cell count and days in milk was curvilinear, resulting in relatively small increases in cell count with extended lactations.  At parity 3, respective cell counts were 285, 245, 265 and 284 (000’s/L) for categories 1 to 4.  However, there was also a parity effect such that cell counts were lower at parity 1 than parity 3, and there was an interaction between parity and lactation length.   Thus, while the cell count data suggests that counts would be expected to be higher with longer lactations, the increase appears to be neither inevitable nor severe.

13. While a full economic analysis was beyond the scope of this report, the data indicate that extending lactation length may be a viable strategy within the Western Australian production system to overcome the decline in fecundity of the Holstein gene pool.   The results for bi-seasonal calving herds also suggested that bi-seasonal calving did not carry a penalty of reduced milk production or longer calving intervals, and that extended lactations, compared with normal length lactations, within these herds were associated with a similar increase in productivity as that observed in the general population. 

The full report is available from Western Dairy
Industry Image, Capacity Building and Communication

WA dairy industry plan and bankers breakfast

Western Dairy’s annual business and bankers breakfast continues to receive solid support from industry as a mechanism to provide the latest business information with regard to milk price and milk price outlook. The 2008 breakfast also included the launch of the WA Dairy industry plan, which Western Dairy facilitated in partnership with WAFarmers, DAFWA and WA’s four milk processors. This was an important strategy to demonstrate to all stakeholders, the agreed vision moving forward for the WA dairy industry.

More-over though, the strategy of bringing the dairy business community together on a regular basis and ensuring its members are accurately informed about the opportunities and challenges that our dairy farmers face, plays a key role in ensuring their service to industry is underpinned by accurate information. Over 70 service providers including representatives from all banks with dairy clientele in the south west, attended the 2008 business breakfast.

With a change in dairy outlook globally and its resultant impact on milk prices in WA, Western Dairy hosted an “update on industry outlook” in March 2009, to ensure that farmers financial partners were able to access the latest facts and industry information available.  Once again Western Dairy has sought to facilitate the flow of information to WD dairy farmers business partners.
Dairy Innovation Day 

Dairy Innovation Day 2009 was regarded as one of our most successful ever Innovation Days in the event’s10-year history. Curiosity was undoubtedly a factor behind the fact that  over 350 people were prepared to travel to WA’s most remote dairy farm - and visit the new dairy that was under construction on the Dunnet family’s property “Dunmore”. 

Western Dairy extends its sincerest thanks to the Dunnets who were prepared to throw open their doors and their hearts and welcome 350 ‘picky strangers’ to look over what they’ve done and no doubt, critically review! 

The program that sat around the opportunity to inspect the new dairy was held to wide acclaim. Its focus on feedbase was welcome and timely and to have so many scientists from other feedbase projects on hand to integrate their knowledge with the WA dairy farm systems was invaluable.

A welcome addition to our program was the visit by the Dairy Australia board – who found value in understanding the intricacies of the WA dairy industry and also, its resilience and strength, as evidenced by the size of the new investment the Dunnet family had made.

With such a strong following of Innovation Day, this event has established itself as Western Dairy’s flagship event that is the most visual demonstration of the WA dairy farmers’ levy at work.

Picasso Cows

Another image project that tackles another very important element of our market place, is the Picasso Cows project. 

Picasso Cows is a schools based art project – that is focused on students ‘painting a cow’ according to a researched dairy theme and telling the story of their perception of the dairy industry via the artwork. The Picasso Cow project ran in nine schools in the south west of WA, each of which received a life-sized fibreglass cow to paint. The project generated significant media attention and, we believe, took a valuable step in raising awareness of the dairy industry in our own back yard. The Department of Agriculture and Food WA took the opportunity to also introduce ‘livestock tracking’ by inserting a NLIS tag into the cow that was placed at the Dunsborough primary school.

South West Young Dairy Farmers
Our involvement with and support of the South West Young Dairyfarmers group continues in its success and it has been most rewarding to see large numbers of young dairy farmers taking part in the various events convened by this group. It is heartening to see that in our small industry alone, up to 45 young farmers gather at any one time to mix and discuss the challenges of farming.  It is a great sign to see that the future leadership of this industry is in good hands.
The most popular event for the 0809 period was the staging of the Financial Steps to Success workshop, spearheaded by Victorian dairy consultant John Mulvany in October. In this future farmers were exposed to the fundamentals of good business practice and to consider the challenges and balancing of investment, capital and assets.  This business “introduction” has seen a number of young farmers being in a much better position to understand, evaluate and take that next step in farm investment.
Western Dairy continues to explore opportunities to build leadership and capacity of the Young Dairy Farmers and to this end sponsored Steven Noakes from Witchcliffe to attend the Dairy Innovators’ Forum in Creswick, Victoria in February.

Western Dairy also arranged for the SWYD executive members to join the Feedbase Showcase Tour group for dinner in May, to provide networking opportunities between the SWYD team and the mostly under 30 participants on the tour.
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Equity 

The Western Dairy accounts remain in a solid financial position, with the 2008/09 balance sheet showing net assets of $179,906.  

Western Dairy recorded a surplus of $11,100 from ordinary activities, a situation that was largely facilitated through industry sponsorships and prudent expenditure on projects and activities.

The surplus from Project Activities which is shown at $31,113 is attributed specifically to the project Nutrient Management Systems for Dairy Farms – funded by the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries.  This project is still being finalised and the funds will be fully acquitted before the end of the calendar year.

Current Assets

The cash at bank at June 30, 2009 was a $61,000 increase compared to the same time in 2008. This is predominantly explained by the Commonwealth Debenture Investment Fund maturing and being deposited back into our bank account, prior to June 30.  The full amount was reinvested again after June 30, into a new CBA investment account.

Profit and Loss Statement
The significantly higher income received in 2008/2009, is largely  matched in expenditure – reflecting the increasing portfolio of projects, activities and events being conducted by Western Dairy.

Special Project Account

The Special Project Account is presented in the financial statements as a separate account. This is due to the governance requirements of the project funder, the Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF), which states that projects it funds must be administered through a separate and dedicated project account. This account will be closed once the remaining $31,113 have been fully acquitted.
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