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Introduction

The Land Water & Resources Research & Development Corporation (LWRRDC), which changed its name to Land and Water Australia (LWA), was established two decades ago with the express purpose of enhancing the sustainable management of Australia’s resources, including farmland.

Some of the RD&E programs it invested in looked at the environment and what was needed to make it sustainable, whilst others focused on the primary production system, looking at the impact it had on the environment, and modifying the system itself so as to reduce negative impacts and achieve better environmental outcomes.  These outcomes are determined by the action (or inaction) of people, usually primary producers—the lunatics—changing (or not changing) what they do.  

If dealing with these slightly deranged individuals who seem hell bent on a career of hard work and poverty isn’t difficult enough, I now want to advance the proposition that actually putting them in a position of influence within R,D&E—making them partners in managing the asylum—actually improves outcomes enormously. 
Producers as partners in R, D & E.

The traditional model of agricultural R,D & E has been for scientists to do the research, and extension offers to extend the outcomes. It assumes that information producers need is the realm of the professionals and that professionals are best equipped to deliver it. Fortunately this model is slowly being broken down, particularly by R&D Corporation sponsored programs. The fact that producers actually know and understand their land and have knowledge that can help solve environmental issues is being acknowledged in some circles, but not universally accepted, particularly in the area of government sponsored NRM programs. 

The producers who involve themselves often have some formal academic training—graduate degrees and even doctorate’s—and are well versed in science. Importantly though, they bring to the table something that is crucial to a successful RD&E program; the knowledge they have learnt through their hands.

We all know this logo and associate it with “caring”, but equally it can be about knowledge and learning. 

Knowledge acquired through ones hands is based on doing, on trialling and experiencing.  Of knowing and understanding the practicalities of the industry one is involved in.  It is not testable by statistics nor provable by research, but it is acquired through experience and supported by observation. This knowledge is complementary to,  not competitive with, that gained through formal learning.  

R, D&E programs that seek to influence the way in which our rural environments are managed gain their agency from the application of this type of knowledge. 

Most programs include some formal input from the industry they target. The most common through an advisory panel whose role is generally limited  to receiving updates of progress and a rundown on planned activities.  In most cases the program managers are not obliged to take on board the views of the panel, and panels are not expected to make substantive suggestions that may change the program. For other programs producer views are canvassed, by survey or some other means, before starting out, or in some cases after. It is rare that programs actively seek to involve producers in the planning and conduct of the program itself, and for a program to be modified as a result of the opinions and judgement of producers.  

This may seem rather a harsh judgment but it is based on experience gained from almost three decades of involvement in R,D&E programs, mostly in the grazing industry.  My contention is that the greater the degree of involvement of producers, the greater the agency of the program.  The integration of knowledge gained through science with that learnt through the hands has been very powerful in designing and implementing RD&E programs that have achieved significant improvements in productivity and sustainability.  

Rather than compare and contrast programs “with and without” meaningful producer input I want to look carefully at a program I know had such input---because I was one of those who gave it. To explore its methodology and assess its outcomes. 

I understand that as good scientists some of you might question my impartiality, but let me finish------------ then you can challenge me! 

SGS
LWA was involved in a number of R,D & E programs in the grazing industry that had input from the key stakeholders; the meat and wool producers. Evergraze, Grain and Graze (G&G), and Land Water and Wool (LWA), to mention some. I want to talk about the Sustainable Grazing Systems Program (SGS). It predated the others, and in many ways did the groundwork for them. It had a high degree of producer input, its outcomes are well documented and it has been acclaimed as being very successful. 

An initiative of Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) SGS started in 1996 and covered the grazing areas of temperate Australia.  It was strongly supported by Land and Water Australia (LWA) as it enhanced the sustainability of grazing properties, a core objective of the corporation. Other supporters included the Murray-Darling Basin Commission (MDBC), the delivery partners in WA, Vic and NSW, and the universities of New England and Melbourne. 

A prior program, the Temperate Pastures Sustainability Key Program (TPSKP), identified a number of factors that were limiting productivity (and hence grazing profitability) and sustainability of pastures. David Kemp
 and others have detailed these, but essentially they found that perennial grasses increased sustainability and that pereniallity was favoured by rotational or deterred grazing systems. Kemp recommended that the TPSKP trials be scaled up to paddock size to enable conclusions to be made about economic and environmental aspects of perennial pasture management. 

A survey
, conducted as part of TKSP, indicated that producers did not recognise the link between grazing management and pasture sustainability and profitability. Furthermore producers placed most value on information from local trials, as relayed to them by other producers, at events such as field days. 

It was against this background that the SGS program was launched. 

Warren Mason
, with the help of subprogram managers, has written a more than adequate account of the structure and conduct of SGS and I don't propose to repeat it.  I do however want to emphasise the producer involvement that was built into SGS.  

Ten producers, a facilitator, and 3 specialists formed the Producer Planning Group to develop a business plan that  recognised the importance of partnerships between producers, researchers and information providers in developing pasture management practices that were more productive and sustainable. 

SGS was unique in many ways, not least of which for the number of innovations it had in the planning, implementation and delivery of outcomes. Others have comprehensively reviewed these
 and rather than emulate what has been written I want to focus on how producer involvement shaped and improved the effectiveness of the program.  
Planning, managing and delivering SGS

Throughout SGS producer involvement was encouraged by MLA and LWA, facilitated and coordinated by management and embraced by the producers themselves. As a producer one of the most rewarding aspects of SGS was being treated equally with other participants (researchers, facilitators, managers etc). This was welcomed and with it came a commitment to contribute and take responsibility for the conduct of the program. 

The Business Plan

The SGS business plan
 was unique for its brevity and focus on outcomes. The Producer Planning Group undertook a tour of New Zealand, during which the critical role producers in developing a plan for a program that would deliver practice change on farm was recognised. 

The plan clearly stated that SGS aimed to have:

2000 producers in HRZ adopting changes that were 10% more profitable & more sustainable 
and 

5000 producers having trialled some changes. 

Targeting the top twenty percent of producers (so called early adopters) could easily deliver the pasture productivity objectives, but to meet the sustainability targets SGS had to include producers who needed to be convinced that changed management practices were beneficial for both their profitability and the environment. 

The business plan detailed the producer network, how it would function and how the objectives would be achieved and was endorsed by the boards of MLA and LWA, on the basis of its capacity to deliver.  

The Steering Group (SG)

The Steering Group (SG) had members from MLA, LWA and MDBC, the state agriculture and environmental agencies who largely delivered the program, and six producers, positions that were advertised nationally and selected on merit. I was fortunate enough to be one of them. 

The SG was responsible for program governance and guidance. Decisions were made by consensus, which was always reached. Fiscal responsibility rested with the management team and they reported to the relevant managers within MLA and LWA. 

Producer members of the group were on all subcommittees (communication, M&E, national experiment) and their input was considered equally important to that of professionals on the committees.

Regional committees

Eleven Regional Committees were established as per the Business Plan. They were well facilitated and resourced in their role of managing demonstration sites, and conducting field days (Farm Walks).  Each committee was represented at National Producer Forums where information was exchanged and new ideas canvassed. 

The regional committees were an essential element by which the program gained its traction with producers and achieved (and in many cases exceeded) its goals. 

Program management
Program management was first rate. Responsibility was delegated to appropriate levels, and that responsibility readily accepted. Once the business plan was endorsed, MLA and LWA allowed SGS managers to get on with the job, and the managers in turn allowed researchers, facilitators and others involved to do their jobs. As a producer I felt encouraged to participate and enthused about the program and what it could achieve. The vast majority of involved producers and staff remained throughout the duration of SGS an endorsement of management. 

Marketing and Communication plan
To address the targets in the business plan a marketing and communications subcommittee of the steering group was established, with producers playing a key role. It devised a methodology to involve the producer groups identified in the business plan an example being The National Farm Walk, a nationally coordinated, locally organised week in which the research and demonstration sites held field days. It was a very successful initiative that attracted media attention and raised the profile of the program at a national and local level.
The National Experiment (NE)

The national experiment was a set of six sites across NSW, Vic and WA that were selected on the basis of plans designed and submitted by research professionals and reviewed by a panel that included producers. The value of the sites in performing good science and presenting information that was relevant to producers was maximised by linking them to regional demonstration sites, established by the regional committees. 

The national experiment was unique in that the six themes of SGS (Animals, Nutrients, Water, Pasture production and composition, Biodiversity and Economics) were developed to draw the components of grazing systems together and reported against by all the six sites. 

The sites effectively functioned as a single experiment filling knowledge gaps for profitable and sustainable grazing systems. 

Reviews and Assessments

External reviews conducted at the half way point in the program were particularly valuable in giving an external perspective of SGS. Producer surveys were conducted prior to the program starting and at its conclusion.  After 5 years of operation 60% of producers knew of the program and almost half had been involved.  A little over a third had actually changed their management as a result of their involvement and remarkably more thought the changes brought sustainability rather than financial benefits to their business. 

Final Report
Tools for Grazing Strategies , was the first triple bottom line report done for a major R, D & E program. It included a comprehensive written summary with the detailed results and outputs of the program, plus supporting documents, in electronic form on a CD. 

The printed final report, targeted to meet the needs of MLA and LWA, gives readers an overview of the important findings and achievements of the program. The companion CD, with all the documents relating to SGS, is an invaluable resource that captures the knowledge of the program.

The legacy for producers and their advisors were the tips & tools and a book titled  Towards Sustainable Grazing: a professional producers guide. The editorial committee included producers, and some wrote sections of it. 

The researchers were catered for in the production of a special edition of Experimental Agriculture entirely dedicated to the research findings of SGS. Once again producers were co-authors of many of these papers. 

Significantly these publications were produced very soon after the program concluded. 

The harvest year

The SGS partners agreed to a one year extension to the program specifically aimed at capturing its outcomes, concluding the various parts of SGS and publishing reports and papers in a timely manner.  Harvest teams were formed for the key areas of SGS; AJAR Special Edition, the production of Towards Sustainable Grazing, writing Tips and Tools, and the final report. 

This year of completion also enabled some consideration of the succeeding program (which turned out to be Grain and Graze), which unfortunately took longer than anticipated to develop and the continuity in transition was lost. 

Harvest years have become a feature of other R,D & E programs since SGS.

LWA’s contribution

What did LWA bring to SGS? 

In a word Sustainability. 

Richard Price was the LWA representative on the SG and he persuasively presented the environmental and human sustainability aspects of grazing.  Producers were very quick to pick up on these and the grazing management practices advocated by the program reflected it. 

Their investment in, what essentially was an MLA grazing management program gave LWA enormous leverage and enabled their sustainability aims to be proactively progressed. 

LWA brought sustainability to SGS and the result was a program that had tremendous by-in by producers and brought change to their grazing management in ways that also improved the environment. 

Why did the program work?

Many factors combined to make SGS such a successful program in meeting and exceeding its goals.

Involvement of Producers

The very high penetration of SGS outcomes into meat producers businesses was outstanding. 

1. Producer involvement at all levels of planning and implementation ensured SGS was relevant to the needs of producers and gave it agency. 

2. The work done by the producer planning group in identifying regions for establishing regional committees and outlining how these were to operate set the scene was fundamental.  

3. The skill of the managers ensured that the at times vigorous producer input was positive. 

The Sustainable Grazing of Saltlands (SGSL) sub-program of Land Water and Wool (LWW) successfully utilised a producer network to get research findings implemented at paddock scale and change producer attitude about saline land from problem to opportunity.  

Learning framework.

The very successful Prograze program provided a formal learning opportunity for producers to gain the skills necessary to measure productivity  of both their pasture and grazing animals.  Well supported by State Agriculture Departments, Prograze was widely accessed by producers. 

Harvest year

The harvest year not only gave participant researchers the opportunity to “finish” their work, it provided an opportunity for the program as a whole to produce a number of communications that captured the outcomes in a form that producers understand.  It was well resourced and well planned, very profitable in terms of getting initiatives adopted by producers. It enabled the outcomes to be set in the context of the complex of interrelated issues that is grazing, rather than as a number of issues that can be managed separately. 

Management

The role of innovative and inclusive management was critical and one of the real success factors of SGS in maintaining enthusiasm and innovativeness in the program. 

Research and regional network forums were held regularly and towards the end of the program a combined forum was held at Armidale.  All the findings and outcomes of the program (from research, regional sites, modelling, and individual experience) were raised, compiled and discussed.  This was a very brave step to take as it forced participants to verbalise their hunches as to the outcomes of their research, and producers to give their take on them.

Reporting & review

One of the big successes of the program was the review and reporting of outcomes. The Final Report, Tools for Grazing Strategies, was the first triple bottom line report produced by a major R,D&E program.  It brought into focus the importance of the inter-relatedness of financial, natural and social issues in developing sustainable grazing management practices. It also highlighted the concept of compromise in that it is rarely possible to maximise all the outcomes in a given grazing system.  

Right time & place

In many ways SGS was the right program at the right time, but it was no accident. The program was designed to fill the demand for information producers wanted. 

Some of the factors that led to SGS being implemented included:   

1. An increasing recognition, by all involved in the livestock industry, that pasture productivity was very important to business profitability. 

2. Natural Resource Management being seen as socially responsible and financially profitable. 

3. A recognition that producers could give R,D&E programs agency. 

4. Innovative producers and staff coming together under MLA’s pasture program. 

There can be little doubt that the 50% of southern Australia’s meat producers who had an involvement in SGS were influenced by it, and that SGS influenced much of the change in grazing management that occurred in the late 90’s and early 2000’s.

Conclusion

I have been talking about a grazing project, sheep and cattle, yet except for this farm scene used as a background, very few of the slides feature livestock, yet the great success of SGS was the improvement in the sustainability and profitability of livestock grazing management. I am not sure if you thought that a bit odd, but when I put the slides together & there were no animals it certainly struck me. So here are some!

As I pondered this I realised it wasn’t odd at all for the fact that I was discussing SGS outcomes in terms of the conduct and management of the program, specifically the input that producers had. Notwithstanding the fact that the researchers and facilitators working in the program were among the best in the country, the program achieved outstanding results because of its conduct and management. 
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This graph clearly shows how successful the program was. Producers involved did things differently to those who were not. And this difference is not just in the production indicators−in this case stocking rate−but also the environmental ones relating to soil and water. 

SGS remains a lighthouse program in R,D&E in Aust. It set specific targets for involving producers and improving grazing. 

1. It achieved an incredible buy-in by producers and commitment by researchers and coordinators. 

2. Producers as well as others who were involved in SGS have taken the principles to other areas of Agriculture.

3. There has been some leakage of the management principles of SGS to other rural programs, but for many, particularly in NRM, top down management remains the preferred style. 

What may appear at first to be a crazy idea—having the lunatics in charge of the asylum—has proven to be very influential in changing practice. It is well known and widely accepted, certainly by agri-business, that the best salesmen of ideas and concepts to farmers are other farmers; the advertisements in any rural newspaper will attest to it.  SGS clearly demonstrated that the same is true for sustainable grazing management practices and that lunatics can manage the asylum very well.
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