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Five key tips for quality silage 
Michele Ryan, Department of Primary Industries, 
Warrnambool 
 
With people wanting to get the most out of the money they 
put into making their silage, here are some key factors to 
consider to ensure that you get the best possible return. 
 
The five key factors to remember to help make good quality 
silage are,    
 
1. Only lock up pasture that is surplus to requirements.  In a 
reasonable year on most farms, pasture growth will generally 
exceed animal requirements in early to mid September.  
However, if paddocks are locked up earlier this may not be 
detrimental to the nutritive value of the pasture providing the 
paddock is cut at the appropriate time. 
 
2. Use nitrogen to increase dry matter yield, but cut pasture 
within six to eight weeks of application.  Once cutting is 
delayed beyond eight weeks, the quality of the silage 
declines more rapidly then if no nitrogen is applied and this 
can result in large quantities of low quality silage which is 
unsuitable to feed cows in the early stage of lactation.  By 
using rates of nitrogen up to 50 kg N/ha, responses of 12 kg 
DM/ha for every kg N applied, six weeks after application can 
be produced. 
 
3. Be prepared to cut pasture when the ryegrass component 
of the sward is just reaching early ear emergence.  In most 
years this is normally about the last week of October to the 
first week of November. 
 
4. Use tedders to increase the drying rate of cut material and 
so reduce the wilting period.  It has been shown that the use 
of tedders has a beneficial effect on both final silage 
metabolisable energy and crude protein.  The length of the 
wilting period will be dictated by the type of silage to be 
made and weather conditions.  Given reasonable drying 
conditions material should be ready for pit silage within 48 
hours and for bale silage within 72 hours. 
 
5. Ensile material quickly and seal well. It is important to 
ensure that the material being ensiled is tightly packed into 
either a pit or the bale and that it is sealed promptly.  The 
ideal dry matter of pasture for pit silage is 30 %, any lower 
and effluent may be a problem and any higher compaction 
may be difficult. The dry matter percentage of bale silage 
should be about 45 – 50 %.  At this dry matter a reasonable 
fermentation should occur and it reduces the chance of 
spoilage. 
 
Let’s make spring count! 
Michele Ryan, Department of Primary Industries, 
Warrnambool 
 
As we head into spring it is crucial that we maximise pasture 
growth to ensure we are able to produce and conserve as 
much high quality forage as possible. 
 
Pasture growth and leaf appearance rate will increase.  
Rotation length will need to be shortened accordingly to help 

maintain grazing pressure and ensure that high quality 
pasture is available for the herd. 
 
It is important to try to maintain a rotation based on leaf 
stage.  Instead of focusing on using 3 - leaf stage as an 
indicator for grazing perennial ryegrass as we have been, 
focus should now shift to grazing at 2 to 2 ½ leaf stage or 
canopy closure.  This will ensure pasture quality is 
maintained and shading at the base of the sward is 
minimised. 
 
As spring progresses it is important to only lock up pasture 
for conservation that is surplus to requirements.  In most 
years on a majority of farms, pasture growth will generally 
exceed cows’ requirements in early to mid September.  This 
year if your pasture has been continually overgrazed, that is 
grazed prior to 2 leaf stage and the grazing residual is below 
4 cm, it is almost certain that the spring surplus will occur 
much later and be of smaller quantity. 
 
To assist with conserving as much high quality forage as 
possible, consider using nitrogen fertiliser to increase dry 
matter yields, however cut pasture within 6 weeks of 
application.  Research has shown that once cutting is 
delayed beyond 8 weeks after application of nitrogen 
fertilisers, the pasture quality declines more rapidly than if no 
nitrogen is applied and this results in large quantities of low 
quality silage which is unsuitable to feed cows in the early 
stage of lactation. 
 
It was also found that by using rates of nitrogen of 50 kg 
N/ha, responses of 18 kg of dry matter per hectare for every 
kg N applied, 6 weeks after nitrogen application can be 
produced.  It is important to note spring applied rates of 
about 50 kg N/ha are likely to produce the most efficient 
growth rates.  Numerous other trials have shown that rates of 
between 40 and 60 kg N/ha are the most effective.  Using 
higher rates of nitrogen usually results in lower responses.  
When using nitrogen it is important to remember that you 
should target your best paddocks, which are usually the 
paddocks that have good pasture species and good soil 
fertility. 
 
When planning forage conservation, be prepared to cut when 
the perennial ryegrass component of the sward is just 
reaching early ear emergence.  In most years this is normally 
about the last week of October to the first week of 
November.   
 
The key to spring pasture management is to ensure: 
* The rotation is shortened to maintain pasture quality and 
change your grazing indicator from 3 leaf stage to 2 or 2 ½ 
leaf stage or canopy closure 
 
* It is important to only lock up pasture for conservation that 
is surplus to requirements 
 
* Consider using nitrogen fertiliser at rates up to 50 kg N/ha, 
and ensure pasture is cut within 6 to 8 weeks of application 
 
* Plan to cut pasture before it reaches early ear emergence 
to ensure the best quality silage for your herd. 

Tips for Spring Management 
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Feeding for the future 
Ann McDowell and Jo Crosby, Department of Primary 
Industries, Camperdown and Warrnambool 
 
Focussing your energy on the aspects of your business you 
can control will help you get through the current season, and 
in terms of feeding dairy cows this means controlling pasture 
management, supplementary feed inputs, and feed costs. 
 
In recent years we have seen dairy farmers manage through 
periods of low milk price, drought, and high feed prices.  One 
key lesson we have learned from this experience is that the 
businesses that have kept the cows producing efficiently and 
in good body condition are those which recover most quickly 
from difficult seasons, regardless of the cause. 
 
There is no doubt that this is a financially challenging year.  
What is needed now is a positive plan of action that will 
enable you to capitalise on the better season that will 
inevitably come, while containing costs.  It is also important 
to ensure any short term action you take will not compromise 
the achievement of your long term plans. 
 
At times like this the old tried and true principles can not be 
beaten: 
 
1.  Pasture 
This is the year to hone your grazing management skills. 
 
It is a cliché to say that pasture is your cheapest source of 
feed, but it is hard to argue the fact in south west Victoria.  
Businesses with the highest gross margin are invariably the 
farms with the highest pasture utilisation. 
 
So far this season the weather has been kind and we have 
had excellent grass growing conditions over most of the 
region.  But while we are very good at growing grass in the 
south west, we could be better at utilising it. 
 
The message is simple: for most of the year graze perennial 
ryegrass based pastures when each tiller has two and a half 
to three leaves, and make sure what remains of the pasture 
once the cows come out of the paddock is around  five 
centimetres in height.  When the pasture is rapidly growing in 
spring, graze at two leaves, but still make sure the residual is 
around five centimetres. 
 
If you find you are going into paddocks when there are less 
than two and a half leaves per tiller, your rotation is too fast.  
If the tillers have reached three leaves and there is an older 
leaf starting to decay, your rotation is too slow.  If your 
residuals are less than five centimetres in height the cows 
are hungry and need more feed offered to them, and if they 
are leaving more than five centimetres they are being offered 
too much feed. 
 
Getting the rotation right requires a combination of art, 
science and experience, but it is an essential skill for 
profitable grass based farmers.  For help in fine tuning your 
grazing management, give Michele Ryan a call at DPI 
Warrnambool on 5561 9914. 
 

2.  Supplementary feed 
Pasture alone seldom provides a balanced and adequate 
diet for high producing dairy cows.  Any supplements you 
feed must complement the pasture and provide this balance; 
and it is important to ensure that every kilogram of 
purchased feed returns more than its worth in milk or body 
condition. 
 
Indications that the cows need more energy in the diet 
include falling milk protein levels and loss of body condition.  
Falling milk fat percent, very loose, bubbly manure, displaced 
abomasums, acidosis and / or lack of rumination often mean 
insufficient fibre in the diet. 
 
Too much of a good thing can also be an issue and excess 
protein, often a problem in spring on grass based diets, is 
indicated by an ammonia smell in the dairy, and too much 
fibre restricts intake.  Cows getting fat and not producing as 
well as expected may mean too little protein in the diet. 
 
Understanding the dietary requirements of your cows is 
essential if you are to provide them with the right quantity 
and quality of supplementary feed.  Any imbalance in the diet 
will cost you money as it reduces the efficiency of conversion 
of feed to milk.  
 
For help checking feed requirements, talk to your nutrition 
advisor or call Ann McDowell, DPI Camperdown on 5557 
5805 or Jo Crosby, DPI Warrnambool on 5561 9911. 
 
 

 
 
3.  Purchasing feed 
It is important that any feed purchased fulfils a need, and is 
not just the cheapest feed available.  Any feed that does not 
meet this criterion is expensive, no matter what you pay for 
it.  For example, straw (high in fibre, low in energy and 
protein) may appear cheap, but if your cows actually need 
additional energy in their diet it is not the right supplement. 
 
Once you have worked out what you need to balance the 
diet you may find there are several feed options available 
that will supply to required nutrients.  To work out which of 
the options is cheapest, you will need a feed analysis giving 

The Cows are Important 
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dry matter (%DM), metabolisable energy content (MJ/kgDM), 
and crude protein (CP%). 
 
A few simple calculations will help you compare the value of 
similar feeds.  First of all you need to know the cost of each 
feed in cents per kilogram of dry matter (c/kgDM).  If you 
need an energy supplement you must then compare the cost 
of energy in cents per megajoule of energy (c/MJ).  If it is 
protein you need, compare the cost of crude protein in cents 
per kilogram of crude protein (c/kgCP). 
 
Calulation method: 
Cost per kilo dry matter (c/kgDM) = $/t x 10 ÷ %DM 
 
Cost per megajoule of energy (c/MJ) = c/kgDM ÷ MJ/kgDM 
 
Cost per kilo crude protein (c/kgCP) = c/kgDM ÷ %CP x 100 
 
For example: 
Hay : $230/t landed 
85% DM 
9.5 MJ/kgDM 
14%CP 
 
Cost per kilo dry matter (c/kgDM) 230 x 10  ÷ 85 = 27.1 
c/kgDM 
 
Cost per megajoule of energy (c/MJ) 27.1 ÷ 9.5 = 2.8 c/MJ 
 
Cost per kilo crude protein (c/kgCP)  27.1 ÷ 14 x 100 = 193.6 
c/kgCP 
 
Once again, help is available and your nutrition advisor or a 
DPI Dairy Extension Officer can run through these 
calculations or double check the figures for you. 
 
4.  Cow condition 
Dairy cow condition affects fertility, cow health and 
production. 
 
To optimise reproductive performance and keep cows in 
productive condition, they must calve down in a condition 
score between 4.5 and 5.5 on the 8 point scale, and lose no 
more than 0.6 of a score between calving and joining. 
 
Allowing condition score to fall to lower levels will result in 
less cows in calf, with obvious consequences to the business 
into the future. 
 
Mining cow condition to save on feed costs is not an 
economic option.  Cows in condition score three and below 
are using their muscle mass as a source of energy.  Not only 
will they not get in calf, they will not milk, and they have no 
energy reserves to combat challenges such as disease. 
 
For more information on condition scoring your herd, find 
The Condition Magician at http://www.incalf.com.au or talk to 
your local vet, or a DPI Extension Officer 
 
5.  Young stock 
Continue to invest in feeding and managing your young stock 
well – they are your future herd. 

 
Well grown heifers get in calf easier, have less calving 
difficulties, cope better in the herd, produce more milk and 
have a better chance of staying in the herd for more 
lactations that smaller animals. 
 
Aim to calve your heifers down at 90 per cent of mature body 
weight.  If the average body weight of your cows is 550 kg, 
then the heifers should calve down at 500kg.  To achieve this 
you will need to feed them a good quality diet, high in energy 
and protein. 
 
Heifer size is largely set in their first year, and they reach 
puberty based on body weight, not age.  To ensure they are 
meeting growth targets it is important to monitor their growth 
either by regular weighing or measuring wither height (for 
targets see http://www2.dpi.qld.gov.au/dairy/11665.html). 
 
Assess you replacement requirements.  If you are carrying 
more young stock than you need, you may be able to sell the 
excess and invest more in those you keep. 
 
Sadly there are no silver bullets or quick fixes when it comes 
to feeding dairy cows. 
 
This is a season where it will be important to get the basics 
right.  We must focus firmly on what we can control, and on 
setting ourselves up for the future.  Maintaining the cows in 
good order and growing out the young stock are within your 
control, and must be part of your plan. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Cows are Important 
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What is your cost of production?  Helen Chenoweth, 
Department of Primary Industries, Warrnambool 
 
With the low milk prices this season, cash flow needs to be 
managed carefully. As each farm is different, the amount of 
cash required to meet farm working expenses will also vary. 
Knowing your cost position is a useful starting point in 
analysing how to both ‘survive’ this season and also have 
your cows, pastures and management team ready to fire up 
for next season. 
 
There is no doubt that this is a financially challenging year.  
What is needed is a positive plan of action that will enable 
you to capitalise on the better season that will inevitably 
come, while containing costs.  It is also important to ensure 
any short term action taken will not compromise your long 
term plans. 
 
Know your costs of production 
 
Two calculations can help you understand your business and 
they can be expressed in either cents/litre or dollars/kg milk 
solids. 
 
* Farm Working Expenses (FWE).  This involves adding up 
all herd, shed, feed and overhead costs and then dividing 
them by production levels 
 
* Cash neutral milk price  is calculated by adding the FWE, 
interest payments on loans (assuming principle is not being 
paid for now) and basic personal drawings (no capital items) 
and dividing this number by milk production.  
 
Knowing these values for your business, plus the breakdown 
of each cost category can give some useful insights into how 
the business can respond appropriately to the current milk 
price received. 
 
If costs are lower than income, no major changes will 
probably need to be made.  However if costs are greater 
than predicted income, then a close look at each cost 
category will be necessary.  
 
Data from the 2008/09 Dairy Farm Monitor Project gives 
some useful information to compare your farm working 
expenses with either the average SW farm data or the top 
25% farms (for total profit). Note that some costs will be 
lower this year due to lower fertiliser and grain/hay costs. 
 
Farm 
Working 
Expense 
(FWE) cost 
category 

Ave SW 
farm $ 
per cow 

Ave SW 
farm $/kg 
MS (c/l) 

Top 25% 
SW farm 
$ per 
cow 

Top 25% 
SW farm 
$/kg MS 
(c/l) 

Herd 112 0.22 (1.6) 118 0.20 (1.5) 
Shed 77 0.15 (1.1) 77 0.13 (1) 
Feed 1300 2.55 (19) 1455 2.47 

(18.4) 
Overhead 
(cash costs) 

469 0.92 (6.9) 412 0.70 (5.2) 

TOTALS 1958 3.84 
(28.6) 

2062 3.50 (26) 

 
How do you figures stack up? 
 
Be careful if cutting costs in the feed cost area. Although 
usually the biggest cost area in the business, cutting out or 
significantly reducing fertiliser use and purchased 
feeds/grains may well affect the profitability of the business 
for several years by: 
 

·  Reducing the amount of low-cost pasture produced 

·  Damaging pasture by overgrazing, leading to additional 
resowing costs next year 

·  Underfeeding cows leading to less production in the short 
term and also reduced yield of milk for the entire lactation 
(not just for the period of underfeeding) 

·  Cow condition loss leading to potentially less production 
next season if not made up by calving 

·  Lower cow condition also leading to poor reproductive 
performance such as non-cycling of cows and an 
elongated calving pattern; often taking two seasons to 
remedy 

·  Underfed cows are also more susceptible to disease and 
stress leading to further problems and potentially the 
involuntary culling of quality animals  

·  Ration imbalance can occur if amounts of energy, protein 
and /or fibre not at acceptable levels throughout the 
season, leading to metabolic problems, laminitis (lame 
cows) and again culling cows earlier than usual. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
HOW RISKY IS YOUR BUSINESS? 
 
The current milk price situation, while not welcome by any 
farmer, does provide an important opportunity to examine the 
efficiency of the business. It encourages us to question how 
we are using each dollar of income and test the way we do 
things for any improvements.  

Know Your Business 
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One area that is often not identified clearly is how exposed 
our business is to risk. This risk can be in the form of 
financial, physical (such as weather, soil type) and people 
(finding and keeping good labour). 
 
One way to examine financial risk is to look at it as a 'tower'. 
Private consultant John Mulvany uses the idea of a tower to 
show the importance of having five important aspects of 
dairy farm management in balance to have a well-managed, 
moderate risk, financially-balanced dairy business.  
 
You may not have all aspects in balance but you will need at 
least four out of five to be classed as ‘well balanced and 
moderate risk’.  
 
A description of a well managed, moderate risk, financially-
balanced dairy business is: 
 

·  Equity above 65 per cent 

·  Three to four tonne DM per cow home grown feed with no 
more than 25 per cent re-processed, such as silage/hay  

·  No more than 40 per cent bought in feed 

·  Paid labour less than 40 per cent of total labour  

·  Good management 
 
The picture below shows the difference between a balanced 
tower and a toppling tower. 

   
 
The tower on the left is a farm that has lowered equity to 
expand the business.  But in doing so they have focused on 
the key things that matter – growing and utilising as much 
home-grown feed as possible.  Their labour has crept out a 
bit but that is while they get the new block up and going. 
 

The farm ‘next door’ however has also expanded but lost 
their way a little.  They have dipped into their equity but the 
land they bought was underperforming.  They put more cows 
on thinking that it would grow more feed than it did and as a 
result their home-grown feed dropped as proportion of total 
feed.  Because they were milking more cows they also 
needed to put more labour on which also blew that part of 
their tower out.  
 
Many of our dairy business towers have been 'pushed onto a 
lean' over the years due to a range of factors.  The previous 
season's record milk price has been propping many 
businesses up. As we are now facing significantly lower 
prices this season we are seeing many farm businesses are 
more vulnerable than even they thought. 
 
It is a good idea to check your tower against the five aspects 
above to see how resilient the business will be to travel 
successfully through this season and beyond. If more that 
two aspects are not in alignment, then action may need to be 
taken to bring the business back into balance.  
 

Know Your Business 
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Managing the challenge 
Sean Kenny, Phil Shannon (DPI Victoria) and John 
Mulvany (OnFarm Consulting) 
 
Summary points are:  

·  Each farm business is unique. Mr and Mrs Average don’t 
exist. 

·  Get a revised milk income estimate to establish the impact 
of reduced milk price on your business. 

·  Cost cutting will be the first port of call when looking at 
limiting the damage.  The key question to ask is: "how 
much can I reduce my costs without impacting negatively 
on my operating margin?" 

·  Many businesses will need to look at dissecting and 
trimming costs beyond production costs – overheads etc. 

·  If costs have been trimmed and you are still looking at a 
negative cash flow, seek trusted advice on your options 
for funding the shortfall. 

·  Don't ignore the long term in making decisions about your 
business surviving this drop. Milk price fluctuations and 
uncertainty will always be a part of farming - you need to 
make sure that you also want to be! 

 
Establish the facts 
As a dairy farm manager the first job is to establish the facts:  
what does the price drop mean to your business? Seek a 
revised income estimate, use this to review your budget, and 
then start to plan how you can respond. 
 
The reality is that even after adjusting your plans, you will still 
be worse off (have less income) than you were planning. If 
your business was cash flow positive and had room to 
breathe with equity you may be able to ride out the storm 
without any major action. 
 
The closer you are sailing to the wind, the more likely it is 
that you will need to address both operational and financing 
issues. 
 
Cutting costs 
The basic principles of profit are simple: you can either 
increase income or reduce costs.  The income of dairy 
farmers has taken a hit and little can be done about this.  
Some people may think about selling cattle to raise cash 
however this should be avoided where possible as you are 
effectively trading an asset for cash.  This will have a long 
term impact on your business. 
 
The focus for most farmers will be around managing costs.  
Costs can be trimmed in many cases but the critical question 
is “How much can you reduce input costs before the 
operating margin is actually worse off?”   This is a key 
business principle – If I spend an extra dollar, will it return me 
more than the extra dollar spent? 
 

This is a principle that all dairy farmers should be using 
regardless of the conditions.  Most of these ‘marginal’ 
decisions are complex and rarely have ‘black and white’ 
answers. 
 
For example, dairy farmers often argue about feeding levels 
– should I feed more or less grain? The answer is not simple, 
as there are both short (eg milk production level) and long 
term impacts of such decisions (eg value of holding cow 
condition, effect on reproductive performance). 
 
An easier example is the choice to reduce personal 
spending. You can make a decision to not go for dinner with 
your wife.  Financially you improve the bottom line, but there 
is a generally a cost incurred, which will vary from context to 
context! 
 
It is a worthwhile exercise to work through your list of 
accounts and ask the question ‘Can I reduce this input cost 
without making the operating margin worse off?’ Don’t 
hesitate to seek support from someone that you trust to work 
through this with you. 
 
Feeding cows 
The main operational decisions farmers make are generally 
around feed.  Feed related costs make up between 25 and 
40% of total operating costs for dairy farms in Australia.  
 
The key is to understand the short and long term benefits of 
feeding your cows to a certain level.  Such benefits relate to 
holding production, maintaining condition, ensuring good 
reproductive performance etc.  How you value these different 
aspects of farm performance should drive changes to your 
feeding systems.  
 
You need the confidence to know that each extra kilogram of 
feed you put into your cows is a good investment.  Beware of 
the simple, one size fits all solutions.  In other words don’t 
just screw down the feeders!  Talk your feeding decisions 
through with trusted advisors to ensure you make the best 
decision for your business.   
 
Avoid knee jerk decisions 
Most farmers have already filtered a lot of the available 
feeding advice and have chosen a feeding system that 
reflects their views. These views are informed by your 
feeding principles.  These principles are the key to confident 
decision making and will guide your approach to feeding 
through this period. 
 
You might feed more or less grain, use a mixer wagon or not, 
chase a higher or lower production per cow. If there was one 
simple answer we would all be doing it. Many discussions 
waste valuable energy trying to convince others to ‘feed the 
way I do because I’ve got it right’. 
 
In difficult times use your principles to inform your feeding 
approach and don’t let others confuse you. However if you 
still sit in the ‘undecided’ category then ask your trusted 
peers about why they feed the way they do. They can 
connect you with someone who can explain basic feeding 
principles and you can decide if you align with their logic. 

Know Your Business 
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Don’t expect the ‘silver bullet’ miracle answer to feeding at 
this time.  Generic advice is not appropriate and each farm 
system needs to decide on their own appropriate response. 
It is unlikely that a sudden and radical change to what 
you’ve done in the past will solve the problem. 
 
When cutting costs won’t do 
Many farmers don’t keep a structured cash flow – the milk 
cheque comes in, the bills are paid, and in most cases there 
is still a bit left over. Unfortunately this year, many 
businesses won’t have enough ‘coming in’ to cover what is 
‘going out’. Even after trimming the budget as outlined 
above, the farm business may need to secure another 
source of finance to cover the deficit. 
 
There are a number of options for filling the gap. The bigger 
the cash shortfall, the more important it is that you consider 
both the long and short term implications of increasing the 
amount of money that you borrow. 
 
A business with solid equity should have the option of 
borrowing more without difficulty.  However if equity is low 
you should spend more time thinking about the future 
security of your business. 
 
Equity is often low when a business is ‘young’.  If you are in 
this situation you should seek some advice as it is not your 
fault you are just starting out. There are a range of options 
like interest only loans and consolidating loans to reduce the 
short-term cash flow burden. 
 
Another critical question in relation to financing your 
business over the next 18 months is: “if I am going to run 
into a cash flow deficit, how do I manage this?  In regard 
to overheads such as debt servicing, you need to ask ‘what 
scope have I got to reduce these?’  
 
It goes without saying that your own physical and emotional 
well-being is critical in this whole process. 
 
Start with the end in mind 
If you manage to work through the shorter term issues, move 
on to looking at the future. Yes – the future is uncertain – it’s 
always been that way in agriculture.  
 
You won’t find a skilled adviser that will speak with certainty 
about future milk, feed or other input prices.  But you can find 
people that have a depth of knowledge on the factors 
influencing future prices to help you put together options for 
the future. 
 
At the end of the day it is your job as the manager of a large 
business to think about the longer term future. There are 
many examples of farmers that have had great success in 
the dairy industry (wealth creation, balancing profit and 
lifestyle).  
 
You need to re-assess your position and re-establish the 
level of confidence you have in your business. Working 
through future scenarios is an important part of this process. 
 
Like a broken record – don’t be scared to seek advi ce! 

The final comment is ‘don’t hesitate to seek support from 
someone that you trust to work through this issue’ .  
 
Good decision making comes from confidence, and this 
confidence often comes from reassurance from trusted 
peers. Who do you trust – and have you discussed the milk 
price drop with them? 
 
ASSISTANCE FOR FARMERS AND SMALL BUSINESSES 
 
Exceptional Circumstances assistance for South West 
Victoria was recently extended until 31st March 2010 which 
means farmers and small business operators can claim 
Drought Assistance now.  
 
Drought Assistance is a fortnightly income support payment, 
which is usually paid at the same rate as Newstart 
Allowance. The maximum payment for couples is currently 
$818.00 per fortnight. 
 
When a claim for Drought Assistance is granted, a Health 
Care Card will be issued automatically. Farming families in 
receipt of Drought Assistance may also be exempt from the 
Parental Means Test for Youth Allowance. 
 
A Professional Advice and Planning Grant is also available to 
farmers in South West Victoria. The grant provides eligible 
farmers up to $5,500 to access professional services to 
assist in the development of written business plans 
incorporating drought and risk management strategies. 
 
Farmers can access an extra $2,200 to re-evaluate their 
drought management plan a minimum of six months after the 
initial grant. 
 
The Professional Advice and Planning Grant is separate to 
income support received through Exceptional Circumstances 
Assistance and farmers don’t have to be receiving income 
support to qualify, however an off-farm asset test does apply 
 
For further information or to make an appointment with a 
Centrelink Rural Services Officer, call the Drought 
Assistance Hotline on 13 23 16, or you can contact your local 
Rural Services Officer directly on the numbers below. 
 
Warrnambool/Colac: Gerry Baker 03 5559 5081 
 
Hamilton/Portland: Phil Clapham 03 5551 7051 

 

Know Your Business 



 

 
 10 Finding YOUR Focus: managing your dairy business for a 
strong future 

1. Don't fly blind 
 
If you haven’t yet (or just been too scared to do so), get your 
financial records up to date.  This will give you a clear 
understanding of what you have to deal with.  Update them 
monthly so that as things change, you can keep track of how 
new input and milk prices will affect your bottom line. 

2. Razor gang 

Examine every cost for any 'fat' that can be trimmed.  But - 
don't let cash flow alone determine important management 
decisions such as amounts of bought - in feed.  Short - term 
benefits can be quickly lost if cows are underfed, especially 
in early lactation.  Poor ration balance can also lead to 
significant animal health problems 

3. Talk to debtors 

Keep in contact with any lenders and keep trade debtors 
informed of your plans to pay any outstanding bills.  Often 
loans can be renegotiated and bills paid over a few months if 
necessary. 

4. Maximise your muck 

Plan to use your dairy effluent this year to either extend your 
spring pasture growth or fire up a summer crop.  The manure 
needs to be used before next winter anyway, so think 
through options early to get the best feed boost. 

5. Get in the helicopter 

Assess the level of risk in your business.  These challenging 
times can often provide useful motivation to look at the 
bigger picture - is the business still helping us achieve our 
personal and financial goals? 

6. You're not alone 

Keep up your contacts with sporting, school, community, 
discussion groups and other social groups.  Chances are 
everyone is going through the same challenges and a chat 
with others can help to reduce the feeling that you are 
struggling alone. 

7. In excess 

Plan to grow as much forage as possible over spring to 
reduce cash feed costs next year.  But remember - 
underfeeding cows by locking up more than you need will 
cost your business a lot more in the long run. 

8. When you're on a good thing……. 

Don't make significant changes to your farming system.  This 
is not the year to try some new brave experiments!  Stick to 
what has worked well for you in the past and use only well 
validated technologies or inputs 

9. Be nutrient savvy 

If you have areas where you aren't sure how the nutrient 
levels are going, do a soil test.  Applying urea onto areas 
with low phosphorus and potassium levels won't grow as 
much feed as a blend.  The return per dollar spent will be 
much greater when you use the appropriate fertiliser. 

10.  Don't be a hermit 

Get off the farm when possible.  Holidays don't have to cost 
a lot of money, but the change in perspective and fun that it 
can bring to everyone at home is worth a lot more than 
money. 

 

 

 

Ten Things You Should Do 


