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Lucerne,  direct-sown
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Wheat, under-sown with Lucerne
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Wheat, under-sown with Lucerne
Despite consistent messages on 
reduced pasture performance, due to 
competition between the cover-crop, 
and the lucerne, farmers in the 
mixed-farming zone of south-eastern 
Australia continue to rely on the 
practice 

— McCormick, Hayes, Li and Norton (2014)
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Initial findings from field experiments over four 
years along a 200 km North-South transect from 

Ariah Park to Brocklesby, NSW
(Li et al., 2015)

seeding
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• In energy production, Direct-sown is ahead of Undersown in 40 
out of 60 years (1950-2010).

• In years of lucerne establishment failure, the pasture in that 
paddock is assumed to revert to an annual pasture.
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Figure 1: Effect of stocking rate (dse/ha) on cost of supplementary feed requirement 
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Annual whole-farm gross margin profiles
for Sheep and Crop enterprises

Similar gross margins, but cropping has higher variability 
-- about three times riskier than Sheep --

11

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

$0.0 $0.1 $0.2 $0.3 $0.4

Gross margin (millions)

All crops

Sheep

Cumulative 
probability

. Sheep 
CV 18%

Crop 
CV 50%



Dynamic budgeting for risk
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10 year cash margin estimates for dynamic analysis
15 dse/ha, 80% equity, direct sown pasture
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Effects of sowing methods and stocking rates on whole-
farm decadal cash margins, given starting equity of 80%
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Effects of sowing methods and stocking rates on whole-
farm decadal cash margins, given starting equity of 80%
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Effects of sowing methods and stocking rates on whole-
farm decadal cash margins, given starting equity of 80%
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Effects of sowing methods and stocking rates on whole-
farm decadal cash margins, given starting equity of 80%



Effects of starting equity on decadal ending cash balance (15 dse/ha)
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• Advice to farmers based on average years, average prices 
and gross margins, can be very misleading.  

• It masks the wide range of whole-farm outcomes 
possible due to price and yield variations and the 
effects of debt on viability

• Chasing higher production alone can drive farmers into 
unsustainable debt

• Reducing debt is often more important than raising 
production, particularly for those with low equity

Conclusions
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