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1. Executive Summary 

 
Effectively managing for climate variability, including periodic cycles of drought, continues to be a challenge for 
Australian primary producers. Despite programs and resources such as the Grazing Best Management Practices 
(BMP) guidelines, it is believed that many graziers in Queensland fail to effectively manage for climate variability and 
improve their ability to prepare for future drought conditions. 

 
This report examined those factors that limited decision making for improved drought preparedness and 
management in Queensland grazing enterprises, through interviews with grazing specialists and a small group of 
leading graziers. Concurrent to these interviews, a non-representative survey was conducted, to gain a broader 
understanding of the specialists’ and leading graziers’ use and experiences of eight specifically selected decision- 
support tools. 

 
Correspondingly, the specific objectives of this study were: 

• to identify and understand the broader factors (limitations) to decision making for improved drought 

preparedness and management in Queensland grazing enterprises; 

• to identify and understand the specific factors (limitations) to Queensland graziers’ use of the specifically 

selected decision-support tools, to effectively manage for climate variability and improve drought preparedness; 

and 

• to collate a set of practical recommendations to support Queensland graziers’ decision making for improved 

drought preparedness and management, including the use of specifically selected decision-support tools. 

 
Semi-structured, open-ended interviews were conducted as face-to-face (the preference) and telephone 
conversations (rarely, but where necessary), between October 2016 – February 2017. 

 
The interviewees, comprising specialists and graziers were selected from three case study areas of Queensland: the 

 

Department of Agriculture and Fisheries – Drought and Climate Adaptation Program 



Mulga Lands; Central Queensland; and the Gulf Country. In total, 46 specialists and 9 ‘leading’ graziers took part in 
the interview part of the research. The specialists were chosen based on their degree of involvement with graziers in 
planning preparing and managing for drought from either a productivity (e.g. agronomists, BMP officers, grazing 
supply chain processers and retailers) or profitability (e.g. bank managers, accountants, farm financial counsellors) 
perspective. 

 

Concurrent to the interviews, a non-representative survey was conducted, to gain a broader understanding of the 
specialists’ and leading graziers’ use and experiences of eight specifically selected decision-support tools. Namely: 
Rainman/Climate ARM; Southern Oscillation Index Phase; SPOTA-1 Index; AussieGRASS; FORAGE reports; 
VegMachine; Stocktake/Stocktake Plus and BOM climate outlook forecasts. The results from this survey are 
discussed in the following supplementary research report: 

• Durante, J. and McCartney, F. 2017, Managing for climate variability and improving drought preparedness in 
Queensland grazing enterprises: Rural specialists' perspectives and suggestions, Supplementary report 2: use 
of decision support tools, Department of Science, Information Technology and Innovation (DSITI): Brisbane 

 
The survey questions were informed by a review of the literature, which identified the characteristics and 
considerations that are important to designing user friendly, and useful decision support tools: 

• Comerford, E. Paxton, G. McCartney, F. and Durante, J. 2017, Encouraging the use of agricultural decision 
support information and tools: Supplementary report 1: a literature review, Department of Science, 
Information Technology and Innovation (DSITI): Brisbane. 

 
 

Perceptions of drought preparedness and management in the Queensland grazing industry 
There are many practices and approaches for drought preparedness, there is no one-size-fits all, for all enterprises or 
properties. There are also differences in drought preparedness practices and activities, between regions. The 
interviewees (specialists and leading graziers) had a mixed view of whether Queensland grazing enterprises prepare 
well for drought. There was also a distinction made between single and multi-year droughts. In general it was 
thought that many graziers were doing some preparation and management for single years, but that it was 
extremely difficult, if not “impossible” to prepare for droughts lasting longer than three years. 

 
Factors limiting decision making for drought preparedness and management 
This study primarily sought to answer the negative research question of those limiting decision making for drought 
preparedness and management. Although, several of the interviewees acknowledged that many graziers are 
preparing and managing for drought, particularly those that were less than two years in duration, the interviews 
primarily focussed the policy question on the barriers to drought preparedness and management in the grazing 
industry. Nevertheless, during these interviews many interviewees also spoke of the characteristics and practices 
employed by those graziers who recover well from drought. These have been collated and summarised in Appendix 
4. 

 
Decision-making is complex. It is rarely a single factor, or group of factors, that will determine a decision; rather, it is 
a multitude of interconnected factors that cumulatively act to directly or indirectly influence an outcome. 
Correspondingly, it is usually the influence of a number of factors, rather than a single motivation or barrier, which 
results in decision making for improved drought preparedness and management, in grazing enterprises. 
Furthermore, for a single factor (e.g. resilience of grazing ecosystems, cash flow, intention to sell, physical capacity), 
there will be a range of individual circumstances. Additionally, an individual's circumstance will change over time, 
which means these factors, and their relative importance in decision making, will also change over time. 

 

Nonetheless, for ease of reporting, this study has identified and categorized seven areas as limiting decision making 
for improved drought preparedness and management in Queensland grazing enterprises. They are: attitudes to 
drought and risk; the nature of grazing production systems; management focus, record keeping, planning and 
decision making systems; knowledge, willingness and capacity to learn and change; financial and economic situation; 
personal circumstances; and the role of government. 

 
Attitudes to drought and risk 
A number of disempowering drought attitudes were recognised, these comprised sentiments such as: we can’t 
prepare for drought; we’re doing what we’ve always done; we have to work harder during drought; and it’s going to 
rain soon. In addition, it was thought that having a lower risk aversion (or a higher tolerance to risk), enabled some 



graziers to take the risk of overgrazing their enterprises and hold on to stock for longer, during drought periods. 
 
 

The nature of grazing production systems 
The inherent complexity and nature of grazing production systems was also thought to adversely affect decision 
making for drought preparedness and management. For example, long cattle production cycles, often spanning 
several years, in which it is difficult to see the cause and effect of management decisions; flexible decision windows, 
which facilitate delayed decision making; and the perceived resilience of grazing ecosystems, as the subtlety of 
landscape change means it can often take a long time to notice degradation. 

 
Management focus, record keeping, planning and decision making systems 
It was thought that having a day-to-day operational, as opposed to a business risk management focus, was an issue 
for drought preparedness, and to a lesser extent, drought management. Similarly, having a cattle (but not pasture) 
management focus, was also thought to hinder strategic decision making. In addition, many interviewees spoke 
about how a considerable proportion of the industry have low levels of record keeping and undertake minimal 
formal planning. Finally, it was conceded that there are many complex and varied decisions to be made in grazing 
enterprises, in times of stress, such as impending or prolonged drought, this can lead to decision fatigue and 
compromised decision making for drought preparedness and management. 

 
Knowledge, willingness and capacity to learn and change 
Knowledge factors thought to adversely influence decision making for drought preparedness and management, 
included: limited herd and land management knowledge and skills; many graziers still thinking “more cattle means 
more money”; and not calculating, or overestimating, stocking rates and carrying capacities. In addition, may 
interviewees spoke about their perceptions of some graziers’ limited willingness or capacity to learn and change, 
with respect to drought preparedness and management. 

 
Financial and economic situation 
Graziers’ individual financial, as well as broader economic, situation, was a major factor limiting improved decision 
making for drought preparedness and management. Financial pressure caused by: too much debt; declining terms of 
trade; small enterprises with insufficient economies of scale; a lack of off-farm income and a reliance on cattle for 
cash flow; and international market restrictions (namely the live export ban), was discussed. In addition, poor 
financial literacy was identified as a widespread issue in the industry. It was demonstrated through the perception 
that many graziers: appeared not to know or understand their financial figures; had a fixation on cattle prices and 
keeping stock without considering all the costs of production; and used potentially biased sources of financial advice. 
The consequences of financial pressure for drought preparedness and management were also described and 
included: limited cash for “drought proofing” infrastructure and practices; and overgrazing (including not destocking) 
during drought, to meet financial commitments. 

 
Personal circumstances 
Several personal factors were raised by the interviewee, as directly or indirectly negatively influencing decision 
making for drought preparedness and management. These included: self-identity and the rural lifestyle; complex 
family or relationship arrangements and decision making dynamics; intentions to sell and retire in the near future; 
finite physical capacity, exhaustion and mental health issues; and limited social interactions. 

 
Government involvement 
The role of government was identified as a significant factor influencing grazier decision making for drought 
preparedness and management. Areas of discussion included: drought assistance; extension services; seasonal 
climatic forecasting tools; and legislation and regulation. 

 

Drought assistance 
A distinction was made between Federal and Queensland drought assistance, with many interviewees supporting 
the Commonwealth’s Farm Household Allowance. However, a number of concerns were raised with the Queensland 
Drought Relief Assistance Scheme (with the exception of the Emergency Water Infrastructure Rebate), namely: it 
encourages a welfare mentality or culture of expectation; it rewards poor practices and discourages drought 
preparedness and management; it prolongs the existence of financially unviable farming enterprises; and it’s unfair 
to other rural small businesses who are also adversely affected by drought. 



Extension services 
The interviewees acknowledged that there are still some graziers who are not using extension or best management 
practices, despite there being enough information and training resources. However, it was also thought that there is 
a need for more one-on-one extension support to assist graziers with decision making for drought preparedness and 
management. 

 
Seasonal climatic forecasting (SCF) tools 
It was thought that seasonal climatic forecasts influence, but do not ultimately determine, drought preparation and 
management decisions. Both the specialists and the graziers interviewed indicated that they used seasonal climatic 
forecasting (SCF) tools to a limited extent. Barriers to the use of the SCF tools included: they aren’t quick or easy to 
use; they aren’t accurate, skilled, reliable, localised, timely or detailed enough (especially for neutral years); many 
graziers don't have the technology or technological skills to use them; and many interviewees (both specialists and 
graziers) don't know how to confidently interpret or apply the information gained from the tools to graziers’ day-to- 
day and more strategic decisions. 

 
Interestingly, when completing the survey and therefore addressing the tools individually, many of the interviewees 
reported more confidence in the SCF tools, particularly in regards to credibility, reliability and ease of use, than they 
indicated in discussion. This suggests that they have broad concerns about SCF tools that might not be issues for 
some tools. Moreover, specialists tended to have less confidence in grazier ability to use the tools, so tended to 
adjust their statements around ease of use when challenged in the survey to consider the tools from the graziers' 
perspective. 

 

Opportunities 
A considerable number of opportunities or suggestions were identified for addressing these limitations to decision 
making for improved drought preparedness and management in Queensland grazing enterprises. Many are direct 
contributions from the research participants themselves (i.e. the interviewees). Others were devised by the project 
research staff, or identified in the relevant literature as being appropriate responses to the limitations that were 
identified in this study. These recommendations are broadly grouped into the following categories: implement a 
behaviour change program; improve information provision; increase extension and training, but also promote other 
service providers; develop comprehensive as well as specialised decision support services, tools and aids (in the 
areas of grazing land, climate and financial management, and decision making); support drought-related research 
and development (including monitoring and evaluation); fund climate science and the development and delivery of 
climate science tools; reform drought assistance arrangements; investigate market based instruments and other 
sources of finance; challenge industry and community attitudes to drought; promote industry diversification and off 
farm investment; instigate regulations, compliance and enforcement to address poor land management; address 
mental health issues; and consider an industry adjustment or transition package. 

2. Project Background 

 

Effectively managing for climate variability, including periodic cycles of drought, continues to be a challenge for 
Australian primary producers. Despite programs and resources such as the Grazing Best Management Practices 
(BMP) guidelines, many graziers fail to effectively manage for climate variability and improve their ability to prepare 
for future drought conditions. This research begins to explore some of the barriers to improved land management 
for drought and the adoption of decision-support tools to assist with drought management. 



 

3. Project Methodology 

 
Semi-structured, open-ended interviews were conducted as face-to-face (the preference) and telephone 
conversations (rarely, but where necessary), between October 2016 – February 2017. 

 
The interviewees, comprising specialists and graziers were selected from three case study areas of Queensland: the 
Mulga Lands; Central Queensland; and the Gulf Country. In total, 46 specialists and 9 ‘leading’ graziers took part in 
the interview part of the research. The specialists were chosen based on their degree of involvement with graziers in 
planning preparing and managing for drought from either a productivity (e.g. agronomists, BMP officers, grazing 
supply chain processers and retailers) or profitability (e.g. bank managers, accountants, farm financial counsellors) 
perspective. 

 
Concurrent to the interviews, a non-representative survey was conducted, to gain a broader understanding of the 
specialists’ and leading graziers’ use and experiences of eight specifically selected decision-support tools. These tools 
were: 

• Rainman/Climate ARM 
• Southern Oscillation Index Phase 
• SPOTA-1 Index 

• AussieGRASS 
• FORAGE reports 
• VegMachine 
• Stocktake/Stocktake Plus 
• BOM climate outlook forecasts 

 
The results from this survey are discussed in the following supplementary research report: 

 
Durante, J. and McCartney, F. 2017, Managing for climate variability and improving drought preparedness in 
Queensland grazing enterprises: Rural specialists' perspectives and suggestions, Supplementary report – use 
of decision support tools, Department of Science, Information Technology and Innovation (DSITI): Brisbane 

4. Project Results 

4.1 Achievements and Outcomes 
• Literature review – see Comerford, E. Paxton, G. McCartney, F. and Durante, J. 2017, Encouraging the 

use of agricultural decision support information and tools: Supplementary report 1: a literature review, 
Department of Science, Information Technology and Innovation (DSITI): Brisbane. 

• Final report for the participant survey of the Decision Support Tools (attached) 
• Final report for the participant interviews (forthcoming) 

 
4.2 Unintended Outcomes 

There were no unintended outcomes to this project 
 

4.3 Partnership Formation 
A stronger working relationship has been formed between members of the DSITI social science team and the: 

• DSITI Grazing Land Systems team; 

• DAF Grazing Lands Extension team; and 

• USQ International Centre for Applied Climate Science 
 

4.4 Lessons Learned 



• Need for greater clarity regarding project parameters and definitions. For example, constitutes 
“drought preparedness” or “drought management”, in the context of Queensland grazing enterprises. 

 
4.5 Implications for the Future 

• This work can be used to guide future research to improve the adoption and usefulness of specialized 
decision support tools particularly to improve marketing, promotion and training. 

• Future work is also recommended to inform policy and extension that will help facilitate a transition to 
drought resilience and adaptation within the Queensland grazing community, by first exploring the 
cultural contexts surrounding drought vulnerability, and then directly engaging with drought-affected 
graziers to ascertain how they might respond to various drought policy instruments and changes to 
subsidy and assistance programs. 

5. Conclusion 

Effectively managing for climate variability, including periodic cycles of drought, continues to be a challenge for 
Australian primary producers. Despite programs and resources such as the Grazing Best Management Practices 
(BMP) guidelines, it is believed that many graziers fail to effectively manage for climate variability and improve their 
ability to prepare for future drought conditions. This project has examined specific barriers to Queensland graziers’ 
use of tools and on-ground practices, by: 

1. identifying what these barriers are, and 
 

2. developing recommendations to address these barriers and enhance the benefits to the use of these tools 

and practices. 

In addition, this research also explored usage and useability of eight decision support tools, all designed to assist 

land managers with various aspects of property planning, including planning for drought. 

In summary across both methods, it was found that: 
 

• Many graziers are probably not planning for drought or are only practicing limited drought management 

strategies. 

• They are likely limited by: their attitudes to drought and risk; the nature of grazing production; their 

management or planning systems; personal circumstances, knowledge and capacity; their financial situations 

as well as broader economic pressures; and government involvement. 

• Graziers (and specialists) are likely not utilising many of the seasonal forecasting or other decision-making 

tools available to them and specialists are reluctant to recommend them due to their perceptions of grazier 

capacity to use them. 

6. Financial Statement (Revenue received/Expenses paid/Revenue unspent 

 

As agreed to be supplied after financial reporting for June has been completed. 

7. Additional Information 

Nil. 
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