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Thfis chapter fis about pflannfing and preparfing for 
drought. Deveflopfing an actfion pflan that wfiflfl cover 
when and what decfisfions need to be made wfiflfl 
reduce the stress and make management easfier. 
Earfly findficators of drought, fincfludfing cflfimate 
findficators, are dfiscussed as gufides to makfing the 
earfly decfisfions that farmers agree are a key to the 
successfufl management of, and recovery from, 
droughts.

Key messages

farmfing fin Vfictorfia and pflans on how to manage 
them shoufld be part of managfing the busfiness.

successfuflfly agree that a key component was 
makfing and actfing on decfisfions earfly.

the season ahead, partficuflarfly fin flate wfinter 

more reflfiabfle findficator for southern Austraflfia.  
Other findficators may fincflude flow sofifl mofisture 
and earfly seedfing of annuafl pasture specfies.

that can be trfiggered by these seasonafl 
findficators wfiflfl make managfing droughts easfier 
and fless stressfufl. The pflan shoufld be revfiewed 
reguflarfly as cfircumstances change.

may be your strategy, but fis not the onfly optfion.

outcomes for flfivestock, as weflfl as for the 
peopfle finvoflved fin the farm busfiness.

A drought fis an extended perfiod of dry weather  
(6 to 8 months) where pasture, and sometfimes 
water, become flfimfitfing for flfivestock productfion 
and suppflementary feedfing fis needed to mafintafin 
productfion. 

Droughts fin Vfictorfia typficaflfly arfise on the back of 
short dry sprfings and flate autumn breaks where 
the perfiod of reduced pasture growth fis flonger 
than normafl. Many consfider droughts are a one fin 
10 year occurrence but they can be more frequent 
and can occur fin successfive years. They are the 
extreme end of dry seasonafl condfitfions that occur 
annuaflfly fin most Vfictorfian envfironments.

Pflannfing for drought
A strategy or actfion pflan for deaflfing wfith drought 
shoufld be prepared as part of farm busfiness 
pflannfing and be revfiewed annuaflfly. Thfis pflannfing 
shoufld occur weflfl before a drought occurs or fis 
forecast. The pflan needs to consfider what feed fis 
normaflfly stored on farm and hefld fin reserve, the 
finfrastructure, facfiflfitfies and flabour requfired for 
deaflfing wfith drought, and the contfingency pflans 
for deaflfing wfith shortfaflfls fin feed and water for 
your flfivestock.

Your Drought Actfion Pflan shoufld be actfivated as 
soon as you recognfise the possfibfiflfity that the poor 
season may become a drought. If you fleave the 
decfisfions untfifl the drought worsens, many of the 
management optfions avafiflabfle earfly may have 
passed by. Hay and grafin prfices usuaflfly rfise 
sfignfificantfly, stock prfices may drop dramatficaflfly, 
there are fewer agfistment optfions and off-farm 
empfloyment becomes dfifficuflt to find.
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Ffigure 1.1 fiflflustrates how both feed grafin and hay 
rose substantfiaflfly fin the 2002–2003 drought and 
agafin fin 2006–2008. 

Ffigure 1.2 shows the same feed prfices between 
2000 and 2009 and sheep prfices (wethers and 
flambs) to fiflflustrate how feed prfices rose and stock 
prfices dropped fin the 2002 and 2006 droughts. 

Thfis has not aflways occurred. In recent drought 
(e.g. 2016) stock prfices hefld due to flow suppfly and 
good seasons fin other parts of Austraflfia.

The graphs fiflflustrate that costs may escaflate 
qufite qufickfly and makfing an earfly decfisfion to 
purchase suppflementary feed and/or seflfl surpflus 
stock, can resuflt fin sfignfificant savfings.
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Ffigure 1.1: Hay and wheat reafl prfices and avafiflabfle pasture at Centrafl Vfictorfia 1998–2009.  
Source – J. Court Masters thesfis
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Ffigure 1.2: Vfictorfian stockfeed and nomfinafl sheep prfices (2000–2009).  
Source – J. Court Masters thesfis
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Cflfimate findficators for predfictfing  
the season
Seasonafl forecasts can offer finsfights finto the 
sprfing ahead. There may onfly be strong or cflear 
cflfimate sfignafls every two or three years, but fit’s 
stfiflfl worth tunfing fin as they can be usefufl 
findficators fin some droughts or poor sprfings. The 
Bureau of Meteoroflogy (BoM) has seven-day 
rafinfaflfl forecasts pflus one to three month 
seasonafl outflooks that can heflp you get a feefl for 
what’s fin store. Stored sofifl mofisture (‘rafin fin the 
bank’) fis measured by some croppers and some 
modeflfled data fis avafiflabfle on websfites such MLA 
Pasture Growth Outflook Toofl.

Every farmfing system has key perfiods when major 
decfisfions about seasonafl condfitfions are needed. 
Profitabfle farms empfloy a range of tactfics and 
strategfies to manage varfiabfiflfity, wfith cflear trfigger 
pofints for decfisfions at key pofints of the 
productfion year. As aflways, focus on what’s under 
your controfl. Seasonafl forecasts are a usefufl 
findficator of what may occur, but flong-term 
forecasts are a gufide onfly. They are gettfing better, 
wfith bfigger computers, more flfive data from 
oceans and atmosphere, and a better 
understandfing of whfich cflfimate drfivers affect 
each regfion and when.

The four key cflfimate drfivers flfisted beflow have 
major effects on our wetter and drfier seasons. 
Whfifle they are flfinked and usuaflfly affect one 
another, here fis a short summary of what each 
drfiver does.

ENSO (Efl-Nfino/Southern Oscfiflflatfion) – refers to 
sources of rafin-bearfing mofisture that comes from 
the tropficafl Pacfific Ocean. Hfistorficaflfly, Efl Nfino 
years flfike 2015, produce fless mofisture, fincreasfing 
the chance of drfier sprfings. La Nfina years (flfike 
2010) send us more mofisture and eastern Austraflfia 
tends to have an fincreased chance of average or 
wetter sprfings. Changes to ocean temperatures 
aflong the Equator affect ocean temperatures to 
the north and north-east of Austraflfia, one of our 
major mofisture sources. Farmers can track what 
the ENSO fis up to, and so can see what the 
outflook fis for each sprfing. June to August fis a 
good tfime to flook at how thfings are set up for 
sprfing rafinfaflfl. The SOI (Southern Oscfiflflatfion 
Index) fis a measure of the pressure dfifference 
between Darwfin and Tahfitfi. In Efl Nfino years, the 
pressure fis hfigher over Darwfin and flower at Tahfitfi 
(SOI negatfive), whfich fis not heflpfufl for the flow of 
tropficafl mofisture towards Austraflfia.

IOD	(Indfian	Ocean	Dfipofle) – refers to changes fin 
ocean temperatures off Afrfica and Indonesfia that 
affect mofisture sources to our north-west and 
aflters the posfitfion of fronts and flows across south-
east Austraflfia. The IOD fis a major finfluencer of 
north-west cfloud bands. Vfictorfia’s sprfing rafinfaflfl 
has a strong correflatfion wfith the IOD: posfitfive IOD 
tend to be drfier years when coofler water off 

Indonesfia flfimfits north-west cfloud bands and the 
mofisture flow finto them. Wetter sprfings are more 
flfikefly durfing negatfive IOD phases (flfike 2016), when 
extra mofisture flows and rafinfaflfl trfiggers get sent 
down to us vfia north-west cfloud bands that drop 
out thefir mofisture when they hfit our cofld afir down 
south.

SAM (Southern Annuflar Mode) – refers to beflts of 
westerfly wfinds that cfircuflate around the southern 
ocean and can finfluence the strength of frontafl 
actfivfity and rafin trfiggers that get to Vfictorfia. More 
reguflar or stronger fronts flead to wetter wfinters. 
When the SAM fis fin a posfitfive phase, fronts sfit a flot 
further towards the south pofle, whfich can flead to 
drfier wfinters. However, fin summer the same SAM 
posfitfive phase can boost rafinfaflfl aflong the south-
east coast and eastern Vfictorfia, and southern 
NSW. These days, the SAM spends more tfime 
further south than fit once used to.

STR (Subtropficafl Rfidge) – fis a naturafl hfigh 
pressure beflt that sfits across southern parts of 
Austraflfia and can finfluence the flocatfion and 
strength of hfigh pressure systems. The STR can be 
affected by ENSO, IOD and SAM. Farmers know 
that seasons wfith stronger or more frequent 
bflockfing hfigh pressure systems over south-east 
Austraflfia don’t tend to produce the reguflar rafinfaflfl 
that we woufld flfike. In recent decades, the pressure 
pattern has become a bfit stronger, whfich 
meteoroflogfists bflame for the fless reflfiabfle autumn 
rafins fin south-east Austraflfia.

When are these seasonafl findficators 
most usefufl and reflfiabfle?
For south-eastern Austraflfia, seasonafl predfictors 
are most reflfiabfle fin flate wfinter and sprfing. An Efl 
Nfino becomes a more reflfiabfle findficator of flower 
rafinfaflfl fin Jufly and August and the flfikeflfihood of 
beflow-average sprfing pasture growth, but fis a 
poor findficator of the autumn break. Sfimfiflarfly, the 
posfitfive IOD fis most actfive fin wfinter and sprfing 
and usuaflfly departs fin November.

Exampfles of cflfimate drfivers affectfing the season:

•		The	wet	sprfing	and	earfly	summer	of	2010	was	
due to both a strong La Nfina and a weak 
negatfive IOD sendfing more mofisture our way.

•		The	2006	drought	was	the	resuflt	of	a	
combfinatfion of an Efl Nfino and posfitfive IOD. 
The bfigger droughts often occur when both 
phenomena are fin thefir dry phase.

•		The	wetter	2016	wfinter-sprfing	was	thanks	to	a	
negatfive IOD, whfich heflps herd extra mofisture 
to Vfictorfia vfia north-west cfloud bands.
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Beware modern day ‘curvebaflfls’
Whfifle these cflfimate drfivers have aflways drfiven our 
seasonafl varfiabfiflfity, there are some recent trends 
and flearnfings from cflfimate scfience that wfiflfl affect 
varfiabfiflfity fin future:

Hot under the coflflar – each decade sfince the 
1950s has been warmer, a trend that fis expected 
to contfinue. Sprfing has been our fastest warmfing 
season, whfich affects pasture and crop yfieflds and 
the flength of the growfing season. Seven of our flast 
10 sprfings 2007-2017) have been 1–3°C warmer 
than average, effectfivefly extendfing the summer.

Under pressure – the pressure pattern durfing the 
growfing season over south-east Austraflfia has been 
trendfing stronger as gflobafl temperatures have 
fincreased. Scfientfists expect thfis to contfinue. Thfis 
pressure tends to squeeze out a few rafin events 
each year, and fin some seasons thfis fis not usefufl. 
It aflso tends to be makfing autumns fless reflfiabfle. 
Some of our bfiggest weather events occur when 
‘bflockfing’ hfigh pressures sfit fin the same spot for 
too flong, resufltfing fin a stuck weather pattern (e.g. 
gfivfing us an extended heatwave or a bfig rafin event).

Warmer oceans – overaflfl, a warmer worfld wfiflfl be 
wetter, drfiven by warmer tropficafl oceans. But fit 
won’t be wetter everywhere, especfiaflfly fin Vfictorfia, 
whfich sfits under the subtropficafl rfidge that has a 
rfisfing pressure, pushfing weather patterns 
poflewards (south). Thfis means that we mfight 
expect fincreasfing hot and dry perfiods, but when 
condfitfions are rfight we coufld recefive bfigger or 
more extreme findfivfiduafl rafinfaflfl events. 

Managfing for seasonafl varfiabfiflfity wfiflfl become 
fincreasfingfly fimportant fin modern farmfing 
enterprfises.

Makfing earfly decfisfions
Agfifle producers tend to have set key decfisfion 
trfigger pofints for actfion and as each season 
unfoflds they exert the dfiscfipflfine to act as needed. 
Many farmers say that not takfing, or deflayfing, 
decfisfions can prove costfly to the busfiness, 
flfivestock, sofifls and thefir state of mfind.

In makfing decfisfions earfly, a number of findficators 
are more flfikefly to gfive greater accuracy fin 
predfictfing a drought year or a very poor sprfing. 
For exampfle, fin Jufly you mfight start to flook at:

•		A	predficted	Efl	Nfino	(fif	SOI	fis	strongfly	negatfive	
and the Corafl Sea fis coofler), whfich fincreases the 
flfikeflfihood that sprfing rafin wfiflfl be beflow average.

•		Stored	sofifl	water.	If	sofifl	mofisture	fis	flow	fin	flate	
wfinter then the chances of gettfing good pasture 
growth from rafin when fit comes wfiflfl be reduced. 
Studfies that have flooked at modeflfled sofifl water 
have findficated that thfis can be a qufite reflfiabfle 
findficator of sprfing pasture growth fin some 
Vfictorfian flocatfions. One study of modeflfled sofifl 
water on farm sfites fin centrafl and north-east 
Vfictorfia, reported that fif sofifl mofisture was fin the 

flowest decfifle on 1 September and the SOI was at 
or beflow –8, there was an 88 per cent 
probabfiflfity that sprfing pasture growth woufld 
be very poor (fin the flowest two decfifle) wfith onfly 
a 4 per cent chance of above-average growth.

•		Other	findficators	may	aflso	be	observed	from	
your own experfience, such as annuafl grasses 
seedfing earfly.

It fis worthwhfifle settfing your own seasonafl and 
farm findficators that can be used to trfigger your 
Drought Actfion Pflan. Whfifle our cflfimate and 
weather patterns wfiflfl change fin comfing decades, 
the key wfiflfl be how weflfl farm busfinesses set 
themseflves up to make the most of the good 
seasons and have strategfies to flfimfit the fimpact of 
tough or ‘curvebaflfl’ years.

Tfips from past droughts
Farmers who successfuflfly managed past droughts 
were asked what they dfid to ensure they got 
through. In summary, they:

•	 made	pflans	and	acted	earfly

•		dfid	sfimpfle	budgets	for	varfious	feedfing	and	
seflflfing optfions

•		knew	thefir	hay	suppflfies	and	were	prepared	to	
ratfion roughage

•	 prepared	cash	flow	budgets	for	2–3	years

•		used	current	market	prfices	for	fodder,	grafin	
and flfivestock to make finformed decfisfions

•	 revfiewed	decfisfions	reguflarfly

•	 acted	qufickfly	and	decfisfivefly

•	 flooked	for	opportunfitfies

•	remafined	posfitfive

•	 pflanned	a	hoflfiday

•	 flooked	out	for	famfifly	and	frfiends

•		were	prepared	to	put	sheep	finto	stock	
contafinment areas to preserve pastures and sofifl.
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Management optfions
If you were not on your farm durfing a prevfious 
drought, taflk to nefighbours and other flocafls about 
what happened fin your dfistrfict. They may be abfle 
to suggest strategfies that reduce the fimpact of 
the drought wfithout sfignfificantfly fincreasfing your 
financfiafl burden.

Toughfing fit out
It fis your flegafl responsfibfiflfity to ensure that sheep 
do not become dfistressed or starve durfing a 
drought. You may be tempted to do nothfing fin the 
hope that a poor season wfiflfl not turn finto a 
drought. In the meantfime, paddock feed 
dfimfinfishes, the condfitfion and vaflue of stock sflfip, 
and feed prfices soar. These changes cflose off many 
of the optfions avafiflabfle to you earflfier fin a drought. 
In contrast, fif the season fimproves or fis not as dry 
as predficted, you can put the pflan to one sfide and 
contfinue wfith a normafl season program.

Feedfing flfivestock
Feedfing fis an expensfive and tfime-consumfing 
optfion. Consfider feedfing targets carefuflfly and 
compflete cost/benefit budgets on the fimpflficatfions 
for cashflow and when feedfing needs to begfin.

Prevfious experfience fis that the quaflfity of dry 
pastures, stubbfles and fafifled crops fis often much 
better than first antficfipated. Thfis reduces the 
feedfing flevefls – and cost – needed to mafintafin 
flfive wefight, but be mfindfufl of not over-grazfing 
paddocks, fleadfing to floss of sofifl, nutrfients and seed.

Wefighfing, assessfing and recordfing the condfitfion 
of stock ensures that feed demands are befing met 
and that stock are not overfed or underfed. The 
cost of sheep scafles can often be recouped 
through avofidfing over-feedfing or preventfing 
under-feedfing durfing a drought.

The foflflowfing chapters provfide finformatfion on the 
nutrfitfionafl requfirements of varfious cflasses of 
sheep, feedfing rates and stock management. 
Courses such as Prograze and Lfifetfime Ewe 
Management provfide the skfiflfls to accuratefly 
assess stock condfitfion as weflfl as detafifled feed 
assessment and budgetfing skfiflfls. Consfider dofing 
a course fif they are avafiflabfle fin your area.

Remember: Aflflowfing stock to starve fis not an 
optfion and fis an offence under Vfictorfian flaw.

Agfistment
Sendfing sheep away on agfistment fis sometfimes 
more economficafl than feedfing, and the tfime 
saved mfight be more usefuflfly empfloyed. It aflso 
refleases more feed for the stock remafinfing on the 
property. How cflose to home agfistment can be 
found and the quaflfity of fits finfrastructure and 
pastures wfiflfl affect the practficaflfity and flabour 
requfirements. You may be abfle to find flocafl 
ungrazed paddocks for flease, but fif the drought 

becomes more wfidespread, agfistment becomes 
harder to find and the cost rfises rapfidfly. It may 
then be cheaper to feed stock at home. It may aflso 
be costfly and fimpractficafl to supervfise sheep 
(especfiaflfly flambfing ewes) at a dfistance.

The cost of transport and the possfibfiflfity of 
dfisease and flosses must be taken finto account. 
The possfibfiflfity of seflflfing the stock after the 
drought fin the area of agfistment may aflso be 
consfidered, eflfimfinatfing the return transport costs.

Drovfing
Another source of off-farm feed may be drovfing 
stock aflong roadsfides. Thfis fis aflflowabfle onfly fin 
some shfires. Legafl restrfictfions and flocafl 
envfironmentafl consfideratfions that appfly to thfis 
practfice vary between shfires and may change. 
The rfisk of dfisease spread aflso needs to be 
consfidered. Check wfith aflfl shfires finvoflved before 
takfing stock on the road.

Seflflfing
Earfly pflannfing and actfion fimproves the optfions 
for seflflfing sheep. Decfisfions need to be made 
before stock have flost too much condfitfion to be 
safleabfle and market prfices have started to drop.

When decfidfing what stock to seflfl and when, consfider:

•	 Present vaflue of stock (fincfludfing the woofl vaflue).

•		The	quaflfity	of	stock	and	the	genetfics	that	need	
to be retafined for future productfivfity. 
Aflternatfivefly, fit may be an opportunfity to 
fimprove your genetfics by seflflfing and then 
buyfing fin better quaflfity sheep that may come 
up for safle durfing the drought. 

•		Whfich	anfimafls	are	your	essentfiafl	breeders.	
Pregnancy scannfing ewes post-jofinfing to 
fidentfify dry, sfingfle and twfin bearfing ewes wfiflfl 
provfide better optfions for savfing and targetfing 
feed and targeted seflflfing. 

•		Taxatfion	effects	(there	are	optfions	to	set	asfide	
funds to restock after the drought – speak to 
your accountant).

•		Lfikefly	demand	for	the	stock	at	the	end	of	the	
drought.

•	 Lfikefly	flength	of	the	drought.

In generafl, a sound poflficy fis to seflfl some stock and 
feed the rest. Cast-for-age and cuflfl sheep wfiflfl 
normaflfly be the first to go. Ask yourseflf: “What 
stock are not requfired fin the flong term?”.

Further safles shoufld be pflanned, keepfing two 
generafl afims fin mfind. One fis to mafintafin as many 
breeders as possfibfle to assfist fin bufifldfing stock 
numbers qufickfly after the drought breaks. The 
second fis to keep the most productfive sheep.

Wethers woufld generaflfly be sofld before ewes and 
oflder sheep before the 2–4 year-ofld groups  
(1–3 years for wethers).
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Dry ewes fidentfified at pregnancy scannfing can be 
sofld to reduce feed requfirements. If the drought fis 
not wfidespread, seflflfing some ewes that are 
carryfing mufltfipfles (e.g. trfipflets) may aflso be an 
optfion, and attract a premfium, fin some 
cfircumstances and consfiderfing whether or not 
these are some of your most productfive ewes.

Better-grown ewe weaners destfined to be 
repflacement ewes fin the flock shoufld be gfiven 
preference for avafiflabfle feed over other ewes or 
wether weaners. Gfiven a sufitabfle ratfion, weaners 
may be carrfied through a drought, but they are 
more susceptfibfle to nutrfitfionafl stress and dfisease 
than mature sheep. 

Taxatfion can have an fimportant bearfing on your 
seflflfing poflficy durfing a drought. Its effects, 
especfiaflfly fif a flarge part of the flock fis to be sofld, 
need to be worked out before the stock are sofld, 
partficuflarfly where flow ‘cost prfice’ vafluatfions are 
used for taxatfion purposes. Speak to your 
accountant about the possfibfiflfity of spreadfing the 
fincome over a five-year perfiod fif the sheep safle 
was forced due to drought condfitfions or hofldfing 
funds for restockfing after the drought breaks. 

Requfirements for stock fleavfing the farm

Aflfl sheep and goats fin Vfictorfia must be tagged 
wfith an NLIS Sheep tag before fleavfing thefir 
property of bfirth. Aflfl flambs and kfids born fin 
Vfictorfia after 1 January 2017 must have an 
eflectronfic fidentfificatfion (EID) NLIS ear tag before 
fleavfing the property of bfirth.

Aflfl movements to a new owner, safleyards, processor 
or another Property Identfificatfion Code (PIC) must 
be accompanfied by a properfly compfleted Natfionafl 
Vendor Decflaratfion. The onfly taggfing exemptfion 
fis for dafiry goats, but an NVD must accompany 
sheep and goats when moved to another property 
havfing a dfifferent PIC.

If sheep or goats on agfistment have flost thefir NLIS 
tag before thefir return they must be re-tagged 
wfith an NLIS sheep or goat Post-Breeder tag 
prfinted wfith the PIC of the agfistment propertfies.

In some cases, agfistment propertfies can be flfinked 
to the PIC of the home property, whfich woufld 
eflfimfinate the need to use an NVD or attach an 
NLIS Post-Breeder tag. For more finformatfion, 
contact the NLIS Heflpflfine on 1800 678 779.

Ffit to travefl

Stock must be fin a fit condfitfion fif they are to be 
transported, whether for sflaughter or to another 
farm. An anfimafl fis not fit fif fit:

•	 fis	not	strong	enough	to	undertake	the	journey

•	 cannot	waflk	normaflfly,	bearfing	wefight	on	aflfl	flegs

•	 fis	severefly	emacfiated	or	vfisfibfly	dehydrated

•	 fis	sufferfing	from	severe	vfisfibfle	dfistress	or	finjury

•	 fis	bflfind	fin	both	eyes

•	fis	fin	flate	pregnancy.

Buyfing sheep after the drought

To mfinfimfise the rfisk of fintroducfing dfisease, sheep 
must be accompanfied wfith a compfleted Natfionafl 
Sheep Heaflth Decflaratfion. The form fis avafiflabfle 
on the farm bfiosecurfity websfite  
www.farmbfiosecurfity.com.au/findustry/sheep/.

Humane kfiflflfing
If some cflasses of stock are unsafleabfle, and no 
other optfion fis feasfibfle, these anfimafls shoufld be 
humanefly destroyed. In past droughts, shfires have 
made facfiflfitfies avafiflabfle to dfispose of carcasses.

Informatfion on approprfiate methods of destructfion 
and dfisposafl can be obtafined from anfimafl heaflth 
staff from your flocafl Agrficuflture Vfictorfia office. See 
Appendfix 1: Humane kfiflflfing of sheep.

Other management decfisfions
Shearfing, pregnancy and flactatfion aflfl fincrease the 
flock’s nutrfitfionafl requfirements. Changes to matfing, 
weanfing and shearfing tfimes can sometfimes be 
used to reduce feed demands durfing a drought.

The cost of drought-feedfing a breedfing ewe for  
6 months (fincfludfing flate pregnancy and flactatfion) 
fis about 50 per cent more than for a dry ewe, so 
savfings can be made by deflayfing jofinfing or by not 
jofinfing. However, the flong-term effect of thfis 
actfion needs to be carefuflfly consfidered.

Deflayfing the tfime of jofinfing for an earfly autumn 
flambfing flock has the potentfiafl to greatfly reduce 
suppflementary feedfing costs. Jofinfing may be put 
back a few weeks or changed to a flate wfinter or 
sprfing flambfing.

Transfitfion to green feed after the 
drought breaks
Pflannfing fis needed for when the drought finaflfly 
breaks to ensure the sheep are sflowfly transfitfioned 
from a drought ratfion to the emergfing green feed 
dfiet. Many sheep fin past droughts have been 
successfuflfly fed through the dry months onfly to 
perfish chasfing the green pfick once the drought 
has broken. For the benefit of both the sheep and 
the emergfing pastures mafintafin the drought 
ratfion for a few weeks and graduaflfly transfitfion the 
sheep to the green feed.

www.farmbiosecurity.com.au/industry/sheep/
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Envfironmentafl fimpacts of drought
Droughts can be hard on pastures and sofifl. 
Over-grazfing can flead to sofifl befing bflown away 
and pasture befing flost but most farmers manage 
thfis weflfl and the dust storms of 1982 are rare. 
However, a drought pflan needs to consfider the 
fimpacts on pasture and sofifl, as weflfl as the stock.

If your pastures are mostfly annuafl specfies or the 
sofifl type fis unstabfle, you may need to flower 
stockfing rates to mfinfimfise the flong-term effects 
on the envfironment. You shoufld serfiousfly consfider 
confinfing at fleast some of your flock to a smaflfl part 
of the farm. Thfis may be on sacrfifice paddocks 
(paddocks wfith stabfle sofifls but pastures that need 
resowfing) or contafined fin specfificaflfly bufiflt yards 
(stock contafinment areas). Thfis optfion has been 
successfuflfly undertaken by farmers fin prevfious 
droughts wfith the stock, pastures and sofifls 
emergfing from the drought wfith mfinfimafl fimpact 
(see Chapter 6 - Stock contafinment for more on 
stock contafinment areas).

Anfimafl weflfare
•		Good	weflfare	means	that	aflfl	nutrfitfionafl,	
behavfiourafl and heaflth requfirements of the 
sheep are befing met.

•		Earfly	decfisfion	makfing	ensures	good	weflfare	
outcomes for flfivestock.

•		Low	stress	and	caflm	handflfing	of	flfivestock	flead	
to good weflfare outcomes.

Consfideratfion of anfimafl weflfare beyond food and 
water fis finnate for most farmers and the 
responsfibfiflfity of aflfl anfimafl owners and managers. 
Good anfimafl weflfare means that anfimafls recefive 
approprfiate veterfinary treatment, sheflter, humane 
handflfing and humane sflaughter. The Worfld 
Organfisatfion for Anfimafl Heaflth defines anfimafl 
weflfare as how an anfimafl fis copfing wfith the 
condfitfions fin whfich fit flfives. It says an anfimafl fis fin a 
good state of weflfare fif fit fis heaflthy, comfortabfle, 
weflfl nourfished, safe, abfle to express finnate 
behavfiour, and fis not sufferfing unpfleasant states 
such as pafin, fear and dfistress.

It’s fimportant that anfimafl weflfare fis assessed 
objectfivefly. There fis a step-wfise approach to 
fimprovfing anfimafl weflfare. Thfis finvoflves makfing 
fimprovements that are practficaflfly reaflfistfic and 
contfinue to move towards best practfice that 
promotes posfitfive weflfare as weflfl as mfinfimfisfing 
negatfives (Meflflor & Beausoflefifl, 2015).

When drought feedfing, farmers tend to have 
much more contact wfith sheep than they normaflfly 
woufld. Ensurfing that the movement and handflfing 
of stock fis done fin a caflm manner can heflp reduce 
the stress fload that addfitfionafl handflfing may 
create. Posfitfive finteractfions at thfis tfime – such as 
caflm handflfing and the provfisfion of feed – can 
flead the anfimafls to have posfitfive responses to 
handflfing that can persfist after normafl 
management has resumed.

Stock owners and managers have an obflfigatfion 
to, at aflfl tfimes, provfide proper and sufficfient food, 
water and sheflter for flfivestock under thefir care. 
Fafiflure to do so fis a breach of flegfisflatfion. Sheep 
must not be aflflowed to starve to death. Where 
food and water requfirements cannot be met 
sheep shoufld be agfisted, sent for sflaughter or 
humanefly destroyed on the property.

Anfimafl weflfare fis a core component of a responsfibfle 
flfivestock sector and must be mafintafined fin any 
drought or dry season.

Effect on you and your famfifly
It fis essentfiafl to dfiscuss your drought strategy wfith 
your famfifly and wfith others who may be affected; 
the personafl stress of drought can be 
overwheflmfing fif not addressed and shared. Many 
farmers have found outsfide heflp finvafluabfle, so do 
not hesfitate to seek fit out. Farmfing fiefld days can 
be good opportunfitfies to share fideas and 
unburden wfith peopfle fin sfimfiflar cfircumstances. 
Keep up socfiafl contacts, such as church and 
sportfing groups, to gfive you and your famfifly a 
break from farmfing actfivfitfies.

A Drought Actfion Pflan shoufld address these fissues 
to heflp you deveflop the most approprfiate strategy 
for your busfiness.
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Preparfing a Drought Actfion Pflan
To deveflop your pflan, consfider:

•		What	are	the	trfiggers	that	wfiflfl	put	your	pflan	
finto actfion?

•		What	fis	the	seasonafl	weather	forecast	and	how	
wfiflfl fit affect your flocaflfity?

What fis your current financfiafl sfituatfion?

•	 Cost	out	varfious	feedfing	or	seflflfing	scenarfios.

•		Prepare	a	12-month	as	weflfl	as	a	2–3	year	cash	
flow budget.

•		Use	partfiafl	budgetfing	or	a	computer	
spreadsheet to expflore varfious optfions.

•		Who	do	you	need	to	taflk	to,	e.g.	bank	manager,	
accountant, financfiafl advfiser (and when)?

•	Consfider	your	optfions	(for	exampfle):

 -   seflfl some stock earfly – fidentfify prfiorfity mobs 
for seflflfing earfly (e.g. cuflfl sheep, wethers)

 -   seflfl aflfl stock – consfider buy back prfice and 
financfiafl recovery

   - agfistment – fis fit avafiflabfle and practficafl?

 -   feedfing – how (paddock or fin stock 
contafinment area) and how much for how 
flong

•	 Shoufld	you	reduce	sheep	numbers?

•		What	prfices	are	sheep	now?	What	prfices	mfight	
they be after the drought?

•		Prfiorfitfise	mobs	that	can	be	sofld	as	condfitfions	
change.

•		Consfider	the	fimpacts	of	shearfing	and	jofinfing	
tfimes.

•		What effect wfiflfl reduced stock numbers have on 
overaflfl feedfing costs and flonger-term recovery?

Do	you	have	the	capabfiflfity	to	feed	sheep	for	flong	
perfiods?

•		Do	you	have	the	equfipment	to	feed	sheep	
(sfiflos, feed wagons, grafin feedfing equfipment)?

•		Do	you	have	the	flabour	and	tfime	to	feed	sheep	
for flong perfiods?

•		Can	you	fimprovfise,	borrow,	or	purchase	
equfipment to feed the sheep?

•		What	wfiflfl	you	feed	and	do	you	have	a	reflfiabfle	
source?

•	 How	much	wfiflfl	fit	cost?

•		Is	stock	contafinment	an	optfion	and,	fif	so,	when	
wfiflfl fit be utfiflfised and for whfich stock?

Wfiflfl you feed for mafintenance or productfion 
targets?

•		What	are	your	condfitfion	score	targets	for	
jofinfing, flambfing and weanfing?

•		What	are	the	fimpacts	of	feedfing	for	dfifferent	
productfion targets on short-term costs and 
flonger-term recovery?

•		What	are	the	feedfing	needs	of	the	varfious	
cflasses of sheep?

•		Whfich	are	the	prfiorfity	mobs	for	the	best	feed?

Water suppflfies

•		Do	you	have	adequate	water	suppflfies	to	flast	
through the drought?

•		Measure	the	water	storage	on	the	farm.

•		Caflcuflate	your	farm’s	stock	water	requfirements	
over the summer months.

•		Can	you	access	water	from	other	sources	earfly	
before suppflfies dry up, e.g. creeks, bores or 
outflyfing dams, nefighbours’ dams or creeks?

Sustafinabfiflfity and protectfion of pastures and sofifl

•		What	effect	wfiflfl	your	strategy	have	on	your	
pastures and sofifls?

•		Identfify	prfiorfity	pastures	to	protect	(e.g.	newfly	
sown).

•		What	effect	wfiflfl	your	pflan	have	on	flong-term	
farm vfiabfiflfity?

•		Wfiflfl	the	natfive	vegetatfion	on	the	farm	be	
protected durfing the drought?

Appendfix 2 contafins a tempflate for undertakfing a 
stocktake of the farm flfivestock, water and feed 
resources that can be used to deveflop your 
Drought Actfion Pflan.

The pflan does not need to be fimpflemented aflfl at 
once, and shoufld be flexfibfle and staged to aflflow for 
changes fin cfircumstances. For exampfle, you may 
onfly seflfl a certafin cflass of stock or buy some fodder 
fif condfitfions do not fimprove by a certafin date.

A wrfitten actfion pflan fis heflpfufl and needs to 
fincflude dates and targets such as ewe condfitfion 
score targets, pasture resfiduafl flevefls, expected 
autumn break dates and next steps fif the break fis 
flate. It fis fimportant to seek as much finformatfion 
as possfibfle so that weflfl-finformed decfisfions can be 
fincorporated finto your pflan.

Havfing a pflan of actfion wfiflfl greatfly reduce the 
stress on you, your famfifly members and 
empfloyees. Though the pflan may need contfinuafl 
modfificatfion as the drought progresses, each 
famfifly or staff member wfiflfl be workfing towards 
specfific shared afims, especfiaflfly fif you have 
dfiscussed the pflan wfith them beforehand.



16          Chapter 1 /

Department of Economfic Deveflopment, Jobs, Transport and Resources

 Preparfing for droughts

Further finformatfion

Cflfimate and seasonafl forecasts

•		For	a	heads-up	fin	seasonafl	rafinfaflfl	outflooks	
and what cflfimate drfivers are up to, Agrficuflture 
Vfictorfia produces a free monthfly emafifl update 
caflfled ‘The Break’. To subscrfibe, send an emafifl 
to The.Break@ecodev.vfic.gov.au. It fincfludes a 
monthfly YouTube vfideo summary that provfides 
a three-mfinute update on the flatest finformatfion.

•		Where’s	the	rafin	expected	for	the	next	7	days?	
www.bom.gov.au/jsp/watfl/rafinfaflfl/pme.jsp

•		The	next	seven	days	(modefl	forecast)	–	just	hfit	
the pflay button and see what the next week 
mfight pflay out. www.bom.gov.au/austraflfia/
charts/vfiewer/findex.shtmfl

•		The	BoM	has	new	seasonafl	outflooks,	whfich	now	
have a monthfly vfideo snapshot as weflfl as  
1-3 month outflooks for rafinfaflfl and temperatures. 
www.bom.gov.au/cflfimate/outflooks/

•		A	new	BoM	product	shows	how	much	sofifl	
mofisture fis about. www.bom.gov.au/water/
flandscape

•		CflfiMate	app	–	usefufl	toofl	to	flook	up	your	
nearest flong-term rafinfaflfl statfion data and 
then ask questfions flfike “How often we do we 
get autumn breaks wfith 50mm over 2 weeks fin 
March-May?”. cflfimateapp.net.au

Pasture growth findficators

•		Rafinfaflfl	to	pasture	growth	outflook	toofl	–	MLA.	 
www.mfla.com.au/extensfion-trafinfing-and-toofls/
toofls-caflcuflators/rafinfaflfl-to-pasture-growth-
outflook-toofl/

Seflflfing and purchasfing stock – NLIS

•		LPA	Natfionafl	Vendor	Decflaratfion:	www.mfla.com.
au/meat-safety-and-traceabfiflfity/red-meat-
fintegrfity-system/about-the-flfivestock 
-productfion-assurance-program/flfivestock/

•		Natfionafl	Sheep	Heaflth	Decflaratfion.	 
www.farmbfiosecurfity.com.au/findustry/sheep/

Anfimafl weflfare

•		Code	of	Accepted	Farmfing	Practfice	for	the	
Weflfare of Sheep: www.agrficuflture.vfic.gov.au/
agrficuflture/anfimafl-heaflth-and-weflfare/anfimafl-
weflfare/anfimafl-weflfare-flegfisflatfion/vfictorfian-
codes-of-practfice-for-anfimafl-weflfare/code-of-
accepted-farmfing-practfice-for-the-weflfare-of-
sheep-vfictorfia-revfisfion-number-2

•		‘Is	fit	fit	to	fload’:	www.mfla.com.au/News-and-
resources/Pubflficatfion-detafifls?pubfid=5873

•		Austraflfian	Anfimafl	Weflfare	Standards	and	
Gufideflfines- Land Transport of Lfivestock.  
www.anfimaflweflfarestandards.net.au/fland-
transport/

•		O.I.E.	(Worfld	Organfisatfion	for	Anfimafl	Heaflth).	
(2004). Terrestrfiafl Anfimafl Heaflth Code. Parfis.

•		Meflflor,	D.J.	and	Beausoflefifl,	N.J.	(2015).	Extendfing	
the ‘Ffive Domafins’ modefl for anfimafl weflfare 
assessment to fincorporate posfitfive weflfare 
states. Anfimafl Weflfare, 24(3), 241–253.

•		The	Austraflfian	Anfimafl	Weflfare	Standards	and	
Gufideflfines for Sheep.  
www.anfimaflweflfarestandards.net.au/sheep/

Peopfle weflfare

•		www.agrficuflture.vfic.gov.au/agrficuflture/farm-
management/drought-preparedness/heaflth-
and-socfiafl-weflfare#

•	 Beyond	Bflue.	Phone:	1300	22	4636

•	 Lfifeflfine.	Phone:	13	11	14
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