BEEFLI N K S B ACKGR OU N DI N G
P ROJE C T
MILESTO NE RE PO RT S U M M A R Y
By Erin O’Brien, WMG Beef Industry Development Officer

There are 8 milestones required throughout the
BeefLinks Backgrounding project to ensure that the
project is on target. Last month, the milestone 6
report was delivered to MLA to provide a progress
update. The latest milestone report focused on
Data Validation, and below is a summary of
this latest report. The main topic of discussion
is the development of a new dashboard which
can provide information about how animal
performance on your property compares to the
average.

INTRODUCTION

The BeefLinks Backgrounding Project aims to aid in
the continuous development of the northern beef
cattle supply chain. This is being done through
increasing knowledge of the animal performance
through the supply chain, helping producers to
make more data-led management decisions.
This project collects animal performance data
from the pastoral beef supply chain to better
understand the impact of management practices
on animal performance in backgrounding systems.
Through identifying practices, procedures, and
pinch points in the pastoral beef supply chain, and
quantifying the effect on animal performance,
the value of the WA beef supply chain can be
increased through future targeted industry support.

METHOD

sex, age, class, seasonal conditions at turnoff, date
of turnoff, curfew period, and weight at station
turnoff (if available). In addition, each mob of
cattle was assessed for the level of preparation
for animals that transition from pastoral to
backgrounding properties. An index based on the
‘Practices and procedures for profit, efficiency, and
livestock welfare along the WA beef value chain’
as developed by Revell and Maynard (2017) was
used to rank each mob of cattle from 1 being no
adaptation or transitioning procedures (muster
to truck scenario) to 10 being the full adaption
and transitioning procedures (weaning to yards,
familiar feeds, visual cues, stress-free stock
handling, etc.)
Data was analysed using the R Statistical program
using the packages ‘plyr’ and ‘dplyr’ to manipulate
the data into long format for temporal analysis of
animal performance.
A pastoral beef supply chain map has been
developed to better understand the movement
of animals through the north-south beef supply
chain. The data collected during the project so
far has helped to give clarity on how decisions
are made through the system. This supply chain
map will be sent to producers as well as relative
industry representatives for feedback and further
development.

Based on experience collecting data in 2020
from the pastoral beef supply chain, data was
collected during the 2021 mustering season
(April to November) on mobs of cattle that were
progressively identified at any point in the pastoral
beef supply chain for inclusion in the project
dataset.

The supply chain map has been created through
data collection, both through weighing cattle and
discussions with pastoralists, farmers, and stock
agents. Through the knowledge gained by this as
well as observations the project has gained a good
understanding of the movement of cattle across a
range of seasonal conditions.

Where animals were identified at the pastoral
station that were destined for the backgrounding
link of the supply chain, qualitative data was
collected to describe the property of origin, breed,

A focus of the project thus far has been open
communication, and this has been developed
through a monthly newsletter, as well as the
creation of a monthly feedback analysis
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Figure 1: Map of animal movement through the northern beef cattle supply chain. Line thickness indicates the
volume of cattle moving through each pathway (thicker = greater), and the red lines represent the pathways
where data has been able to be collected in this project.

dashboard to show how animal performance on
each property compares to the project average.

RESULTS

The pastoral beef supply chain map highlights
that the movement of cattle from the pastoral
properties in the north to the backgrounding
properties in the south are complex and not simple
linear transactions (Figure 1). The lines in this figure
represent the pathway of animals moving between
each step in the supply chain (oval shapes), with
the relative number of cattle being represented by

the thickened lines (thicker lines = larger volumes
of animal movement).
There was a large amount of variation in animal
performance on backgrounding properties in
the 2020 and 2021 seasons (Figure 2). Overall,
the weight gain of animals in the backgrounding
system had a similar seasonal pattern of weight
gain where animal performance was lower in the
autumn to early winter period of both years.
(Continued over page)

Figure 2: Average Daily Gain (ADG) for cattle being pasture fed on backgrounding properties in
2020 to 2022 period. The dotted line represents the overall average across all months.
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DISCUSSION

The focus of this milestone was to continue to
collect data through the supply chain, and to use
this data to create a decision-making tool for
producers during this latter part of the project.
The transitioning techniques outlined by Maynard
and Revell (2017) have been broadly adopted by
pastoralists when preparing and transitioning
animals between pastoral and backgrounding
properties. This is evidenced by the relatively high
adoption of most of these practices by these
producers, but there is limited data as to rank the
procedures from least to most important in terms
of impact on animal performance, and this is
something that future projects such as P.PSH2100
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The pastoral beef supply chain map presented
in this report is one tool that highlights the many
options and pathways for animals in the supply
chain, with the final decision being influenced by
seasonal conditions (both at the pastoral and
backgrounding properties), market price, time of
year, weather conditions, guidance of livestock
agents, and number of cattle to be sent. The strong
influence of the commercial vertically integrated
companies such as Harvest Road continue to
dominate the pastoral beef supply chain, and this
limits the amount of data available for the industry
due to confidentiality agreements.
A likely reason for decreased animal performance
in the autumn/early winter period are the
contrasting weather conditions between the
pastoral and backgrounding properties. Low
average daily temperatures, severe weather
patterns and strong cold fronts, and a low
amount of feed on offer for cattle are expected
to be contributing factors in this drop in animal
performance.

CONCLUSION

Whilst a draft of the guidelines for transition is
early in its composition, the report highlights the
importance of animal management through
the entire supply chain to optimise animal
performance. Whilst it has been seen in the past
that cattle lose weight during transport from north
to south, the data shows that there are larger
trends in animal performance that can have an
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Figure 1. Average Daily Gain (ADG, kg/head/day) of animals per month for all properties (green) vs your property (gold) since project launch. Error bars represent the
variation in ADG across weighed animals, with larger bars indicating a broader range of ADG across the month.

Latest Month (February 2022)
Number of your animals weighed

Your average daily gain (kg/hd/day)
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A strong focus of this project is to identify and
overcome the barriers to the development of
the pastoral beef supply chain. One aspect that
was identified as missing by producers was
the relevant and timely feedback on animal
performance. The aim of this project is to build the
value and capacity of the pastoral beef supply
chain, and reports like the one shown in Figure 3
provide valuable feedback information to project
participants. The top graph in this report compares
the property monthly ADG for the last 24 months
against the average for all properties in the project.
This highlights two key points for the producer: it
gives a benchmark of property performance, and
encourages increased data collection to on each
property to ‘fill in’ the missing animal performance
data. The bottom half of the report shows the
producer animal performance for the last month.

could tease out. While these guidelines are well
adopted and widely acknowledged that the
transition period is an important factor impacting
animal performance in the supply chain, it is
likely that this is taken as given for the industry
as many pastoralists do not weigh their animals
when leaving the station and when arriving at
the backgrounding property. This suggests that
while transition weight loss is an issue, there is little
appetite to identify and manage it.

Industry Benchmark

1.0
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In contrast, ADG was generally high for the
September to February period in both summers.
Peak animal performance was highest in
November 2020 and September in 2021 with
an ADG of 0.8kg/hd/day and 1.25kg/hd/day
respectively. Animal performance was generally
higher in the 2021 season compared to the 2020
season.
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Figure 2. Average Daily Gain (ADG, kg/head/day) of animals by weight range for all

Figure 3. Average Daily Gain (ADG, kg/head/day) of animals by

properties (green) vs your property (gold) over the past month. Error bars represent the

feed type for all properties (green) vs your property (gold) last

variation in ADG observed between animals of the same category.

month. Error bars represent the variation in ADG.

Figure 3: An example of the new dashboard report that is personalised for each producer to
show animal performance over the previous month in comparison with the benchmark.

impact, and this can include the transition period
between station and backgrounding property.
However, is it likely that transition stress on animals
entering backgrounding systems is already being
limited as much as practical by pastoralists due
to the adoption of the practices and procedures
developed by Maynard and Revell (2017).
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For more information on this report and the
BeefLinks Backgrounding Project, get in contact
with WMG Beef Industry Development Officer Erin
O’Brien at beefofficer@wmgroup.org.au
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