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BEEF
BONANZA
The world’s growing appetite for meat has created
a boom for Aussie beef producers. With the national
herd approaching a 20-year low, the challenge will
be keeping up with demand.
STORY + PHOTOS NATHAN DYER

Australian Brahman,
like these on Wrotham
Park, Qld, are in high
demand from a booming
live export market.
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n a cloudy January
morning in Dalby,
Qld, Russell
Jorgensen’s voice
echoes through the small town’s
saleyards. Perched above a pen of
steers, the young auctioneer reels
off prices like a machine gun,
his voice rising above the din
of 2000 yarded animals. Trade
is brisk and when the selling is
done, lightweight yearling steers
will have averaged 354 cents per
kilogram, 35 percent up on the
same time last year.

Taking a break at the saleyard canteen, Russell
says strong prices and scattered summer rains have
brought cautious optimism to a region that 12 months
ago was offloading cattle because of feed shortages.
“At the moment it’s very good,” says the 28-year-old
GDL Rural auctioneer based out of Meandarra, 150
kilometres to the west. “People are wanting to sell cattle
because of the way prices are, not because they have to
sell cattle to pay bank interest or bills.”
Record saleyard prices, expanding markets and a low
Aussie dollar have created a bonanza for many in the
Australian beef industry. The country’s leading price
index, the Eastern Young Cattle Indicator (EYCI),
topped 600c/kg earlier this year and live export prices
delivered to Darwin cracked the 380c/kg mark in
February. Record beef exports have created a farm-gate
boom for producers with cattle to sell. Rural communities
across the nation are buzzing with talk of beef.
With one of the largest concentrations of feedlots
and processors in the country, Queensland’s Darling
Downs is at the heart of that buzz. About 40km south
of Dalby, Scott McDouall is looking over 43,000 head
GDL Rural auctioneer Russell Jorgensen in action at the Dalby saleyards.
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Mort & Co meat and livestock general manager Scott McDouall inspects steam-flaked grain at Grassdale feedlot, Qld.

of cattle at the massive Grassdale feedlot. As the cattle
munch on a ration of barley and wheat, the smell of
steam-flaked grain floats from a state-of-the-art mill
nearby. Meat and livestock general manager for Mort &
Co, owners of Grassdale, Scott explains the cattle here
will consume 4500 tonnes of feed this week. In that time,
trucks will bring in about 2800 animals and ship out
the same number. The property’s 3000-hectare cropping
operation grows a mix of sorghum, wheat, barley and
cotton, enough to supply the feedlot for about nine days.
Any way you look at it, this is big business.
About 70km east of Grassdale, Japanese-owned Oakey
Beef Exports, which slaughtered 270,000 head last year and
employs 800 locals, plans to invest $60 million to double its
output and add another 700 to its workforce. “If you’re not
going forward, you’re going back,” says Oakey’s charismatic
general manager Pat Gleeson as he walks through the plant’s
huge boning room. “To use an analogy; it’s a bit like fishing:
when they’re biting you’ve got to have every line in the
water.” It’s a view shared by many in the beef industry.
Down the road at Toowoomba, the new $100 million
Brisbane West Wellcamp international airport holds
the potential to fly chilled Aussie beef direct to Asia,
and local firm FK Gardner and Sons has plans for an
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$80 million beef- and milk-processing facility. Such
beef-inspired development is not limited to the Darling
Downs. Similar stories can be found across the country.
With a string of free trade agreements hammered
out with key export destinations, including China,
Japan and Korea, there is no end in sight to the world’s
booming appetite for Aussie beef. But despite record
returns for some, industry insiders stress that debt levels
remain high and prices will need to hold for some
time before cautious optimism translates to long-term,
industry-wide confidence. Many Queensland and New
South Wales farmers remain deep in drought, and high
prices are stopping others from restocking. On top of
that, the Australian beef cattle herd is set to fall to a
20-year low in the coming 18 months, to just under 26
million, at a time when key competitors are increasing
their numbers. The challenge for Australian producers
will be keeping up with demand.
Back at Grassdale, Scott McDouall is having lunch: a
750-gram ‘cattleman’s cutlet’ of the company’s own 70-day
grainfed Darling Point brand. “I think the whole beef
industry, off the back of a couple of tough years, has got
a bit of wind in its sails now,” he says, pausing between
mouthfuls. “It’s a highly exciting time to be part of it.”
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DEMAND AND SUPPLY

Speaking hands-free on his mobile phone, driving along
the Hume Highway between Melbourne and Sydney,
Meat and Livestock Australia chief executive Richard
Norton says booming saleyard prices have been driven
predominantly by supply forces linked to the world’s
largest beef producer. “The boom that happened in 2015
started in 2013,” Richard says. “And it is being driven by
low inventory globally, particularly in the USA, because
of their drought that started in 2011.” The US herd
shrunk to 89 million in 2014, the lowest in 63 years.
“Because of that low inventory, the US has been setting
the global price trends,” he says.
Those supply trends are turning, with reports of big cold
storages and US beef cattle numbers predicted to grow
further this year, after slightly increasing in 2015. Despite
that, Richard believes global demand forces will keep prices
strong. Given the size of the industry – it accounts for
about 20 percent of Australia’s total farm export value –
strong beef prices are good for the whole economy.
The Aussie beef industry covers more than half of
Australia’s active farmland and was worth $18 billion
to the nation’s economy last year. Australia is the
world’s third largest beef exporter, behind India and
Brazil, with a record 1.3 million tonnes shipped to
more than 90 countries last year, earning $9 billion.
The USA, Japan, Korea and China accounted for
80% of those exports. Queensland and New South
Wales are the big beef states, with 44% and 20% of the
national herd, respectively. Victoria, 14%, the Northern
Territory, 8% and Western Australia, 7%, are also key
production areas. After two years of record turn-off,
that herd is predicted to fall to a 20-year low of 25.7
million next year, down from 29.1 million in 2014.
Although export and slaughter volumes are expected
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to fall this year, numbers will take time to rebuild. Back
at Dalby, Russell Jorgensen says higher saleyard prices
will make it hard for some to restock, but could help
others. “Prices mean people can keep some numbers,”
Russell says. “So our numbers will breed up again,
it’s just not going to happen overnight.” Although
dwindling supplies have already seen processors curtail
operations this year, the national herd is forecast to
climb back to 27 million head by 2019.
Richard Norton predicts competing demand from
restockers, processors and exporters will result in
unprecedented volatility. “I’d say for a three-year period
you’re going to see major fluctuations, huge fluctuations
like you’ve never seen before,” he says. Despite those
fluctuations, Richard sees the EYCI settling between
500 and 550c/kg within five years. “Anyone I meet who
says beef is a high-price item, I say, ‘Get used to it,’
because that’s where it’s going to be for some time, and
that’s where it should be.”

A MOVEABLE FEAST

It’s mid-February in Townsville and Tom Kennedy is
gearing up for a big weekend. In the coming two days,
Elders’ eastern Queensland livestock sales manager
will oversee the loading of four ships to their capacity
of 14,000 feeder-weight cattle. Three of those vessels
are bound for Vietnam, the other Indonesia. Driven
by Vietnam’s growing demand for heavier slaughterweight cattle and Indonesia’s continued support for
lighter, feeder-weight cattle, live export prices have just
hit $3.80/kg for feeder steers delivered to Darwin and
$3.40/kg for those delivered to Charters Towers.
Numbers shipped from Townsville have jumped from
65,000 in 2013 to 305,000 head in 2015. Similar numbers
are expected to leave the northern Queensland port this
Oakey Beef Exports general manager Pat Gleeson.
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NT Cattlemen’s Association chief executive Tracey Hayes.
OPPOSITE: Members of Wrotham Park’s stock camp push a mob into India Yards.

year. With cattle sourced from as far south as St George,
Tom says that’s great for the state. “There are a lot of young
people making a start in their careers and whether they’re
a vet, or a stock agent or a truck driver, they’ve been able to
be involved in something very positive,” says Tom.
Unlike the USA and Brazil, which consume most of
their beef production, the Australian beef industry exported
74% of its production in 2015. Taking 35% of our total beef
exports, the US is our biggest market, followed by Japan
(23%), Korea (12%), and China (9%). With the world’s
population set to grow by two billion people by 2050,
doubling food demand, the opportunities are obvious.
About 3000km west of Townsville, in the red soil of the
Kimberley, Peter and Cheryl Camp are busy preparing
for what they hope will be another big live-export season.
With a herd of 8500 Brahman-Droughtmaster cross, the
Camps should offload about 2200 head this season. Peter
says growing markets, such as Vietnam, have allowed
producers to diversify, limiting exposure to events like last
June’s significant cut in Indonesian import quotas.
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The Camps have changed their business model to turn
off heavier cattle, mostly 380kg-plus animals suitable
for both the Vietnam live trade and Australian abattoirs.
“Although the heavier cattle don’t return as much per
kilogram, the return per head is better for us, and that’s
what we’re looking for,” Peter says.
Across the border, Northern Territory Cattlemen’s
Association (NTCA) president Tracey Hayes says the past
two years have been “phenomenal” for the northern beef
industry. “I don’t really know of another commodity that’s
going through what beef is going through,” Tracey says.
“Pastoralists are now buying machinery, hiring more staff,
they’re investing capital back in their properties, all those
things essential to having a healthy and sustainable industry.”
Although the live trade has been one of the main
beneficiaries of booming world demand, chilled and
frozen product accounts for 85% of Australia’s beef export
value. Almost all Australian exports to our three largest
customers, the US, Japan and Korea, goes out as chilled or
frozen product. However, the mix of live and boxed trade

ONLINE AUCTIONS
It’s not just in the saleyards that cattle sales are
booming. More and more buyers and sellers
are logging online to do their deals. Australia’s
largest online sales portal AuctionsPlus sold
a record 340,000 cattle in 2015, representing
51% growth year-on-year. Jointly owned by
Elders, Landmark and RuralCo, Auctionsplus
is now the country’s largest livestock (cattle
and sheep) marketplace.
Company chief executive Anna Speer says
the online platform has key advantages over
physical saleyards. “AuctionsPlus removes
the cost of freight for farmers, has a reduced
listing fee ($6.50 per head compared to $16
at a local saleyard) and gets better prices

than saleyards, allowing the producer greater
profitability at the farm gate,” Anna says.
Sydney entrepreneur Michael Chandler
says online technology has the potential to
revolutionise other segments of the beef
supply chain. Michael is leading a team
creating an online marketplace to allow
processors and their commercial customers
to complete deals with a digital handshake.
“At the moment, the way in which the
abattoir talks to the buying universe, whether
that’s domestic of international, is very
manual,” Michael says. “These guys who
are buying huge volumes of commodity
are doing it by phone, fax, emails and

text messages in some cases.” He says
while that works for the major players with
complex networks, many smaller processors
sometimes struggle to sell their output.
Michael says PrimeX Connect, due to
be launched in September 2016, will be a
marketplace for beef products listed by their
four-digit AUS-MEAT code. “We’re looking to
democratise the selling environment,” Michael
says. “It will mean all suppliers in Australia,
not just the big boys, will be able to list their
inventory and have it appear in a searchable
format.” Michael says the potential for
processors is huge. “You’re opening them up
to the global buying community.”
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means our producers are well placed to meet a growing range of
demands. While the US wants mostly grass-fed manufacturing
meat, Japan takes predominantly grain-fed prime cuts. Indonesia
wants live feeder cattle, and Vietnam has a preference for heavier
slaughter cattle. China has shown an interest in everything from
chilled eye fillet to live slaughter cattle.
MLA’s general manager international markets Michael
Finucan says Australian producers are in a unique position
to increase supply to multiple established and emerging
markets both at home and overseas. “One of our greatest
strengths is our ability to meet the varied needs of all of our
international markets,” he says, “whether it be a live animal,
manufacturing product, a chilled supermarket product, or
even a portion-pack steak, which is sold online to a customer.
Our proximity to Asia, our strong food safety and integrity
systems, and our reputation for a clean, green and quality
product put us in the prime position to access those different
markets and meet those demands.”

CHALLENGES ON THE HOMEFRONT

On a sunny afternoon in Port Melbourne, the dining
room at the Railway Club Hotel is packed. Among the
businessmen, two large tables of Chinese-Australian families
are celebrating the Lunar New Year. They’re all here for one

Wellcamp Airport, outside Toowoomba, is the first major airport to be built in Australia in almost 50 years. The Wagner family expects its ‘economic enabler’ to open up southwestern Queensland to domestic tourism and overseas trade. OPPOSITE: Head chef Luke Van Den Engel with a Wagyu steak at Port Melbourne’s Railway Club Hotel.
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Well-bred Angus cattle graze on Te Mania, in western Victoria.

thing: steak. By the time lunch is done, the wait staff
will have served up close to 100 of them.
In the kitchen, chef Luke Van Den Engel is getting
the first covers out for the day. A Cape Grim eye fillet
is followed by a porterhouse, and then a Robbins Island
Wagyu rump. Fronting the kitchen is a wide glass cabinet
displaying towers of thick Tasmanian beef cuts. The
Railway Club serves only Cape Grim and Robbins Island
Wagyu beef. “It means we’ve got a consistent product,
people know what they’re getting, they know it’s all grassfed and people recognise the brands,” Luke says.
With the rise of television cooking programs, Luke says
Aussie diners are seeking a closer connection to their food.
“They’re taking more interest in it, they care about what’s
happening to their food, as well as how it tastes,” he says.
“We get people asking where it’s from, how it’s bred, if it’s
all grass-fed; people are becoming more aware.”
According to recent OECD figures, Australia is the
meat-eating capital of the world. The average Aussie
consumed 90kg of meat in 2014. Unfortunately for beef
producers, our per capita beef consumption has fallen
60% since 1977, down from 70kg per person to 28kg in
2015. That’s roughly two steaks less per person per week.
On the other hand, Aussies today eat more than double
the amount of chicken and pork they did 30 years ago.
Even so, the domestic market remains the largest single
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market for Aussie beef, accounting for 26% of production.
MLA’s chief marketing and communications officer
Lisa Sharp, says while the challenges are obvious,
the industry is focused on maintaining beef ’s place
on Australian menus. “Our single-minded goal is to
keep beef a staple in Australian households,” Lisa says.
“If we can maintain share, I think we’ll have done
an extraordinarily good job.” She says although price
has been the main factor in our switching protein
consumption, changing demographics, including large
numbers of Asian and sub-continent immigrants, has
also played a role. “Beef is something they’re quite
unfamiliar with, or if they do use it they use it in small
quantities, not the big slab of steak we might have
grown up with,” Lisa says.
She says the beef industry is on a journey from
commodity to food. “And to succeed in the food business
we need a really deep understanding of the consumer:
what are they thinking about when they’re thinking about
the main meal, what cuts are they choosing and why,
where are they buying them from and why, and where are
they consuming them?”
Beef sales in Australia are split between retail, about 70%,
and food services, about 30%. Nearly 80% of retail goes
through the big supermarkets, with independent butchers
accounting for about 20%. But Lisa says our growing
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Butcher Tim Gorman at his Butcher’s Delight store at East Lindf ield, Sydney, NSW.

obsession with food and a renewed interest in cooking as a
skill provide major opportunities for local butchers.
Standing behind the counter of his Sydney shop, Tim
Gorman leans to his right to pull a string hanging from
the ceiling as he chats to a customer over the counter.
The front door, attached to the string via a pulley system,
swings open and another customer walks in. The fourtime Sydney sausage king greets everyone by name.
Despite high prices, the 28 year old is adamant our love
affair with homegrown beef remains strong. “People still
want a good steak, a beautiful roast, or some good snags,”
says Tim, who opened his store, Butcher’s Delight, in
Sydney’s leafy East Lindfield in 2011.
He says growing interest in using “secondary cuts” such
as chuck, brisket and flank offers huge potential for the
domestic retail industry. Although restaurants are already
embracing that trend, Tim says households need more
education before they will follow suit. “I think with more
education about the secondary cuts, beef can be more
affordable for everyone, and that can definitely make for
a stronger domestic industry.”
Head of meat and poultry for independent retail chain
Harris Farm Markets, Antony Williams, agrees. The
company, which runs 24 outlets across New South Wales
and a major online store, last year released a “curious
cuts” line featuring beef brisket, skirt, chuck ribs and
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tri tip. “It comes down to education: we’re not trying to
hide where the product comes from, we’re not trying to
make it pretty or something it’s not, and I think that’s
what our consumers expect these days,” Antony says.
Launched with accompanying recipe suggestions, such
as Onion Brazed Beef Brisket and Balsamic Glazed
Beef Chuck Ribs, the curious cuts are running off the
shelves. “It’s selling phenomenally well,” he says.

BRAND POWER

From pies at the footy to burgers in the world’s biggest
fast food chains, the rise of the Australian Angus brand
is the stuff of marketing legend. Conceived two decades
ago by Aussie producers wanting to replicate a similar
campaign in America, Certified Australian Angus Beef
(CAAB) is one of the country’s great beef success stories.
Walking through a paddock on her property at
Wagga Wagga, NSW, Certified Angus Group chief
executive Kate Brabin says the key to that success has
been consistency, referring to the brand’s stringent
producer and processor guidelines, enforced by a
program of licensing and regular audits. Another key
factor, says Kate, has been the breed’s ability to find
markets for the whole animal. Although initially plans
to associate the brand with fast food chains were met
with negativity by some, Lisa says the results have

been incredible. “What McDonald’s did is they made
Angus their premium offer,” Kate says. “So it’s not just
any regular burger; it’s their black-tie offer. It’s more
expensive, it’s better quality and it’s a bigger patty that
eats better. Now there’s not a person in Australia who
hasn’t heard the words ‘Angus beef ’.”
About 700km away, in Victoria’s Western District,
producer Brad Gilmour, wife Marg and son Daniel run
1000 Angus on their 1200ha Terang property. As he
spreads hay, Brad explains how 30 years ago the Gilmours
moved from a mixed breed to a full Angus herd. “It was
one of the best decisions we’ve ever made,” Brad says.
Today, the Gilmours’ cattle goes into CAAB and Angus
Pure brands, as well as other high-end brands such as
Rangers Valley and Hopkins River Beef. “Angus has got
a BMW or a Mercedes badge on the front of it,” Brad
says. “That’s how people perceive it, and it’s not just a
perception; we’re able to consistently back that up.”
Speaking on the phone from his Beijing office, MLA’s
Michael Finucan says brand success requires a very clear
strategy. “Whether it’s a grass-fed program or a grainfed program looking at a higher marble product, to be
successful you have to understand your customer and have
a proposition that matches them,” Michael says.
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For the Greenham family, owners of the renowned
Tasmanian brand Cape Grim Beef, establishing key
industry partners, and building loyalty from suppliers
and customers, have been the keys to growth. Launched
in 2006 and produced at Greenham’s Smithton plant
in north-west Tasmania, Cape Grim is sold to top
Australian restaurants and independent butchers, and
exported to more than 15 countries.
Greenham Tasmania managing director Peter
Greenham Jnr says partnering with renowned Australian
chef Neil Perry was instrumental in the brand’s early
success. “Neil really promoted it as the old-style beef,
not the young yearling type of beef that’s produced
now through feedlots,” Peter says. “These cattle were
aged between 30 and 36 months, and they were much
deeper flavour, had much more marbling and much
bigger cut size; it was something different in the market.”
Leveraging off the Tasmanian beef industry’s antibiotic,
GMO and hormone-free production system and pristine
environment, the Cape Grim brand blends geographic
and process stories. “All of these export markets they love
the story, they love the stories of our farmers, and they
love the story of Cape Grim and the cleanest air in the
world,” marketing manager Trevor Fleming says.
Cattle grazing in Alpine National Park, Vic.
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A sale underway at the Kyneton saleyards, Vic.

A world away from Tasmania, the mercury has
just hit 43 degrees Celsius in Birdsville, Qld, where
pastoralist David Brook is recalling the story behind
the rise of one of Australia’s first organic beef brands.
Branded beef products were few and far between when
a group of Channel Country producers formed a plan
at Thargomindah 20 years ago to better market their
product. “We felt we had a product that was worthy of
elevating its status and making it available to people,
and the only way you could do that was put a brand
on it,” says David, one of the founding directors of
OBE Organic. David, who along with wife Nell
manages 3 million hectares of certified organic grazing
country, says one major benefit of branding is customer
feedback. “Whatever you do, you like to have pride in
it,” David says. “And we as cattle people and producers
get a lot of satisfaction out of knowing that what we’re
doing is highly prized.”

INNOVATION NATION

Walking through the processing area of Oakey Beef
Exports Pat Gleeson watches on as a worker uses one
knife to make a particular cut, returns that knife to a
sterilising solution, takes another knife for his next cut,
then repeats the process so the same knife is not used for
progressive cuts. “I’ve been fortunate enough to travel the
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world looking at processing plants and I’ve seen some of
the biggest plants, and at the end of the day, no-one does
a better job than Australia,” Pat says.
While Australia’s environmental credentials and beef
quality are well known – we are recognised for being
free from all major epidemic cattle diseases – Pat says
the industry needs to get better at promoting its highly
skilled workforce. “We need to do more than just go with
the clean and green tag. Everyone’s doing that. We need
to tell people we’ve got a much higher skill set, but I don’t
think we drive that message home enough,” Pat says.
“These guys have been here for years, they understand
food safety, and so they take it seriously. And that’s
backed up by our shelf life: the US, for example, I think
the best they can get is 70 days, whereas we can get up to
140 days for our chilled, vacuum-packed product.”
MLA’s Richard Norton says that in addition to a
highly skilled workforce, Australia leads the world
when it comes to traceability and consumer-focused
quality-assurance systems. “Back 15 years ago the
industry invented a system called Meat Standards
Australia (MSA), because the industry decided the most
important person in the value chain is the consumer,”
Richard says. Based on hundreds of thousands of
consumer taste tests, MSA ensures consistent eating
quality by grading meat on guidelines including its
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colour and fat coverage. “That in-market reputation, and
our integrity systems, I can’t give you a value for what it
returns, but it is worth hundreds of millions of dollars to
our reputation in these global markets,” Richard says.
Walking through a feedlot in Java, Indonesia, Wellard
Rural Exports chief operating officer Scot Braithwaite
says Australia also leads the world in live-export animal
welfare through the Exporter Supply Chain Assurance
System (ESCAS) and Australian Maritime Safety
Authority (AMSA) regulations. “The AMSA standards
for cartage of livestock out of Australia are the strictest
in the world, and they’ve been in place for a long time,”
Scot says. That has a direct benefit for live-export
customers, and differentiates Australia from countries
such as Brazil, which don’t have the same stringent
regulations. “It adds to the cost, but it certainly adds to
the longevity of the animals,” he says. “So what comes
off the other end is always in much better condition and
they have very, very few health issues in the feedlots.”

BEEFING UP PRODUCTION

On a hot February afternoon, Euan Murdoch is on the
road from Brisbane to Nindooinbah, an hour’s drive
west. The man behind one of Australia’s leading genetics
outfits, Euan sees technology playing an increasing role
in Australia’s quest to increase beef production. “If we’re
going to answer the global need for more protein, and
food generally, we’re going to have to use technology to
do it because otherwise there will be a growing shortage
of food,” says the former pharmaceuticals entrepreneur,
who purchased Nindooinbah in 2006.
One billion Asians will move out of poverty by
2050, doubling food demand in the region. Global beef
consumption is predicted to rise 120%. If Australia is to
make the most of that growing demand, producers will
need to find ways to produce more beef more efficiently.
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Using aggressive genetic selection techniques such as
artificial insemination (AI) and embryo transfers (ET),
breeders like Nindooinbah are accelerating genetic
development. Where a herd bull might service 30 cows
in the paddock, based on an average 3% joining rate,
semen collected from a prize breeding bull can inseminate
thousands in a single year. And embryo transfer means
instead of one calf a year, top breeders can produce dozens
of viable embryos to be transplanted into surrogates.
In addition to AI and ET, genomics (genetics at a
DNA level) is allowing breeders to calculate estimated
breeding values (EBVs) based on specific traits such as
fertility, net feed intake and marbling, and choose only
the very best bulls and cows for breeding before an animal
has even thrown a leg over.
Although beef cattle genomics have a long way to go,
Nindooinbah manager Nick Cameron says the potential
is huge. “My ultimate dream is to do my first draft on
cattle at seven-day-old embryo stage,” Nick says. “If
they’re doing that now with humans, then we should be
doing it with animals, and certainly beef cattle.”
However, the beef industry’s conservative nature
means technology uptake has been slow compared
to other protein industries. “If you look at poultry,
for instance, the improvement in feed efficiency and
productivity has just been enormous,” Euan says. “I
think it’s for every 1.3kg of dry matter they [poultry]
ingest they convert 1kg into protein, whereas in the beef
industry it varies probably between 5–12kg for every
kilogram of body weight they put on.”
Speaking from his office at the University of New
England in Armidale, NSW, Steve Skinner says
although the progress of beef genetics in Australia is
on par with other major producers more needs to be
done to increase the uptake of that technology. Head of
BREEDPLAN for the university’s Agricultural Business

A BEEF-EATING
DRAGON
China. It’s the world’s second-largest economy
and Australia’s fourth-largest beef export
customer, with $1 billion worth of sales in 2015,
representing 55% year-on-year growth. It has
a population of 1.4 billion who consumed an
estimated 7.3 million tonnes of beef last year.
And it’s predicted to be home to nearly 70% of
the world’s middle class within 15 years. The
potential is limitless. But the challenges are great.
Although Australia is the only country with
chilled beef access, only 11 local processors
have been granted permission to supply it.
And although the China Australia Free Trade
Agreement will see tariffs on Aussie beef
imports eliminated over nine years, Brazil has
just been granted frozen import access and
New Zealand already has a zero tariff on its beef
exports to the country. Live-export protocols are
so stringent it will take some time before that
trade takes off.
MLA’s Beijing-based general manager
international markets Michael Finucan says the
key to China will be patience. “There’s obviously
a lot of talk about China, but everybody’s not
turning their eyes to China all at once,” he
says. “They’re still supporting the key markets
like Japan and Korea to maintain their brand
positioning, while ticking away at China.” The
industry’s strategy is to focus on just a few
cities and pitch Aussie product at the high-end,
upper middle class market.
Having lived and worked in China for nearly
two decades, Ben Lyons says one of the biggest
challenges and greatest opportunities for Aussie
food exporters is maintaining the integrity of their

Chinese cattle buyer Mr Gaoqi Li at the Kyneton saleyards, Vic.
products and brands. A fluent Mandarin speaker
who grew up in Augathella, Qld, the Toowoomba
and Surat Basin Enterprise (TSBE) chief
executive says a string of food-safety scandals
have created a level of mistrust among Chinese
consumers. “They’re very worried about their
own supply chains,” Ben says. “So they are really
paying a premium for something that’s packaged
here that has that integrity.”

MLA’s South East Asian business manager
Andrew Simpson says that despite the
challenges, the potential China offers to
Australian beef exporters is unheralded.
“Whether China comes on this year or next,
I don’t think that’s going to be problematic for
Australia,” Andrew says. “Knowing that the
opportunity is there and is opening up, that’s
the key.”
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Rhodes grass grows under a centre pivot on Mowanjum Station, south of Derby, WA.

Research Institute, Steve says there has been vastly
different uptake between breeds, and between southern
and northern industries, largely because of the different
size of operations. But he says better education and
technology advances will change that. “We’ve probably
got to get a simpler message and we’ve got to get out
there and explain how to use it,” Steve says. “It’s no use
having a Rolls Royce if nobody knows how to drive it.”
Better genetics are not just creating more cows
and better tasting beef; they’re also contributing to
sustainability. Australia produced 2.5 million tonnes
of beef in 2015, compared to 2.2 million tonnes in
1977, and we did so by slaughtering three million fewer
animals. Although there are a number of reasons for
that, genetics has played a big role.
Standing outside his Broome office, Rob Cossart is
speaking enthusiastically about another way of increasing
production across northern Australia. “The work we’re
doing in the Kimberley is to understand the groundwater
resources, and have the right land tenure in place to be
able to have irrigated pastures to drought-proof these
properties,” says Rob, strategic project manager for the
West Australian Government’s Water for Food program.
By helping pastoralists diversify, Rob says the $40
million State Government program has potential to
dramatically enhance beef production. On the Aboriginalowned Mowanjum Station, just south of Derby, the
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community is using groundwater irrigation to grow fodder
under a 40ha centre pivot. Before last year, the 55,000ha
pastoral lease had not turned off cattle for 30 years.
“We’ve now got a herd of more than 2000 of our own,
and another 700 under agistment through a partnership
with the Chinese-owned Pardoo Beef Corporation,”
community chief executive Steve Austin says.
Eventually the station hopes to run a herd of 10,000
with 12 pivots irrigating 700ha. “Early results suggest cattle
can put on a kilo of weight gain a day and we’ll hopefully
be able to turn off cattle every 120 days,” Steve says.
Mowanjum hopes to sell 1000 head this year. Rob Cossart
says the potential is huge. “We can see similar projects
being rolled out on Indigenous and non-Indigenous
pastoral leases right across the Kimberley,” he says.
Another way of increasing production is through
feedlotting. While more than 80% of US beef production
is grain-fed, only about 30% of our beef production is
finished on grain. Although there are environmental
arguments for both, the reality is both systems are vital
for Australian producers.
Looking over a pen of prized Wagyu at the Grassdale
feedlot, Scott McDouall talks about plans to expand
capacity from 43,000 to 50,000. Eating a barley and
wheat-based ration, steam-flaked and rolled to ensure
animals absorb every bit of goodness possible, cattle here
put on about 2.3kg a day.

Scott says the growing prominence of branded beef
offers big potential for the feedlot industry. Numbers
on feed in Australia have been steadily increasing since
2007, rising from 600,000 to almost one million at the
end of last year – about 3% of the national herd. “One
thing grain-fed gives you is consistency in meat colour, fat
colour, age, weight – all the things that are important in
meat brands,” Scott says. “With a growing global middle
class there will be a greater demand for the higher-end
beef products and we’re well placed to feed that demand.”

BETTING ON BEEF

It’s one thing to produce enough beef to keep up
with demand; it’s another to get product to those
who want it. From better roads through the Federal
Government’s $100 million Northern Australia Beef
Road Fund to Toowoomba’s $100 million Brisbane
West Wellcamp international airport, governments
and private-sector players are investing in key beef
infrastructure across Australia.
NTCA chief executive Tracey Hayes says investments
such as the Australian Agricultural Company’s Livingstone
Abattoir, which opened in February 2015 and has a
capacity to slaughter 1000 head per day, have the potential
to revolutionise the industry. “There’s a whole class of
animal up here that you really can’t do anything with
other than go to slaughter for grinding beef,” Tracey says.
Where once those cattle were either trucked south, often
at a loss, or kept on property, Tracey says they’re now
being sold. “What it [the Livingstone facility] has done is
give producers an opportunity to clean up their herds and
improve the integrity of their animals’ line.”
To make those investments, the industry needs
capital. In Katherine, real-estate agent Sue Brosnan
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has just returned from meetings in Broome with the
Botha family, owners of SAWA Pastoral, who she’s
representing in the sale of a million-hectare Kimberley
aggregation made up of Moola Bulla, Mt Amhurst,
Beefwood Park and Shamrock stations. The sale
includes nearly 50,000 branded cattle and is expected
to fetch $100 million. After 20 years in the northern
pastoral industry, Sue admits she’s never seen anything
like the interest this sale has generated. “It’s amazing,
absolutely amazing,” says the former station manager
and contract musterer. “We’ve had interest from all
over the world, from America, right through Europe,
right through Asia, and from significant high net worth
individuals in Australia; it really is global interest.”
She says the new money coming into the region
has injected huge confidence. “Regardless of whether
they’re Australian or foreign, they’re here to develop the
industry and grow it,” Sue says. “They’re recognising
that now is the time for agriculture to shine and that’s
where they’re putting their money.” The largest single
offering since the Kidman portfolio hit the market last
June, the SAWA aggregation is just one of a string of
big beef property deals in the past 18 months. And it
follows major investments by Gina Rinehart, Andrew
‘Twiggy’ Forrest and Kerry Stokes.
Chief executive of Noosa-based agribusiness-fund
manager Laguna Bay Pastoral, Tim McGavin, says
new investment is needed for beef businesses to make
the most of booming demand. “Agriculture needs more
investment,” Tim says. “We’ve got a retiring demographic,
we’ve got an average farmer who’s 60, and we’ve got debt
saturation, with debt to equity in agriculture at about
130%,” he says. “So if you put those things together, we
don’t need more debt we need more equity.”

JOHN BRUCE
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CAPE GRIM
When the Greenham family purchased the rundown Blue Ribbon meatworks at Smithton, in
Tasmania’s north-west in 2001, they initially
planned to produce manufacturing beef for
the US market, a model well established at
the family’s Tongala facility in north-western
Victoria. “We didn’t really know anything about
chilled beef to Japan, and we didn’t really
know anything about the domestic market, so
we started buying dairy cows and processing
them,” says Greenham Tasmania general
manager Peter Greenham Jnr.
It soon became obvious the Tasmanian
cattle were of exceptional quality. The
Greenhams started looking into the potential of
processing heavier cattle for a premium grassfed product. Peter moved from Melbourne to

Tasmania to oversee that transition, and the
journey to Cape Grim Beef began.
In addition to linking their product with
leading industry protocols such as Meat
Standards Australia (MSA) and the Americanbased Global Animal Partnership (GAP),
Greenham has chosen not to sell into the big
supermarkets, and instead focuses on top
restaurants and well-respected retail outlets.
“Whoever we want to partner with they really
have to be engaged with the brand,” explains
marketing manager Trevor Fleming. “Because
we view handling Cape Grim as an opportunity,
not just to be bandied around and lumped in
with other beef products.”
On the back of Cape Grim’s success,
Greenham has doubled the capacity of the

Smithton plant from 250 to 500 head a day.
Cape Grim Beef is now exported around
the world, including to the US, South-East
Asia, Japan, Korea, the Maldives, Nepal and
Bangladesh. Sales to the US, alone, have grown
by more than 300% in the past two years.
A policy of paying farmers within two
days and providing premiums for quality
has created strong loyalty among suppliers,
allowing the plant to secure supply through
good times and bad. “We pride ourselves on
those personal relationships,” Trevor says.
“We might own the brand, but really it’s
owned by the 800 or so Cape Grim farmers.
They’re the people who produce the beef day
in, day out and do all the work on the farms;
we just package it and send it out.”

Cattle destined for Greenham’s Cape Grim Beef brand graze on rich pastures near Stanley, north-western Tasmania.
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Kyneton auctioneer Kieran McGrath at the Kyneton saleyards, Vic.

Kimberley cattleman Peter Camp says the growing
interest from foreign investors and wealthy locals has
lifted spirits. “It’s certainly giving people in the industry
a lot of confidence, knowing there’s people out there who
think the industry is a safe investment,” Peter says. Even
so, he says getting a price that makes cattle production
profitable is far more important. “Although we need that
investment, the stability within this region comes more
from the family properties; this is home for those people
and they’ll be here forever and a day.”

GREENER PASTURES

On a cloudy Wednesday at the Kyneton saleyards, in
Victoria’s central highlands, the normal supply and
demand factors are playing out as restockers, processors
and exporters bid for stock beneath a row of auctioneers
in pink, green and blue shirts. What’s not normal is the
destination of these cattle. A third of the 1600 animals on
offer will be trucked to the Chinese-owned Woodlands
property, just north of Goondiwindi, Qld, and dozens
more will be shipped to Russia. A year ago, most would
have stayed in Victoria.
Leaning on a ute in the saleyard car park, Elders
southern livestock manager Ron Rutledge says prices
reflect the quality of Australian beef. Although he admits
there’s growing optimism, the Elders man is cautious
of using the “b” word. “I say this should be the norm,
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rather than a boom,” Ron says. “People in the bush are
traditionally sceptics, but everyone hopes it will last, that
this is the beginning of a long, continual cycle.” It’s a
sentiment shared by many. “I think the industry has got a
very bright future,” McGrath Rodwell auctioneer Kieran
McGrath says. “I’ve been in the industry for 38 years and
this is as good as I’ve seen it.”
Nearly 4000km north, in Darwin, Tracey Hayes says the
industry has a newfound belief in itself. “Before, people
were actively encouraging their children to look elsewhere
and seek alternative careers because there just wasn’t the
money for succession,” she says. “But now, kids are starting
to show an interest in returning home because they can
actually see a future in agriculture.” 

KEY INDUSTRY BODIES
Promoting Aussie beef to the world is a team effort.
Some of the key industry organisations doing that are:
Australian Livestock Exporters Council (www.auslivestockexport.com)
Meat and Livestock Australia (www.mla.com.au)
Cattle Council of Australia (www.cattlecouncil.com.au)
Australian Meat Industry Council (www.amic.org.au)
Australian Lot Feeders Association (www.feedlots.com.au)

