Fact Sheet 36
March 2009

Farmtalk is a product of the

Mallee Sustainable Farming

Inc Tri-State Research and
Extension team

=,
Australian Government
Department of Agriculture,

Fisheries and Forestry
National Landcare Program

Climate information to support farm

management decisions

Dr. Nicole Dimos - Mallee Sustainable Farming Inc.

The issue

Risk is inherent in most farm businesses.
It can be associated with a range of
factors including production, markets and
climate. In many cases, variations in
these elements are beyond individual
control but risk can be reduced, to a
greater or lesser extent, by knowledge
and informed management decisions.

Some farmers assess and manage risk
with an informal or ‘gut feel’ approach.
However, as the complexity of the farm
enterprise increases with more diversified
and intensive production systems,
managing risk also becomes more
complex. It is important to be as informed
as possible.

What we know

Most producers are adept at managing

risk through good planning and farm

practices. For example, managing
production risks has been the major
focus for many producers through:

e Crop rotation to reduce pest and
disease risks;

o Diversification to reduce market risks;

e Adoption of practices such as
minimum tillage to reduce resource
degradation risks;

o Use of integrated pest management
(IPM) to reduce risks associated with
pesticide use;

e Creating and maintaining stocks of
feed (hay, grain, efc);

e Reorganising farm layout to reduce
degradation risks.

Landholders may need to look at off-farm
instruments as well in order to manage
potential negative impacts.

Increasing autumn/winter sea level pressures
over Southern Australia since 1950 have delayed
the winter rainfall season.
Examples include:
e Management of price fluctuations
through forward selling;
e Insurance;
e Utilisation of climate and weather
information services.

This farmtalk concentrates on climate
and weather risk management
information for the farm business.

What it means

If the seasonal outlook is known,

management decisions can be made

accordingly. Options may include:

¢ Planting a smaller area of a different
cultivar from the usual crop;

e Planting a larger area;

e Planting a different crop;

e Reducing the seed rate and applying
less fertiliser;

¢ No plantings.

Thus, risk is reduced through more
informed crop management decisions.

Knowledge of the weather and climate is
an important risk management tool and
the development of skills in this area
should be pursued.
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Climate considerations for farm Where to now - Information services

businesses

To reduce risk using climate information, the

following questions are relevant:

¢ What climatic conditions are needed for a
good season or to finish the crop?

e What is the probability of getting these
conditions?

¢ What can be done if these conditions are not
met?

e What strategies can be put in place to
minimise the downside risk?

To answer these questions:

e Identify the key issues and concerns;

¢ Examine the historic climate variability of the
location;

e Carefully consider the effects of climate
variability on production and returns;

e Gain an understanding of the forces that
drive climate variability in Australia e.g.
ocean temperatures, the Walker Circulation;

e Use forecast tools that explain the causes of
climate variability such as EI Nino Southern
Oscillation (ENSO), Southern Annular Mode
(SAM) and Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD);

e Develop a good understanding of
probabilities;

e Assess the current short and long term
outlook.

Walker Circulation: Positive SOI - 'La Nina'

High
S.E.Trade Winds

The Walker Circulation was named after Sir Gilbert Walker
who described a number of apparent relationships between
seasonal climate variations in Asia and the Pacific region.
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There are a number of tools and resources
available to provide information on climate and
risk management. For example:

The Bureau of Meteorology has a range of
information including short term weather
forecasts, 3 month forecasts and information on
climate influences. The best starting point is
www.bom.gov.au then to the Water and the
Land tab on the left side of the page.

The Centre for Ocean-Land-Atmosphere
Studies in the USA has forecast information for
all areas of the world including Australia. COLA
can be found at www.wxmaps.org.

Paddock management sites include
www.msfp.org.au/calculator.php (no charge) and
www.yieldprophet.com.au (subscription service).

Economic budgeting tools for risk
management include www.agrigater.com.au (no
charge) and www.plantoprofit.biz.

Final tips

e Be aware of climate variability;

e Understand climate and the causes of
climate variability;

e Utilise knowledge of historical information for
the local area;

e Use forecasting tools to gain advance
warning of likely seasonal conditions;

e Utilise other information tools and resources
to assist in key farm decisions.

For further general information please
contact MSF on 03 5021 9100
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Important

This publication has been prepared by Mallee Sustainable
Farming (MSF) Inc. on the basis of information available at the date of
publication without any independent verification. Neither MSF Inc.,
its editors, nor any contributor to this publication represents that the
contents of this publication are accurate or complete; nor does MSF
Inc. accept any errors or omissions in the contents however they may
arise. Readers who act on this information do so at their own risk as
soils and environment across the mallee can vary significantly and
information presented in this Note should be viewed in consideration
of local conditions.




