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These notes have been prepared by Bernadette Thomas with the assistance of Tim Paramore.  They 
contain the major points raised during discussions with guest presenters on the Mansfield tour.  It is 
important that readers understand that information was presented as part of informal discussions in 
paddocks and on buses.  The information presented reflects the views of these guest presenters and 

should not be considered recommendations by the ‘Grazing the Hills” project. 
 
 



 
1. Mark Holcombe 
Willawa Beef System 
8th October 2-6pm, Mansfield. 
 
 

 
 
 
Introduction 
Willawa Farm is comprised of three properties totalling 292ha, the “Gums” which is 130ha, the “Pines” which is 
134ha and the “House” farm which is 28ha.  Mark uses is a rotational cell grazing management system which was 
chosen for its simplicity.   
 
Risk Management 
Mark introduced his presentation with a discussion on how his business is based on risk management.  In his view 
risk in farming takes many forms but is largely defined by weather and a successful year is based on when and if 
rainfall occurs. 
The rainfall on his property last year was 480mm - very low by usual standards. 
 
Market/Customers 
Feeder steers, for the export market are sold to Rockdale feedlot, based in Yanko, during the spring with the last 
being sold in mid January.  He then closes down his operation until early autumn when the pasture starts to 
regrow. 
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Product 
Mark aims to buy in Angus or Hereford steers between 280-350kg in weight and sells them at the two tooth stage 
weighing approximately 450kg.  All of Mark’s steers are bought from private breeders predominantly in the 
Monaro region of NSW with whom he has developed sound working relationships.  He aims to run 500 head of 
cattle but currently runs 414. Mark makes his position very clear in regard to purchase and sale price and if he 
can’t make the margin he desires he won’t buy in cattle. 
 

 
 
Goal 
Mark’s main goal for this business is to produce 80,000kg of beef per annum with a growth rate of 1.5-2kg/day.  
His current average for kilograms of beef produced is 37,674kg with the average live weight gain of 91kg.  He 
also aims to minimise the risk in his production by managing the margin on return. The selling price Mark aspires 
to is $1.96/kg.  Another goal of Mark’s is to produce weight gain in his cattle for a “cost of gain” figure of 
$0.75/kg.  This however, has been difficult to achieve with $0.80/kg achieved on one occasion. His average to now 
is $1.14 .  His final goal, relates to the soil on his farm, which is to maintain an Olsen P measure of above 15. 
 
Soils 
The soil type, of Willawa farm, is predominantly a clay loam with a pH of 4.8-5.8 (in Calcium Chloride).  The 
current Olsen P is 15.  
 
 
Pasture 
The pasture is ryegrass with a clover base.  Mark is interested in phalaris to provide some level of risk control over 
summer but hasn’t undertaken this pasture improvement as it would remove the total grazing area in its 
establishment phase. He feels that pastures are only one tool in the system and has a view that those calling 
themselves grass growers for beef production are over emphasizing the importance of pasture.  
 
Marketing 
For the purchasing of stock Mark is keen to have a personal relationship with the supplier and the customer and 
has spent a great deal of time improving these relationships.  He knows the type of cattle he is interested in buying 



and his interests could not be met through the agent system for either buying or selling. He also considers the 
auction system too unreliable and therefore building a relationship with producers of calves, who prefer repeat 
business, seemed an attractive option if a satisfactory system could be negotiated.  
 
In relation to the sale of his stock Mark visited the Rockdale feedlot at Yanco with a group of fellow beef 
producers from the Mansfield area who are now known as the Mansfield Beef Group (MBG).  On this first 
occasion they met with the main buyer for 3 hrs and discussed the ideal product for sale to the feedlot for them to 
supply.  These factors included breed type and weight, vaccinations required, correct paperwork (Vendor Dec) and 
a forward delivery schedule.  The MBG now visits Rockdale annually and even discusses the financials of their 
own beef production system.  
 
The MBG has set up a livestock business to allow for the group buying and selling of stock.  The company called 
Newmarket Livestock is based in Euroa and is managed by Mick Curtis,  a highly regarded local livestock agent.   
 
Basis Contracts 
In Mark’s opinion, basis contracts work very well.  He buys from breeders in April using the ‘Eastern young cattle 
indicator’ plus a premium based on the live weight.  The breeders/suppliers yard weaned cattle 10days before sale 
and vaccinate twice for pulpy kidney and bloat. The basis contract is also taken out with Rockdale beef so that a 
margin is known as soon as the cattle are purchased.     
 
 
2. Dr Rod Manning 
Davilak Pastoral Company 
9th October 9am-1pm, Mansfield 
 

 
 
Introduction 
Rod, a vet by profession, is based in and around Mansfield with approximately 1300ha of commercial Angus beef 
production. Rod’s philosophy has allowed him to improve his production from $240kg/ha to 350kg/ha and has 
facilitated him doubling his stocking rate over the last 10years. He boasts a reduced cost of production from 
$1.25/kg to $0.70/kg. 
 



Local rainfall in the Mansfield area is 28inches and soils are variable depending on location.  Upon purchasing 
land, Rod believes in applying lime (subject to soil analysis) which he undertakes every five years and has applied 
upto 220kg of single super across the whole farm annually.  Rod's view on nutrition is to apply the fertilizer up 
front, as a major part of the set up cost, and review every 4 years.  His ideal paddock size is 10ha with 200DSE/H 
 
Location -   Mansfield/Benalla Intersection Site 
 
Grazing 
The first of the Davilak Pastoral Company’s sites we visited, at the Benalla/Mansfield intersection, was a pasture 
that had been oversown with “Matilda” perennial rye grass.  At this site Rod discussed his practise of rotational 
grazing, preferring to graze paddocks hard and then rest them so that the grasses are favoured which, in his words, 
eliminates patchy pasture.  Controlled grazing assists with pasture production as most grasses will over time out 
compete the existing weed base.  Grazing is commenced at the 3 leaf stage or 30cm and cattle rotated elsewhere 
when grass is eaten down to 10cm.  In winter cows require 11kg/dry matter/day and in spring 18kg/dry matter/day. 
 
Pasture Production 
On the first site the pasture had been limed at 1t/ha and had been sown with “Sirosa” and “Holdfast” phalaris.  The 
aluminium levels are at 2-3% and calcium cations between 65-80%. With aluminium levels of above 3% phalaris 
will struggle to survive and rainfall of less than 500mm ryegrass won’t survive.  Spring sowing of phalaris is 
recommended so as to avoid a high infestation of weeds. Most of the competition is during winter growing and by 
spraying it out this weed burden is avoided. Rod has sown phalaris in September with no rainfall occurring until 
May with very good survival rates.  The clover varieties used at this site are Haifa and Valencia white clovers. The 
phalaris survives because the climate is cool through the summer compared with Corryong. The disadvantage of 
this system is sub clover can not be sown because it needs cold to trigger flowering. Rod felt that he had enough 
sub clover in the system not to worry about this and that the sub clover will re-establish adequately over 2-3 years.  
Rod sows seed using an Aitchison drill with Baker boots as it allows for much lower sowing rates because it is so 
accurate.  On occasion Rod has sown low germination seed purchased direct from the seed producer (at greatly 
reduced cost (from$5/kg down to 50c/kg)) and sown at a higher rate with quite acceptable results. 
   
Animal Husbandry 
Cattle in Rods operation are joined at approximately 330kg or 15 months for 2 cycles.  They are weaned at 280-
290kg and are eligible to be joined at 310kg which is the critical mating weight.  Heifers are culled if they have not 
made the weight at this time and if they are unsuccessful at getting in calf. They are never culled visually at 
weaning or joining or pregnancy testing. Weight and whether they are in calf determines this selection.  Rod’s 
current calving system is autumn calving but he would prefer to swap to spring calving as he feels spring rain is 
more reliable than autumn.  
For Autumn weaner production cattle are sold at 9months or 350kg.  For Spring feeder steer production you need 
to wean in January, requiring a great deal of management in the form of supplementary feeding .Spring calving 
allows the sale of steers off spring feed the following spring. 
 
Weaning 
The minimum weaning weight in a spring calving system is 120kg or 120days and calves need to be provided with 
a good source of feed.  Rod believes that the calves are the priority in the beef production system as weight on the 
weaned calves provides the profit in the system.  
 
Real Estate 
Rods idea of suitable real estate is derived from $/cow area.  Currently in Mansfield the value is $7000-9000/cow 
area. This is too high to make it viable for his operation.   
 
 
 



Animal Health 
Scours – Rod discussed the need to treat scours quickly and separating infected animals immediately.  He believes 
that the management of pasture over the long term is critical and the paddocks history is of great importance. 
In high performing paddocks cattle need vaccinating with 5 in1 every 5 weeks to eliminate any occurrence of grass 
tetany and bloat during the major part of the growing season in late winter spring.  To overcome the risk of grass 
tetany in certain locations Rod makes a mix of salt mixed with chip oil and grain for cows to forage. 
Control of worms is always undertaken in calves but never in cows unless there is a significant problem.  Liver 
fluke is not a problem in the Mansfield area. 
Selenium is a major consideration relating to the immune status of cattle which should be tested for.  Immune 
mediated symptoms such as pinkeye, worms or low fertility may become a risk if selenium is not present in the 
soil and therefore fodder at high enough rates.  Oral medications are of minimal cost (1-2cents/dose) but require 
frequent applications (4-6weekly) where as the injection of a long term dose may cost ($3.80/cow and $2.80/calf) 
required every 12-18months 
All calves are drenched at weaning with Ivomectin and given the selenium supplement Depacel 
 
Location - Home Paddock Site  
 
This site is 230acres in size and on purchasing was able to produce 6-7DSE and is now producing 25-32DSE after 
substantial inputs of lime and fertiliser and splitting the paddocks into 20ha blocks. 
 
 
3. Kate Sargeant. 
DPI Meat and Wool Pasture Agronomist 
9th October 2-4pm 
 
 

 
 
Introduction 
Kate oversees the Euroa Evergraze site which is funded by MLA and DPI in conjunction with the Australia wide 
Evergraze project 
 
This work is located on two sites, one in Euroa and one at Longwood.  The aims of the project are to establish and 
manage perennial pasture species as opposed to an annual system to enable identification of which species and 



varieties are more productive and persistent.  Five species have been sown and are replicated on two locations and 
a cost of production for both the whole farm as well as the paddocks will be prepared. 
 
Species/Varieties trialled 
Phalaris “Landmaster” – suggested to be a more aluminium tolerant phalaris. This had established well and had 
shown itself to be highly palatable. 
Fescue “Fletcha” – selected for drought tolerance as it is winter active. A good establishment but poor palatability 
when left too long before grazing. Stock seemed to prefer phalaris. 
Cocksfoot “Uplands” – selected as highly drought tolerant 
Cocksfoot “Yarck” – selected due to summer activity and tolerant to low fertility and high aluminium 
Brome “Exeltas” – bred in Tasmania for drought tolerance 
 
Crop assessments 
Plant counts taken monthly 
Pasture composition measurements taken every three months 
Pasture growth 
Grazing days 
 
Further information on the Euroa Evergraze trials please see Evergraze website.  
 

 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                 
 


