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Grazing management principles: No.4 

Managing for dry conditions 
Western NSW is a land of climatic contract where planning for 
seasonal variation is an essential management consideration. 
 
With the accessibility of climatic risk 
management information, help is now 
available to learn from past experience 
and to better manage during dry periods. 
Drought has always been a feature of semi-arid 
rangeland ecosystems. Of all the climatic phenomena to 
afflict Australia, drought is probably the most 
economically costly, with major droughts impacting on 
the national economy. Aside from crop failure and stock 
losses, droughts set the scene for other disastrous 
phenomena, such as fires, dust storms and accelerated 
land degradation, as well as the social and personal 
impacts felt by rural communities. 

Government surveys, enquiries and Royal Commissions 
have investigated widespread drought conditions that 
involved soil erosion, invasive native scrub infestation, 
the substantial loss of perennial shrubs, rabbit plagues, 
stock losses and financial losses and hardship. In the 
past 120 years, the Western Local Region has 
experienced major periods of drought that have 
changed the landscape. 

At the turn of this century, NSW experienced what has 
been described as its worst drought period ever – one 
that some scientists described as a one-in-1,000 year 
drought – lasting for most of the first decade and 
affecting the majority of the nation. It is referred to as 
the Millennium Drought. 

Drought conditions vary according to the 
location 

In the Western Local Region, managing total grazing 
pressure is the key to minimising the devastation of 
drought. The Region’s remoteness and the size of 
operations restrict the options available. The main 
management options when conditions worsen are to 
adjust stock numbers, remove domestic and feral 
animals and, eventually totally destocking. 

Conditions affecting how badly a drought will be felt 
include: 

• total grazing pressure 
• stocking rates when conditions start to worsen 
• the availability of water 
• the number of pest animals and native species 

competing for limited feed supplies. 

A study into the lessons of 20th century droughts found 
that where there was considerable loss of soil and/or an 
increase in invasive native scrub; recovering from the 
damage caused by drought may take decades. In some 
cases, the change is irreversible and the initial 
productivity for grazing is lost. 

Figure 1: History shows that without groundcover 
recovering from drought can take decades. 
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Guidelines for managing in drought 

Research shows that perennial grasses and shrubs are 
the key to economic and resource sustainability. They 
not only provide drought forage, but also protect the 
soil surface from erosion, play an important role in the 
health of the soil and, in some areas, can provide fuel 
for burning invasive native scrub. Excessive grazing 
pressure and variable climate conditions often combine 
to cause the loss of desirable perennials. 

Carrying too many animals for too long is also a 
significant cause of land degradation. The challenge for 
landholders is to optimise their economic performance 
while matching stock numbers to the feed available. 

Managers make day-to-day decisions that will either 
prevent or accelerate land degradation and promote or 
inhibit recovery. The producers who do best during 
droughts are those who adopt sound management and 
financial plans, review them regularly, make firm 
decisions and act early and quickly. Putting plans in 
place can help landholders better understand the 
mistakes and successes of the past and take the 
emotion out of logical decision making. 

While every enterprise and financial situation is 
different, there are some basic guidelines for managing 
in times of drought in the Western Local Region. The 
recommended steps to prepare for drought are: 

• start early in a dry period to establish your short-
term and long-term objectives 

• gather your data: document rainfall records and do 
your research – know the cost of feed and 
agistment, stock prices and which subsidies are 
available 

• cost out strategies for various lengths of drought, 
based on experience and data and decide which 
mix best fits your situation and your projections 

• prepare a plan – set benchmarks and triggers for 
actions such staged destocking and review the plan 
regularly. 

Lessons from past droughts 

The lessons of the past suggest that better pasture and 
grazing management techniques can help avoid or 
mitigate the impacts of serious drought. Some of the 
lessons learnt include: 

• reduced stocking has significant benefits – retaining 
stock compounds the damage and forces a longer 
recovery process 

• erosion is less severe in paddocks with more than 
one watering point 

• conservation tillage and stubble retention can 
reduce wind and water erosion and runoff 

• native pastures generally survive better than 
improved pastures. 

Western region goat numbers continued to increase 
during the Millennium Drought. Ongoing control of 
unmanaged grazing remains necessary during dry 
periods. 

Drought management strategies in the Western 
Rangelands 

Drought is an ongoing challenge facing landholders in 
the region. Rather than being a problem that can be 
solved, drought is a condition that must be managed. 

In many instances the answer is to manage total grazing 
pressure. Managing total grazing pressure provides 
control of grazing so feed can be budgeted into the 
future, based on existing pasture growth. However, 
there are other strategies to consider. 

1. Before drought 

Documenting and planning during better seasons 
means you can make sound decisions when times are 
tough and emotions are stretched. 

• continually monitor and record rainfall and 
conditions 

• control pest animals and weeds 
• monitor stock prices and the cost and availability of 

agistment 
• maintain a stocking rate that balances profits with 

pasture conservation 
• develop or set aside areas of drought-resistant 

pastures 
• identify land that should be destocked first 
• set dates and targets for staged destocking 
• ensure water supplies are adequate 
• store feed supplies where feasible. 

There are now daily rainfall records across NSW for 
more than 100 years, as well as short, medium and 
long-term weather forecasts. This kind of data can be 
used to help pasture and crop modelling and to convert 
rainfall patterns into crop yields and animal production 
charts and should be seen as a way to manage the risks 
associated with unpredictability of the weather. 

2. During drought 

Droughts develop progressively, not overnight. Use the 
early period of a drought to plan the strategies you will 
need to ensure the economic survival of your business. 

• monitor rainfall prospects so you know when you 
reach planning trigger points 

• control feral and native animals to avoid erosion 
and competition for feed 

• monitor feed supply and groundcover and 
recognise the difference between lack of growth 
due to drought and overgrazing 

• protect water supplies 
• commence destocking according to a prepared plan 
• pregnancy test your stock to ensure you are not 

feeding non-productive animals 
• remove stock from erodible land types 
• remove stock before grass butts are eaten into the 

ground 
• begin scrub feeding well before pasture runs out. 

Every drought is different, so evaluate all possibilities. Be 
alert for opportunities such as buying or leasing land 
instead of buying feed; replacing old animals with 
younger ones; and changing breeds. A single trading 
decision at the right time could contribute more to your 
viability than a lengthy feeding program. 
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3. After drought 

After the drought has broken, it is important to allow a 
period for re-establishment and re-seeding of grasses 
before stock is reintroduced. This prevents selective 
grazing of fresh new seedlings which are particularly 
prone to grazing damage and allows the old butts time 
to recover. 

• Allow pastures to recover before restocking 
• Compare costs of breeding to buying stock 
• Spell paddocks used for intensive feeding regularly 
• Maintain feral and native animal control measures 
• Beware of new weeds that may have been 

introduced with imported feed or stock 
• Monitor areas for germinating invasive native 

species seedlings. 

Good management of your operations during a drought 
is all about making a smooth transition out of drought 
and back to normality so that you can respond to 
drought-breaking conditions. By developing a plan that 
takes into account different conditions across different 
parts of your property, you will be able to protect areas 

that you know can recover quickly and have things in 
better shape when rain eventually falls. Actions like 
protecting seed stock and small seedlings are an 
investment in future recovery, while managing total 
grazing pressure is also critical for long-term success. 

Help is at hand 

There are several sources of support when times are 
tough. Government policy is increasingly oriented 
towards assisting landholders to prepare for drought. 
Therefore, opportunities to improve resilience may arise 
before, rather than during, drought. There is a wide 
range of resources and support services available in 
most communities, including: 

• Local Land Services 
• Rural Assistance Authority 
• Rural Financial Counselling Service 
• Department of Primary Industries 
• NSW Farmers Association 
• Centrelink 
• Department of Community Services 
• Lifeline, Beyond Blue, Interrelate 

When compared to the tonnes of grain and truckloads 
of hay the Blores bought to feed their stock in 2002, 
John says the saltbush plantation makes sense. He has 
since calculated that the cost of the plants is equivalent 
to only one truckload of hay. 

“The experiences during the drought have really 
helped us resolve to get ahead of the situation before 
it arises,” he said. 

“It’s the work when times are good and things are 
going along quite well that should save us money and 
make things a whole lot easier further down the track, 
because there is nothing surer than we will be in 
drought again.” 

Learn more about the Blore family’s operation in the 
Looking over the Fence series. Call 1300 795 299 for 
your DVD. 

Figure 2: John Blore at Belmont Station. 

 

Case Study 

At Belmont Station, 30km north-west of Broken Hill, 
John Blore and his family have modelled their 
approach to grazing management on the lessons 
learnt from the Millennium Drought. 

During that period, they endured what John 
describes as a juggling act to find suitable agistment 
for their core breeding stock, as well as a disastrous 
exercise in hand feeding in open paddocks in 2002. 
They also found that everyone wanted to sell their 
stock at the same time at the beginning of the 
drought and was later competing to restock at the 
end of a dry period. 

“The biggest challenge was to try and take those 
waves out and to keep some fodder in reserve to give 
you that ability to hold on for a bit longer and to buy 
when the price is right,” John said. 

In a bid to gain some control over the situation, the 
Blores rehabilitated a large claypan by planting 
15,000 saltbush plants. The saltbush rows catch soil 
and seed and break up the hard-crusted claypan 
which was affected by water and wind erosion. The 
saltbush plantation is now well established and 
provides them with enough fodder to feed 500 
sheep for two months, allowing them to spell 
groundcover in the 4,000ha Shannon’s Paddock next 
door if needed. 

“Without a good perennial base you are living on the 
edge all the time and waiting until the next dry 
period,” John said. “If Shannon’s Paddock gets to a 
critical stage where I think it needs to be destocked 
or we have a good rain, I can destock into the 
saltbush paddock and use that.” 

While he recognises that it’s not possible to drought-
proof his property, he believes they have “dry-time 
proofed” it so that they have the ability to ride out 
dry times in the future. 
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What are the consequences of not actively managing for drought? 

• Significant economic, social and environmental impacts are likely. 
• Feral and domestic animals may reduce groundcover and irreversibly damage soils and pastures. 
• Without enough feed and good nutrition, stock may become too poor to sell. Animal welfare considerations 

may dictate that stock should be destroyed. 
• It adds stress to individuals and relationships. 
• Dust from areas depleted of groundcover can have local and regional economic effects. 

 

Further reading 

Other fact sheets in this series 

No.1 Actively control feral animals 
No.2 Control access to watering points 
No.3 Maintain and improve groundcover 
No.5 Manage invasive native scrub (INS) 
No.6 Manage pasture species 
No.7 Total grazing pressure 
No.8 Match stock numbers to feed availability 
No.9 Rest pastures regularly 

Case study 

Good management, less stress – the Mosely family 

DVD 

Looking over the Fence – grazing management in the 
rangelands, Western Catchment Management 
Authority, 2013 

 

Other fact sheets 

Management burning of invasive native scrub: 
principles, Peter Jessop, NSW DPI, 2009 

Management burning of invasive native scrub: 
techniques, Peter Jessop, NSW DPI, 2009 

 

Books 

Managing Drought, Compiled by Mackay, BJ, Sixth 
edition revised by Joshua, Edward MK ,NSW 
Department of Primary Industries, Orange, 2006 

Managing For Drought, CALM Technical Paper 1, 
Walker, PJ, 1995 

Pasture Degradation and Recovery in Australia’s 
Rangelands: Learning from History, Edited by McKeon, 
G; Hall, W; Stone, G; and Watson, I, Department of 
Natural Resources, Mines and Energy, 2004 

The Drought Survival Guide, NSW Agriculture, 1994 

General enquiries 

1300 795 299 
admin.western@lls.nsw.gov.au 
www.western.lls.nsw.gov.au 

 

ISBN:  978 1 74256 656 7, 978 1 74256 655 9. 
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