
 

hat a day in Wagga last week! Merinolink, a networking group for all involved in the sheep and wool 
industry, held its 5th Annual conference to a stellar crowd keen to hear from industry experts on a 

range of issues. The event was well attended by four GRASS members/clients, (GRASS has been a member 
of Merinolink since its inception in 2011), including manager Callum Moody and chairman Ian Hamblin. 
 
The Merinolink organisation has always been a champion for innovation and development and in opening 
the conference, chairman Matt Coddington lamented the slow pace of change within agriculture with a 
quote pointing out that most other industries adopt new technologies within 17-24 months whereas 
farming often takes 17-24 years.  
 
Matt McDonagh, manager of the MLA’s research 
and communication department, led the speakers 
for the day determined to show the producers in 
the room that their levy money is well spent on 
developing these new technologies for the merino 
industry. He told us that there are 18 523 sheep 
producers that are members of MLA, and that their 
levies help fund up to 40.9 million dollars in 
research, marketing and other industry 
investments. Notable research projects for the 
industry included the development of NumbNutsTM 

(a pain relief tool for castrating lambs), release of a 
new strain of calicivirus for rabbits and research 
linking eating quality to carcase ASBVs in rams. 
 
Following Matt was Lu Hogan from the sheep CRC discussing the progression of genomic research in 
helping to make ASBVs more accurate. Most intriguing from Lu’s talk was the development of genomic 
testing for commercial producers where by blood testing just 40 ewes out of a flock, researchers can 
determine a range of average ASBVs for the whole flock. These values can be used to benchmark the flock 
against the national average on a trait by trait basis so that producers can buy rams with ASBVs that 
complement their flock, or to improve it where need be. Lu said she hopes this service will be available on a 
commercial basis within six months. 

 
Continuing the theme of flock improvement, Edward 
Clayton from the NSW DPI next discussed the results of a 
recent trial at CSU at Wagga Wagga on the effect of fatty 
acids on female/male ratios during lambing. While a fairly 
research heavy discussion, the gist was that a ewe mob in 
synchronised oestrus  eating a predominantly grain fed 
diet (hence lower levels of omega 3 fatty acids) were 
likely to have up to 20% more female progeny than ewes 
fed on pasture (higher levels of omega 3 fatty acids). 
While it is still early days in the research process, 
producers should watch this space for more 
developments. 
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A change of pace after lunch, Richard Groom of PF Agribusiness, led the room in an enigmatic talk about 
key performance indicators (KPI’s) for farming businesses. Richard said too many producers treat running 
their farms like a hobby rather than the multi-million dollar businesses they are and that this approach 
often lead to gross inefficiencies. He recommended regular monthly budget updates, paying special 
attention to benchmark KPI’s like total overheads, EBIT, and ROA. 
 
From financial benchmarking to genetic benchmarking, Craig Wilson (Craig Wilson and Associates) gave a 
talk on the Peter Westblade Memorial Wether Trial that Merinolink has been heavily involved in since its 
beginning. By eliminating the effects of nutrition, climate and management, the trial provides the biggest 
merino bloodline comparison in Australia. Using figures from past trials as an example, Craig showed us 
that genetics can make a huge difference to the viability of a sheep enterprise. 
 
To round the day out we had another agribusiness consultant, Mike Stephens, up the front to bust some of 
the most popular myths in agriculture. Top of the list was “drought is an unlucky event” and Mike wasted 
no time in pulling out data from BOM 
showing us there has been a major 
drought every decade since records 
began. He proceeded to work through a 
number of other challenges that ag 
producers face but often blame on 
external factors, stating repeatedly that 
planning and recognising the limits of 
one’s own management abilities can go 
a long way to mitigating most disasters.  
 
All up it was a great day with the 
speakers covering a wide variety of 
subjects critical to running a high 
performance merino operation. All 
credit to Merinolink for putting on such 
an informative and well run day, the 
GRASS team certainly found it to be well 
worth the drive. 
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