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Introduction 

In making this submission, Ninti One is drawing on a wide range of relevant experience in RD&E and 

management of NRM and livestock production systems, including management of: 

 the previous Desert Knowledge CRC and current CRC for Remote Economic Participation 

(CRC-REP) work on ‘precision pastoral’ initiatives, including the Remote Livestock Management 

System (RLMS) and WaterSmart 

 the Caring for our Country Australian Feral Camel Management Project which represents a good 

model for a cross-jurisdictional and cross-tenure approach for managing NRM issues at the 

landscape scale 

 the 'Rangelands Cluster' project, to provide rangelands NRM groups with climate change 

projection information to help them develop resilience/adaptation strategies. 

 

In 2010, Precision Pastoral Pty Ltd (PPPL) was established to manage the significant intellectual 

property generated through the development of the RLMS under the Desert Knowledge CRC. 

The RLMS is capable of collecting data (primarily weight) from individual animals within an extensive 

cattle herd without the need for labour inputs or mains power. The RLMS can also enact 

management decisions and automatically draft individual animals increasing the precision and 

accuracy of herd sorting that is available to pastoralists. 

Ninti One helped establish a five-member PPPL board with substantial expertise in engineering, 

pastoral, manufacturing and business management, to provide oversight and strategic direction to 

the company. 

In 2010, PPPL successfully completed the Australian Government COMET Program and is 

continuing to build on the business, assisted by a $350,000 grant from the Australian Government to 

take its technology to the international market place. Final trials of an improved version of the RLMS 

are currently being rolled out on pastoral properties around Australia, including through the 

CRC-REP Precision Pastoral Management Tools (PPMT) project. This project has developed a 

prototype Precision Pastoral Management System (PPMS) which collects and analyses information 

on the performance of cattle and pasture on remote cattle stations and presents it in a decision 
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support system. The system is cloud based and allows the user to access their customised data at 

any time, from any location with internet access and without any labour requirements.  

The PPMS will allow pastoralists to improve their business profitability by better matching their cattle 

performance to the available pasture, thus influencing liveweight gain, conception rates, weaning 

rates and mortality rates. The product will integrate technologies, pastoralist’s business needs and 

the livestock and resource components of the grazing production system into a single accessible 

framework. Key innovations will result from this integration, including: combining regular satellite data 

with paddock and animal-scale livestock performance to asses paddock performance and enterprise 

suitability; using liveweight data with feed budgets and estimates of diet quality to predict paddock 

performance; and being able to sell cattle at market-driven liveweights without compromising 

sustainable pasture production.  

R&D sites have been established on pastoral properties in Western Australia, Northern Territory and 

Queensland, selected from a large number of applicants. In total, R&D activities will be conducted on 

six properties for two years, allowing pastoralists to assess the system in real-time and influence its 

design so that it achieves maximum “adoptability”. The system will be commercialised at the end of 

the project. 

As part of the planning process the research team collated an overview of technology products of 

interest to the beef industry of remote Australia: 

www.crc-rep.com.au/resource/CW009_PrecisionPastoralManagementTools_ProductReview.pdf 

 

 

In addition to the specific comments in the enclosed marked-up ‘pdf’ of the Discussion Paper, below 

are some general principles to be considered, as well as some commentary on broader issues. 

 

General principles to be accounted for in a rangelands NRM/livestock production 

RD&E plan 

 Producers want local demonstration sites, which is clearly a challenge given the costs associated 

with this approach. Part of the solution is to achieve efficiencies through greater collaboration 

between research and extension activities to ‘piggyback’ onto existing initiatives. This will also 

have the advantage of presenting more coordinated and holistic management solutions to 

landholders. 

 There needs to be greater consistency of formal and informal learning opportunities across the 

rangelands. Improving the stability of extension structures and processes (see below) is a key 

part of this. 

 Although there is no substitute for face-face information sharing, the extensive nature of the 

rangelands means that this will always need to be supported by remote forms of information 

dissemination, including peer group internet forums (e.g. ‘Grazebook’). 

 There also needs to be a communication strategy for the general public, government and 

politicians about the socioeconomic and environmental benefits of improved productivity and 

effective stewardship in the rangelands – in order to justify continued/increased RD&E spend. 

http://www.crc-rep.com.au/resource/CW009_PrecisionPastoralManagementTools_ProductReview.pdf
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 Research needs to account for the full range of motivations of producers – e.g. lifestyle and 

stewardship objectives rather than just productivity. 

 As identified in the 2001 House of Representatives report into public good conservation, it is also 

important to ensure that tax and other financial incentives and disincentives are aligned with 

overarching NRM objectives. A holistic RD&E plan needs to consider the full range of current 

policy settings and look for ways to influence them. This includes proactively engaging with rapidly 

developing opportunities such as direct action against carbon. 

 Need to acknowledge the differences between southern and northern rangelands producers. 

 Need effective approaches for engaging with Aboriginal landholders, whether directly involved in 

livestock production or being involved in cross-tenure regional management of NRM issues such 

as pest and fire management (see below for more detail on this). 

 Coordination of future collaborations is a fundamental issue – i.e. how will MLA link to the key 

policy, research and stakeholder groups. 

The broader context of remote Australia challenges 

The book ‘Dry times: blueprint for a red land’ (Stafford Smith and Cribb 2009) provides an excellent 

insight into the socio-economic and biophysical challenges of working in desert Australia that need to 

be understood to plan and implement successful NRM projects (and associated RD&E) in this 

region. 

Setting priorities 

Given the limited RD&E funding available relative to the large list of management issues, a 

transparent process for setting priorities is fundamental to a RD&E plan. Priority setting needs to be 

based on the ‘best’ (which will sometimes be far from perfect or complete) scientific information, but 

also needs to account for landholder and other stakeholder feedback.  

In setting priorities it is essential to not only account for the nature of the problem but also the costs 

and likely success of management. Ideally such priority setting would be done in a quantitative way 

(e.g. Joseph et al. 2009), accepting that expert opinion may have to be relied on in the absence of 

solid scientific information. 

The complication for any NRM program is comparing the relative costs and benefits of different forms 

of NRM – e.g. will better fire management in Area A achieve a better return on investment than wild 

dog management in Area B. Although such comparisons can theoretically be made (e.g. Stephens et 

al. 2002), there is often a lack of consistent comparative data and the use of expert opinion is 

problematic for such comparisons. Hence the default tends to be to prioritise within a NRM issue 

rather than across issues. With improving information and methods for valuing NRM outcomes, 

greater opportunity for prioritising across issues should arise. Equally, there is a need to encourage 

holistic NRM approaches – e.g. it is inefficient to conduct weed management in isolation without 

considering long-term pasture management requirements post weed removal. 
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Timeframe for RD&E plans 

Under the Caring for Our Country initiative, 5-year outcomes were set in the context of 20-year 

projections, acknowledging the realistic timeframes to address many NRM issues. An effective 

RD&E plan for NRM should employ similar timeframes, particular for management-based research 

that relies on a ‘learning by doing’ approach. 

It is clearly important to avoid constant changes to priority issues in response to ad hoc stakeholder 

and political pressure. Where baseline priorities have been set through objective processes 

(accounting for available data and expert and stakeholder input), they should only be changed 

through a similarly objective and transparent process to account for new information, and new policy 

developments (e.g. direct action against carbon). 

Greater stability in extension structures and processes 

Medium-term base funding to NRM Groups is critical to maintain continuity of staff and systems. 

However, coordination and communication is critical to ensure that such funding does not get 

absorbed into the development of data systems, consultancy reports etc that is inefficiently 

duplicated by NRM Groups operating in isolation. There is clearly a case for centralised development 

of data systems, toolkits and other information materials that can then be tailored at the NRM Group 

level. The bulk of NRM Group funding should be spent on maintaining stable coordinator positions 

and associated field activities. 

It is extremely inefficient to provide short-term contracts to regional NRM staff. Short-term contracts 

make it difficult to attract the best staff and the high turnover results in continual loss of skills and 

contacts and causes frustration and disengagement of landholders. Increasing the certainty of 

medium-term funding and ensuring an appropriate level of large medium-term projects will reduce 

this problem. This is a joint State and Federal Government responsibility. 

Engaging with Aboriginal communities 

A recent Desert Knowledge CRC review (Davies et al. 2010) of the health and wellbeing outcomes of 

desert Aboriginal Land management (ALM) identified a range of issues that should be accounted for 

in developing effective engagement of Aboriginal people in programs such as Caring for our Country: 

 Effective engagement of Aboriginal people in land management will have Aboriginal health and 

wellbeing benefits and therefore support non-NRM as well as NRM government objectives. 

 Need to distinguish between land management activities motivated by Aboriginal aspirations and 

those motivated by incentives from external sources (e.g. government funding programs). The 

former activities include customary and cultural resource management activities such as hunting, 

burning, protection of culturally significant sites and transfer of ecological knowledge. The latter is 

normally based on formalised processes to set priorities and allocate funds from central sources 

(such as Caring for our Country), but should seek to understand how financial incentives can 

more effectively integrate with the non-pecuniary interests of Aboriginal people. 

 Biodiversity conservation has become an important driver of ALM engagement by government, 

NGOs and researchers. Aboriginal land often has comparatively little disturbance (although there 

may still be significant invasive species issues) and therefore offers good opportunity to preserve 

biodiversity. At the same time, biodiversity conservation is one of the few opportunities for 

Aboriginal people to generate income on such lands. 
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 Partnerships need to be established to allow Aboriginal land managers to influence institutions at 

a higher level. Funding bodies need to ensure that real or perceived power imbalances don’t lead 

to Aboriginal aspirations (which include livelihood outcomes) becoming secondary to funder 

goals. 

 Funding bodies need to recognise that human and financial resources are limited in remote 

regions (relative to the large area of land that needs to be managed) and support for scoping of 

projects is therefore important. 

 ALM fosters intergenerational transfer of Aboriginal ecological and other knowledge and provides 

pathways for Aboriginal people to learn about science. 

 ALM needs to be adaptive to social and ecological change. 
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