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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Since 2000, the eastern wheatbelt of Western Australia (WA) has experienced a 20% drop in winter 

rainfall, a 60% increase in summer rainfall, and increased variability between seasons (Scanlon & 

Doncon, 2020). 

The aim of the project, ‘Investigating the opportunities for flexible farm business adaptations’ 

funded by Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development (DPIRD) Agribusiness 

Innovations Fund (AIF), was to engage with industry and identify ways to adapt and respond to 

variable seasonal conditions, this included, identifying potential within the sheep meat supply chain, 

specific to the eastern wheatbelt region of WA.  

The project was developed following a series of poor or challenging seasons (2010 to 2015) resulting 

in many farming businesses experiencing financial distress. The National Drought Pilot program and 

the State governments Plan, Prepare and Prosper and Planning to Profit workshops were delivered 

from 2011 to 2015, improving many farmers’ decision-making skills and risk mitigation strategies 

(Dwyer et al., 2019). Acknowledging the value of this work and recognising the potential to build on 

it, growers recognised the need to build resilient farm businesses with increased flexibility in the 

farming system by investigating risk mitigation strategies.  

In the four years (2016 to 2020) growers, agribusiness and industry participants embarked on a 

project journey aimed at building resilient farm businesses with the capacity to adapt. 

This report documents key project activities and outcomes. 

Project achievements include a review of literature ‘Building more resilient farm businesses with the 

capacity to adapt, an Industry Forum event held in 2018, a farmer delegation to the Middle East in 

2019, and the release of myFARMSMART in 2020. 

This report is separated into two parts and two documents, this is Part I: 

Part I summarises the situation in the global markets for the sheep industry, the trends in the 

eastern wheatbelt, our engagement with industry and the study tour to the Middle East to see 

first-hand what customers and markets are looking for. It presents options for industry, with 

scenarios to improve profitability in the sheep enterprise. 

Part II Focus’s on the development of myFARMSMART. It summarises the literature review, 

documents the discussions with the focus groups before explaining the characteristics of the 

business analysis tool developed.  Four regional case studies demonstrate how the myFARMSMART 

framework can be used to improve return on investment for a farm business.  
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FOREWORD 
Tanya Kilminster 

The purpose of this project “Investigating investment opportunities in the 
sheep meat supply chain for flexible adaptation of eastern wheatbelt farm 
businesses” was twofold. One, to assist farming businesses in the low rainfall 
eastern wheatbelt to build resilience in their operations, hence the 
importance to understand how farm managers make decisions and 
determine the support required. Secondly, to increase the value in the WA 
sheep industry, specifically from sheep raised and managed in the eastern 
wheatbelt. As such, it was important to understand internal and external 

trends that were likely to influence the value and creation of new opportunities for the eastern 
wheatbelt sheep industry. 

 

Lucy Anderton  

Tanya and are passionate about the industry that we work and live; we have 

a desire to see vibrant regional communities.  

The value of agriculture underpins regional economies and is the key to 

success. We believe resilient and successful farm businesses are critical to 

achieve this. 

As farm businesses become increasingly complex, on farm decision-making 

has also become increasingly complex and increasingly important. Good 

decision making is informed decision making, yet often this is time consuming and costly. Our objective 

was to build a simple but effective tool for farm business analysis, that considered interactions between 

variables and climate. myFARMSMART is only one of the major outcomes from this project but we 

believe we have developed a tool that will strengthen the future of farm businesses.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Australian farm business 

managers operate in a more 

volatile business 

environment compared to 

virtually all other national 

agriculture sectors world-

wide. Businesses involved in 

Australian agriculture also 

experience more than twice 

the level of volatility on 

average of businesses in 

other sectors of the 

Australian economy (Keogh, 

2012).  

Managing this volatility and 

risks in modern farming is 

critical to success.  

In the last 30 years, farming systems, mix and scale have changed in WA, cropping has replaced 

sheep (wool) as the driving force of profitability which has also changed the risk profile of many 

businesses. Increasing farm size and larger cropping programs require larger investments and create 

more financial risk. Seasonal variability, production risk managing weeds and diseases, frost events 

and price risk in an export focused global market are some of the other risks farmers manage. 

In WA, the period from 2002 to 2015 was particularly difficult for broadacre farming. The period 

included some of the driest years experienced for decades and some areas endured several frost 

events. Farm indebtedness increased rapidly, leading to questions about the viability of many farm 

businesses.  

Farm business management is about dealing with these risks and converting resources, skills and 

competencies into a financial outcome to meet business and family lifestyle goals. It is about 

responding to a complex set of variables and risks, and like most walks of life, risk and uncertainty 

are inescapable. Decisions are made on physical inputs and outputs, which are determined by 

climatic, technical, and economic environment. Every decision has its consequences in the future, 

we can seldom be absolutely sure what those consequences will be. Yet risk is not something to be 

afraid of. It is often said that in business, profit is the reward for bearing risk: no risk means no gains. 

The task is to manage risk effectively by understanding we do not need to take on more risk to 

achieve a greater return; low risk, high margin agriculture is possible (Hardaker et al., 2015, MLA, 

2018). 

Empowering farmers with the right tools and information so that farm businesses can survive and 

thrive into the future are key strategies for industry bodies. Growing the value of agriculture is key 

to success for the regional economies underpinning economic development and regional 

employment. 

We know from 
research

Farmer’s work 
in complex 

environments 
with multiple 
variables to 

consider

They use 
experience 

and 
knowledge 

to make 
decisions

They require 
skills in logistics 
and organising 

multiple factors 
because timing 

is critical

The top 25% 
have good 

organistional 
skills

Using             
"Rule -of-

thumb" and 
thier "gut"
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This project set out to provide additional tools to farmers to achieve this, it discovered there is 

potential to increase the value of the sheep industry by $40 million, that there is a desire within 

communities to use data for decision making but a reluctance to adopt new technology which is 

time-consuming. There is also an expectation that applications (apps) will provide solutions but 

there is reluctance to change systems.   

KEY FINDINGS 

Key findings from the project were: 

➢ There is potential to increase the value of sheep by $37 million in the eleven shires forming 

the Merredin Advisory District and an additional $3 million in profit and wages to the State’s 

economy. 

o Improving the feed-base to provide cost-effective nutrition has potential to increase 

this value again. 

➢ There is a strong desire in the farming community and industry to see tools with the capacity 

to integrate data to turn data into knowledge.  

O There are several constraints to achieve data integration. 

OPPORTUNITIES EXIST TO: 

1. Improve understanding of the advantages to improve price transparency in the sheepmeat 

market. 

a. Industry-producers need to lead the way, possibly facilitated by government or 

grower groups. 

2. Create a co-ordinated effort with key stakeholders to promote WA sheepmeat, so that when 

consumers think about WA lamb, they conjure a clear image that exemplifies the qualities 

they seek. 

a. Investigate other communities/organisations who are doing this, like the lime-coast 

red meat cluster. 

3. Use myFARMSMART as a national drought mitigation tool for farmers and their advisors. 

a. Drought funding released in 2021 is a potential opportunity to invest in 

myFARMSMART and increase its application to a nationally recognised tool for 

drought mitigation planning. 

4. Develop an online master class package with industry leaders and savvy business managers 

delivering their story and providing advice to others trying to build businesses. 
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Other observations 

o Economies of scale in sheepmeat achieve higher productivity gains. 

o Farmers cope better with the variance in financial outcomes from large cropping programs 

to the variance and stress they experience with dry seasonal conditions and low feed 

availability for stock. 

o Farmers learn from each other by attending field days or within groups, the lack of “buzz” in 

the sheep industry compared to the grains industry in the last 10 to 15 years has contributed 

to a slower uptake of technology and slower productivity gains, there are signs of change in 

the last two to three years with higher wool and sheepmeat prices.   

The following findings and observations are grouped by the project objectives. 

Objective one: Build more resilient businesses with the capacity to adapt 

• Farm business managers’ decision making and that of their advisors can be improved by 

encouraging them to access more information, reflect more on their experiences and get a 

better understanding of the relationship between the many variables in their business. 

• Organisational skills and timely management decisions are a key characteristic of successful 

farm business managers. 

• Farmers draw on years of experience to make many of their decisions using their ‘gut-feel’ 

and ‘rules of thumb’ based on an intuition they have built which is a combination of their 

own experience, and knowledge from external sources. 

• Existing decision support tools used by researchers, advisors, and those commercially 

available at the start of this project in 2016-17 were evaluated. At the time few existed that 

were suitable for farmers to use. Since 2017, a rapid change in technology has occurred with 

many options in the form of monitoring and internet of things, yet a decision support tool 

around whole-farm scenario planning is only offered by one company. This is despite a 

perception of overcrowding in the farm business management software space. 

• Farm management decisions can be improved with knowledge and understanding, including 

the use of decision support tools. 

 

Objective two: Build stronger relationships across the supply chain 

• Australia and particularly WA needs a reputation as a reliable source of good quality, safe, 

fresh meat for growing populations wanting and needing to import protein. 

• The competition which exists between processors and the culture of the processing sector 

creates barriers for growth, and for promoting WA lamb. 

• COVID-19 has subdued the high level of confidence in strong demand for sheepmeat in the 

medium to long-term due to the uncertainty associated with the global pandemic.  

• Price transparency would improve transactional trust between stakeholders, whilst prices 

are high this issue becomes less important compared to when prices are perceived to be 

low. 

• Opportunity exists: 

o to grow demand in the US  

o grow market demand and access in the Middle East 
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o for a specialised processor underpinned by a base-line retailer like Aldi or IGA in WA 

to custom kill and meet the growing demand for emerging brands around 

provenance.   

 

Objective three: Improve return on investment for growers in the eastern wheatbelt 

Improving productivity in the sheepmeat enterprise from 11 shires in the EWB can increase value to 

the State’s economy by $40 million. 

myFARMSMART’s competitive advantage exists as a new tool, offering a user-friendly business 

decision support tool with a high level of complexity. Accounting for different relationships between 

variables and representing a broadacre mixed farming enterprise. 

 

Figure 1. myFARMSMART competitive advantage 

PROJECT BENEFITS 

 

Additonal benefits associated with this project is the experience gained, and the training and 

professional development for grower group committee members and general members of MADFIG 

and FEAR and others involved in the project, these included. 

o Eliza Dowling, who was contracted to help with the literature review on farmer decision 

making, is continuing her research in this area as a PhD student with Queensland 

University 

o MADFIG gained experience in project governance, intellectual property matters and 

project management, they have subsequently developed policies and procedures and 

increased the skill level of committee members.  

o Ten producers visited the Middle East to experience market expectations, and attended 

a days media training with MLA professional media staff. 

o Brydie Creagh was employed for three months and gained skills in research, data 

analyses, marketing and intellectual property matters. 
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BACKGROUND 

THE VALUE OF AGRICULTURE IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 

WA has a Mediterranean-type climate characterised by long, hot dry summers and cool, wet 

winters.  Seventy-five per cent of annual rainfall occurs during the winter months, between April and 

October. Significant rainfall can occur in the summer months from high intensity thunderstorms or 

rain-bearing depressions associated with tropical cyclones.  

Although WA is subject to a drying and warming trend in climate with increased variability, it is the 

most reliable grain production area in Australia, at least to date (Kingwell, 2020). Wheat is the 

dominant broadacre crop grown and much of the agriculture area is known as the wheatbelt. 

The grains industry is a major contributor 

to the agri-food sector, producing 14 

million tonnes of grain per year on 

average (DPIRD, 2018). In 2018-19 the 

broadacre grains industry generated $6.7 

billion for the WA economy, 41% of the 

national value for broadacre crops (ABS, 

2020). Wheat contributes 44% of the 

total value of crops (including 

horticulture) and 50% to the broadacre 

crops in WA. Wheat provides 31% of the 

total value of agriculture.   

                                         

 

80-90% of all annual grain production is exported to over 50 countries (DPIRD, 2018).  

The Australian population is projected to increase somewhere between 4 and 4.9 million people by 

2030 which means almost all additional grain production in eastern Australia will be consumed by 

the domestic market. The outlook for the Australian feed grain demand is anticipated to increase by 

between 2.24 million tonne (mmt) and 2.48 mmt. An additional 0.6 to 0.77 mmt will be required for 

feed grain and food demand in flour and malt production (Kingwell, 2020).  

The sheep industry is the second largest agriculture industry in value for WA after the wheat 

industry. Although sheepmeat (lamb and mutton) value ($547 million) is less than beef at $828 

million, the combined wool and sheepmeat industries are valued at 1.5 billion, Figure 3. 

50%

25%

12%

5%
4%4%

Wheat

Barley

Canola

Hay

Pulses

Oats

Figure 2. Gross value of broadacre crops 2018-19 
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Figure 3. Gross value of agriculture production for meat and wool 

Mixed farming enterprises are typical, although in the last 30 years the area of cropping on most 

farms has increased and overall, the area of crops grown in WA has increased. The average crop 

percentage in the medium rainfall is 75% (MLA, 2018) and trending higher in the low rainfall areas 

(ABS, 2015-16). Due mostly to the low profitability of the sheep enterprise after the collapse of the 

wool price in the early 1990’s concomitant with significant productivity improvements in cropping 

from implementing new technology (MLA, 2018). 

In the last ten years, the area of crop grown averaged 8.2 million hectares with low variance, the 

highest amount was 8.6 million in 2016 and lowest was 7.8 in 2015-16, Figure 4. 

 

 

Figure 4. Number of sheep and area of crop (ha's) WA 2008-2018    
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CHALLENGES AND BENEFITS OF MIXED FARMING SYSTEMS 

Crop-livestock systems offer a range of benefits and challenges for farmers (Bell and Moore 2012). 

Risk mitigation to climate and price variability is provided through diversification of enterprises, 

particularly if their annual economic returns are not correlated. Often, returns from livestock 

enterprises are not highly correlated with crop production, which means annual variability in farm 

income is reduced with a combination of both enterprises. Cropping enterprises are often associated 

with higher potential profitability but higher risks, while livestock enterprises a more stable cash-

flow is achieved, sometimes providing revenue when crop production is not profitable during dry 

seasonal conditions. Further risk management opportunities exist where there is capacity to 

tactically adjust activities in response to either climate or price fluctuations (Bell et al., 2019) 

Other benefits include the ability to allocate resources such as land, labour and machinery to 

different activities to optimize farm profitability. Variability in land capabilities or soil types means 

some areas are more suited to livestock or cropping. Crop-livestock integration can also achieve 

significant production complementarities (Bell et al., 2019). For example, pastures can assist in 

reducing weed seed banks including resistant weeds (MLA, 2018).  

The challenges or compromises for mixed farming systems can be (i) delaying summer weed control, 

(ii) a delay in the optimum grass-seed set control as a trade-off to provide more feed to finish lambs 

in late spring, (iii) delay of critical sheep management or crop management activities because of 

competing priorities (MLA, 2018). It is this additional complexity in decision making which makes the 

mixed farming enterprise challenging. 

A study by Kingwell et al., (2013) and Anderton (2017) used a multidisciplinary approach to identify 

characteristics of commercially successful businesses that were adapting to uncertainty in their 

operating environment. Of the 270 farm businesses examined in a decade, 36% were crop 

specialists, defined as cropping more than 80% of their land. Farm businesses that grew over this 10 

year period from 2002 to 2011 increased their productivity through the application of existing 

technology1. These farms were highly efficient at applying technology, were more likely to introduce 

innovations, and were managed by operators that were rated by their consultants to have good 

organisation and time management skills. They were not region or rainfall specific, meaning it did 

not matter which rainfall zone these farmers were located, however in the low rainfall areas of L3 

and L4, seasonal variablity increases and thus the level of difficulty increases, Figure 5. This study 

demonstrated that farmers can succeed in any rainfall location, the critical factor is how they 

respond to the many complex variables they have to consider.  

 
1 For example, new plant varieties, GPS technology. 
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Figure 5. Farm performance groups in rainfall zones (%) 

When Keogh (2012) analysed two decades of farm survey data he concluded that mixed enterprise 

farm businesses involving both livestock and crop production were more successful at managing 

business risk over the two decades in comparison to businesses focused only on crop. His 

conclusions recommended the need to develop a more sophisticated approach to farm business 

management in Australia which includes greater consideration of risk in comparisons of gross 

margins for different farm enterprises, and that a more systems-based approach to farm 

management advice is needed so that farm business managers are more able to adequately consider 

the cost of volatility or risk in making management decisions. These concepts were the premise for 

this project, “Investigating flexible farming systems for the eastern wheatbelt”. 
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THE PROJECT - INVESTIGATING FLEXIBLE FARMING SYSTEMS FOR THE EASTERN WHEATBELT (EWB) 

The project had three main objectives: 

1. Build more resilient businesses with the capacity to adapt, 
2. Build stronger relationships across the sheepmeat supply chain, and 
3. Improve return on investment for growers in the eastern wheatbelt. 

A key strategy to achieve these objectives was to develop a farm business decision support tool for 

farmers to assist farm managers analyse their whole farm business and to interrogate each 

enterprise, providing greater support to their decision making specifically to manage risk.  

At the same time this project sought to facilitate relationships between members of the sheepmeat 

supply chain for mutual benefit and to investigate existing and new opportunities in the sheep 

industry.  

The aim of the project was to investigate and facilitate adaptive change in the low rainfall eastern 

wheatbelt. 

PROJECT GOALS 

The high-level outcomes this project aims were to: 

 

Figure 6. Project Goals and Activities 

Grow the value of WA sheep products to contribute $2bn to the State economy.

Cultivate community recognition of the WA sheep industry. 

Investigate opportunities in the sheep industry for existing and new markets

Develop a user-friendly tool for farmers with farmers to analyse their business

Build more 
resilient 

businesses with 
the capacity to 

adapt

•Literature review

•Survey farms

•Scenarios & industry options

Build stronger 
reliationships 

across the 
sheepmeat 

supply chain

•Market outlook event (2016)

•Industry forum event (2018)

•Study tour (2019)

•Situation analysis

Improve return 
on investment

•Business analysis tool

•20 Businesses

Goals & Activities 
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PROJECT GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Project Governance Structure  
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OBJECTIVES & OUTPUTS 
 

OBJECTIVE 1: BUILD MORE RESILIENT FARM BUSINESSES WITH THE CAPACITY TO ADAPT 

OUTPUT 1: LITERATURE REVIEW2 

A review of the literature set the direction for the project. The purpose was to prevent duplication of 

previous work by others and to build on the latest and current knowledge, the themes considered 

were: 

1. Adaptive capacity of farmers and what does resilience look like? 

2. Understanding how people make decisions and how farmers make complex decisions. 

3. Developing a decision support system. 

a. How to help farmers make better decisions. 

b. Understanding and measuring farm performance. 

c. Understanding and measuring rational and intuition in decision making. 

 

OUTPUT 2: SURVEY 

The survey had two objectives, firstly to improve our understanding of farmer decision-making 

characteristics, and secondly to gather more information about farming systems to assist with model 

development. 

OUTPUT 3: SCENARIOS & INDUSTRY OPTIONS3 

Consultation with stakeholders and analysis established the scenarios investigated with the aim for 

industry to understand the implications of their decision-making. The following four scenarios and 

their implications were considered. 

1. Improving productivity by increasing lambing rates and stocking rates 

o Understanding the risks 

o How do we achieve it? 

2. Airfreight light weight lambs to the Middle East market 

o Grass fed lightweight merino lambs direct from wheatbelt farms   

o Specification 14 – 18kg carcase weight  

3. Sucker lambs, direct to abattoir for slaughter 

o Lamb turn off – September to December 

o Wheatbelt lambs direct to abattoir to meet Christmas and Australia Day demand, 

grass-fed store merino lambs direct from wheatbelt farms. 

o Minimum live weight 42kg  

4. Store lambs on-farm direct to feedlot for finishing on grain 

o Lamb turn off – September to December 

Blue sky opportunities identified: 

5. Mobile abattoirs 

6. Regional feedlot using redundant regional infrastructure 

 
2 See Part I of Final Project Report 
3 See Part I of Final Project Report 
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OBJECTIVE 2: BUILD STRONGER RELATIONSHIPS ACROSS THE SHEEP MEAT SUPPLY CHAIN 

OUTPUT 1: SITUATION ANALYSIS 

National Livestock Identification System (NLIS) data was purchased for the eleven shires in the EWB 

that comprise DPIRD’s Merredin District Advisory area. This data was interrogated along with 

Australian Bureau Statistics data to build a profile of producers and understand selling preferences 

by analysing stock movements. 

OUTPUT 2: ENGAGING WITH INDUSTRY – INTERVIEWS & EVENTS 

Several strategies were used to build stronger relationships across the sheep industry supply chain, 

these included building personal relationships to facilitate change and key events were held to 

engage with industry to extend messages and build trust: 

• Conversations with processors 

• Conversations with eastern wheatbelt livestock agents 

• Market outlook  

• Industry forum – speed dating 

OUTPUT3: STUDY TOUR TO MIDDLE EAST 

The key aims of the study tour were:  

1. Market familiarisation and segmentation of lamb and mutton, chilled and frozen. 

2. Investigating opportunities, for example, chilled yearling sheep meat. 

3. Understanding the influence of religious and cultural ceremonies on the market and how the 

market operates during these times.  

4. Understanding the impact on the WA sheep industry and specifically eastern wheatbelt 

producers when there is supply disruption in these key markets. 

 

OBJECTIVE 34: IMPROVE RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

OUTPUT 1: BUSINESS ANALYSIS TOOL - PATHWAY TO DEVELOPMENT 

A key aim of the project was to build business analysis tool for a mixed farming enterprise, considering 

interactions between variables and climate.  

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK 

A stakeholder engagement framework was developed as a foundation for communication and 

engagement plan with key stakeholders. 

Level 1 stakeholders were priority stakeholders that had ongoing involvement with the project, and 

were kept informed, consulted, and were often involved in the decision making. Most collaborated 

to achieve outputs. 

Level 2 stakeholders were kept informed about the project and were engaged when required for 

their expertise. 

 
4 See Part II of Final Project Report 
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Figure 8. Stakeholder engagement framework 

SUMMARY OF KEY STAKEHOLDER GROUPS 

1. Merredin and Districts Farm Improvement Group (MADFIG) – project sponsor 

MADFIG incorporated in 2015 with aims of encouraging learning and development of farm 
businesses focused on agriculture research, development, and extension, and facilitating 
opportunities for farming families in the Merredin and districts to network, share and 
innovate together. MADFIG committee and grower members had significant roles in the 
project as members of the Steering Committee or participated in focus groups. 

2. Far Eastern Agriculture Research (FEAR) Group – participating grower group  

The FEAR Group (formerly the Bodallin Catchment Group) active since 1988 and 
incorporated in 1999. It has a long and positive presence in the Yilgarn shire and has 
collaborated successfully over the years with natural resource management organisations 
and in the last decade aligned more closely with research and development organisations 
investigating agricultural production systems. FEAR committee and grower members had 
significant roles in the project as members of the Steering Committee or participated in 
focus groups. 
 

3. DPIRD - Tanya Kilminster (DPIRD) managed the project as facilitator and collaborator 
working with the grower groups and consultant, organising events, building relationships 
and networks. DPIRD’s sheep innovation business initiative (SIBI) project and its members 
have supported the activities, provided data and additional funding for the on-line tool 
development. 
 

4. Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) – Presented at the Market Outlook event and the Industry 
Forum. They hosted and part-sponsored the study tour to the Middle East. 
 

Level 1

•MADFIG grower group

•FEAR grower group

•Steering committee

•DPIRD Livestock Industries

•Farm consultants

•Stock agents

•Meat & Livestock Australia

Level 2

•DPIRD Grains and Farming 
Systems directorates

•CSIRO research officers

•Processors

•Buyers

•Industry organisations

Strategies

•Inform 

•Consult

•Involve 

•Collabortate

•Empower
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PROJECT ACTIVITIES 

Details of the project activities are listed in chronological in Figure 9. 

 

Figure 9. Project activities 2017 to 2020 

  

2017

•Reviewing literature on:

• Current decision support tools available for farmers 

• Methods for measuring farm financial performance

• Understanding farmers decision making processes

•Survey sent to farmers to discover more about how they make decisions

•Consultation with focus groups about using decision support tools, expectations and sheep 
enterprise

•Started developing myFARMSMART excel

•Consulted with professionals from Charles Sturt University and farm consultants

2018

•Developing tool, including feedback on decision framework by farmer-led steering committee 
and farmer focus groups

•Fact finding with Digital Ag Collective in Sydney, meeting with several technology service 
providers

•Consultation with industry experts; economists, farm consultants, bankers

•HARVEST 2.0 start-up accelerator program investigating commercialisation pathway

2019

•Consultation and development of myFARMSMART continues using a continuous improvement 
process. 

•Industry analysis using myFARMSMART and presentations at regional update meetings to 
demonstrate myFARMSMART

•Case studies with farmers using myFARMSMART

•Study-tour to investigate market to the Middle East

•Feasibility study for sheep market opportunties

•Commercialisation plan for myFARMSMART

2020

•Online tool development

•Presentation of regional case studies using myFARMSMART at four GRDC regional crop updates

•Final report
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE SHEEP INDUSTRY IN THE EWB 

THE AUSTRALIAN SHEEPMEAT INDUSTRY - SITUATION 

The Australian sheepmeat industry provides quality protein for domestic food consumption, 

Australians are one of the largest consumers of sheep meat per capita at 6.8 kg of sheepmeat per 

person. National expenditure was approximately $2.6 billion on lamb and $51 million on mutton in 

2018-19 (MLA estimate 2019). Sheepmeat exports were valued higher than domestic consumption 

at $4.1 billion in 2020 (Figure 10), more than double the value exported in 2010-11 and a 14% 

increase from the previous year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Value of Australian sheep exports (Bruce, 2020)  

Sheepmeat production was a by-product activity of the Merino sheep wool enterprise. This changed 

with the collapse of the wool price reserve scheme in 1991 and the subsequent low prices for wool 

facilitated transformational change. The lamb industry has emerged, into a high value growth 

industry, Figure 10 & 11. The national sheep flock is near to 1905 numbers at 64 million head (Figure 

11) but 63% less than 170 million in 1990. 
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Figure 11. Australian sheep flock (million head) and lamb and mutton production (thousand tonnes cwt) 

There are several reasons for the decline which started in 1991 after wool prices collapsed. The 

competition for land use has been driven by more profitable crop enterprises that have achieved 

significant productivity gains in the last 30 years. The adoption of minimum tillage, new varieties and 

agronomy packages that require significant 

capital investment and economies of scale 

have meant that cropping has expanded 

significantly at the expense of sheep. 

Decreasing sheep numbers are directly 

correlated to the increase in crop 

production (Figure 12).  

     
  

      

 

 

     Figure 12. Number of sheep V's area of crop 

In recent years increasing prices for sheepmeat and wool has slowed this trend but drought and 

issues around stock feed and water availability has hindered a flock rebuild in response to improved 

prices and enterprise profitability. Despite substantial rainfall in 2020 for parts of Australia and 

improved pasture availability the national flock was expected to remain under 64 million whilst 

producers recover. Numbers are forecast to recover in 2021, and more rapidly than initially 

anticipated, so that by 2023, the flock is expected to be 75.4 million head5.  

 

Figure 13. Australian Sheep and lamb flock size - forecast ('000) 

  

 
5 https://www.mla.com.au/prices-markets/Trends-analysis/sheep-
projections/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20national%20sheep,head%2C%20after%20years%20of%20drou
ght. 
 

https://www.mla.com.au/prices-markets/Trends-analysis/sheep-projections/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20national%20sheep,head%2C%20after%20years%20of%20drought
https://www.mla.com.au/prices-markets/Trends-analysis/sheep-projections/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20national%20sheep,head%2C%20after%20years%20of%20drought
https://www.mla.com.au/prices-markets/Trends-analysis/sheep-projections/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%20the%20national%20sheep,head%2C%20after%20years%20of%20drought
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GLOBAL MEAT PRODUCTION AND TRENDS 

The main factors likely to drive the evolution and dynamics in world meat markets are animal 

disease outbreaks, sanitary restrictions and trade policies. Trade agreements change meat trade 

patterns and COVID-19 has impacted on food service industry and the slaughtering and processing 

sectors. Consumer preferences and attitudes all play their part. The OECD-FAO predict a more 

modest demand growth for meet overall due to attitudes toward health, the environment, animal 

welfare and global greenhouse gas (OECD-FAO, 2020). 

 

Figure 14. World meat consumption 1996 to 2021 (thousand tonne) 

In most markets, lamb and mutton remain niche components of consumer diets compared to beef, 

poultry and pork, which are the main meat proteins consumed globally (Figure 14). In the last twenty 

years beef consumption increased from 150,940 million tonne (mmt) in 2000 to 177,328 mmt in 

2019, a 15% in growth. During the same period chicken and pork consumption have grown by 47% 

and 16.5 % repectively. Gains in production systems and genetics with improvements in growth 

rates and feed conversion ratios are significant, and have driven costs of production lower. This has 

enabled chicken and pork to emerge as low-priced proteins in the last 10 years, in contrast to the 

price of sheepmeat which was the cheapest source of protein in 1990 and has now emerged as the 

most expensive, Figure 15.  
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Figure 15. FAO international meat price index6 2010 to 2020 

Yet, the global outlook for sheepmeat consumption is largely positive, driven by growth in the 

population and household income in emerging coutries. Consumption growth is highest in Asia, the 

Middle East and Africa where sheepmeat is is more widely consumed and where a greater number 

of consumers are shifting into the middle-upper income bracket and seeking higher quality meat, 

MLA, 2020.  

 

Figure 16. Forecast sheep meat production and consumption (2021-2030) 

The US is the second largest sheep meat importer in the world behind China, with imports steadily 

growing year on year, Figure 17. 

 
6 Meat price index is computed from average prices of four types of meat, weighted by world average export 
trade shares for 2002-2004. 
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Figure 17. Top-ten sheepmeat trade flows 2019 (‘000t) 

 

KEY FACTORS DRIVING MARKET PRICE 

Australia is the second largest global exporter of lamb and sheepmeat (Figure 17), returns to the 

sector are strongly influenced by international demand underpinned by strong domestic demand. 

Factors which effect local market prices include, level of available supply, export prices, currency 

exchange rates, world trade and the strength of international demand. Volatility in the marketplace 

is influenced by political events, trade and policy changes, seasonal conditions, international 

population dynamics and consumer demand (Hermann et al., 2017).  

The organisation for Economic Co-operation Development (OECD) and the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations outlook forecasts sheepmeat prices in real terms to remain 

high as contractions in flock reduce supply and restrict trade from the two leading exporters, 

Australia and New Zealand. This will maintain pressure on global prices for the next five years, 

(OECD-FAO, 2020). 

The variation in sheep meat production (1,000 tons) from 2007-2009 to 2017-2019 illustrated in 

Figure 18 show the countries which have lost production in the last ten years (red bubbles) and 

conversly where production has grown during the same period (green bubbles), the size of the 

bubble relates to the size of change in production.  There is a large growth in China’s  sheepmeat 

production, other countries with significant growth are in Africa, Algeria, Sudan and Chad. Turkey 

and Uzbekistan have also increased production. The contraction mostly in the EU is a response to a 

loss in government payments, Spain and the United Kingdom have contracted the most, but more 

significant is the contraction in New Zealand due to the competition for land with the dairy industry.  
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Figure 18. Absolute change in global sheep meat production (1,000 tons) 2017 – 2019 v’s 2007-2009 

The top six export destinations for Australian sheep meat in Figure 19 show a substantial increase in 

the value of sheep meat for the decade 2008-09 to 2018-19. Largely driven by an increase in 

quantity to all destinations but also facilitated by an increase in prices. The standout is the significant 

increase in quantity being exported to China.  

Value of sheepmeat ($) Quantity of sheepmeat (kt) 

SOURCE: ABARES, ABS  SOURCE: ABARES, ABS  

Figure 19. Value and quantity of sheepmeat  

There were five major elements influencing and determining trends in global sheepmeat production, 

consumption, and trade in 2019 (Anderton & Weeks, 2020): 

• Climate change  

• China demand/import growth  

• Middle East demand (to grow but exposed to economic and political risk/uncertainty)  

• China and international trade agreements between China and USA 

• Brexit trade outcomes 

Additional issues that emerged in 2020 and continued into 2021 were the COVID-19 pandemic and 

the price of oil, both affected demand for sheepmeat. This was evident in the Middle East market 

where demand for both lamb and mutton was hit by depressed incomes due to low oil prices and a 

reduction in tourism. There was a 33% decrease in sheep meat exports to the Middle East between 

2020 and 2021. Figure 20 shows the decrease in sheep meat exports to the different countries in 

2020 and 2021 in comparison to 2018 and 2019.  
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Figure 20. sheep meat exports to MENA countries 2019 to 2021 

  

 

Figure 21. True Aussie lamb, Doha Qatar and the destination of Australian lamb 

China and the North American market (US) are two growing markets for sheep meat, Australia 

supplies 80% of the sheep meat consumed in the US market which is well placed to continue 

growing due to consumer demand for variety of food products and with a growing middle eastern 

influence on food in the US it is influencing consumers to try lamb. A free-trade agreement with the 

US and no tariffs compared to the three competitors, New Zealand, Chile and Urugauy have 0.7 c/kg 
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for lamb and 2.8 c/kg for mutton, means lamb is well placed to continue growing in the US market, 

MLA, 2021. 

Similar to the North American market, sheep meat accounts for a small proportion of the dietry 

protein in China but has grown gradually in the past decade, with rising incomes and urbanisation. 

The Chinse consumer is generally willing to pay more for this meat because they see it as superior, 

safe and with good animal welfare and ethics – the animal is well-cared for. But, they are not 

familiar with its preparation and 65% is consumed outside the home (Source:USMEF). Depsite the 

pandemic the foodservice sector sales value of lamb by operator buying price for 2021 is estimated 

to be US$103.7 million. This is forecast to increase to US$120.58 by 2025 (Source:GlobalData). MLA, 

2021. 

THE WESTERN AUSTRALIAN SHEEP MEAT INDUSTRY 
This section of the report provides a background to the sheepmeat industry in Western Australia and 

identifies some the differences to the other sheep producing states in Australia. Reporting on 

market specifications and opportunities, it provides background and context to the scenarios 

investigated to seek opportunities for EWB sheepmeat . 

The sheepmeat value chain, in Figure 22, represents the flow of product from producer to consumer 

in the domestic and export market. 

The industry is reliant on an efficient 

logistics and transport sector to move 

it from one part of the supply chain to 

the next. Each player being reliant on 

a quality product to achieve a profit. 

In 2017-18 the Australian red meat 

and livestock industry created 

employment for 404,800 people, 

172,000 were directly employed and 

232,400 were indirectly employed 

servicing the red meat and livestock 

industry (MLA, 2019a).          

             
                                                               

Figure 22. Representation of the Sheepmeat Value Chain (DPIRD, 2016) 

These additional jobs include those involved in transporting meat and livestock, activities related to 

livestock sales (such as livestock agents) employment in providing animal health services and supply 

of farm inputs. The gross five-year average value of the sheepmeat industry is $534 million. In 

Western Australia 18,920 people were directly employed, creating 1.2 additional indirect jobs. The 

processing sector generates an additional 2.4 indirect jobs for every person directly employed, 

(MLA,2019a; IBIS World; ABS) 

The West Australian sheep meat market and supply chain has some unique characteristics in 

comparison to the national industry. Seasonality of supply is more extreme than other States, there 
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is a greater proportion of merino or merino-cross lambs and there is also the tyranny of distance 

(Hermann et al., 2017). 

There are two main saleyards, Muchea and Katanning, and there are five main abattoirs processing 

sheep, and several smaller abattoirs and boutique butchers. The two largest abattoirs are well-

established with export licences, WAMMCO at Katanning and Fletchers International at Narrikup, 

Albany. V & V Walsh in Bunbury have a domestic focus and more recently developed a whole 

carcase export into China. Beaufort River and Hillside abattoirs are vertically integrated businesses 

with the live export trade. Several other smaller abattoirs like Corrigin Meat Works, Geraldton Meat 

Exports and Shark Lake in Esperance are facilities that slaughter small numbers. Geraldton and Shark 

Lake have closed and reopened in recent years, so have Hillside and Beaufort River. An indication of 

how difficult the meat processing industry finds it to remain viable. 

    

Figure 23. Product flows in sheep meat marketing chain based on 2019-20 year (ABS DATA, PIRSA DATA, DPIRD 
analysis August 2020) 

In 2012 the quantity exported from WA was slightly less than domestic consumption, since then this 

has changed and domestic consumption is a small proportion of sheepmeat production, most of 

which is now exported, Figure 24 (ABS DATA, PIRSA DATA, DPIRD ANALYSIS). 

Sheep Flock in WA 

2019-20

14.3 million sheep

6.7 million mated ewes 

5.81 million lambs

6.6 million disposals

Slaughtered

2.6 M lambs

1.7 M sheep

Interstate movements

1.36 Million

Live export

1.045 Million

13% domestic use

87% exported

12,000 tonnes cwt domestic

83,000 tonnes cwt exported
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Figure 24. Sheep meat 
production in WA (t) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION IN THE EWB 

The shires of Bruce Rock, Kellerberrin, Koorda,  Merredin, Mt Marshall, Mukinbudin, Narembeen, 

Nungarin, Trayning, Westonia and Yilgarn are recognised by the Department of Primary Industries 

and Regional Development (DPIRD) as the eastern wheatbelt and are included in the Departments 

Merredin Advisory District. 

Typcially, these shires receive low to medium annual rainfall and are located within the L3 and M3 

agro-climatic zones, shown in  . Growing season rainfall (April to September) averaging between 210 

and 235mm respectively. 

 

                      

In 2018 the region’s population was 

8297 people with 28% of employed 

people working in agriculture, 

forestry and fisheries.  There were 

650 agricultural businesses farming a 

total area of 2.8 million ha with an 

average farm size of 5698 effective 

hectares in the L3 region, and 3791 

effective hectares in M3 (Planfarm 

Benchmarks, 2019).  

 

 

                                   Figure 25. Rainfall areas in the South-West agriculture region 

Wheat is a dominant crop. Most shires allocate more than 70% of their crop area to wheat (Table 1) 

and the shires in the low rainfall more than 80% to wheat, an indication of wheats ability to tolerate 
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low rainfall conditions. The shires on the cusp of medium-low rainfall allocate less area to wheat and 

grow more canola and barley.  

Table 1. Area of crops grown in the Merredin Advisory District (ABS, 2015 census) 

Shire (abbreviation) Wheat Barley Oats Canola Lupins 

Bruce Rock (BK) 70% 15% 3% 9% 2% 

Kellerberrin (KN) 60% 18% 2% 12% 6% 

Koorda (KO) 70% 14% 1% 11% 3% 

Merredin (MN) 70% 15% 3% 9% 2% 

Mount Marshall (ML) 83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

Mukinbudin (MK) 83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

Narembeen (NN) 70% 15% 3% 9% 2% 

Nungarin (NU) 83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

Trayning (TG)  83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

Westonia (WT)  83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

Yilgarn (YN) 83% 10% 3% 2% 1% 

VALUE OF AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION 

The estimated value of agricultural production for the eastern wheatbelt is $613 million.  This can be 

further broken down into major commodity groupings and agricultural businesses. 

• $523 million (m) from all crops and pastures, accounting for 9.5% of WA’s agricultural 

production value 

• Wheat production $394m, from 554 businesses 

• Barley $68.4m, Canola $24.5m, Oats $12.8m, Lupins $6.2m, Hay $7.3m 

• Livestock slaughter and disposals (sheep, cattle and pigs) valued at $42m 

which is dominated by sheep ($37m) 

• Livestock products dominated by wool was valued at $48m and accounts for 

5.2% of state’s value of livestock product (wool, milk, eggs) 

• There are approximately 1 million head of sheep, 2290 cattle, 3700 pigs and 

4755 dozen eggs 

• The area of land used for agricultural production in the region is 2.83 million ha, with 1.48 

million ha of land used for broad acrea crops. 

GRAIN PRODUCTION 

• Grain produced in the region is exported through the Kwinana Port. 

• The amount of grain delivered to the Kwinana port zone in the last five years has ranged 

from 8.1 million tonnes in 2016 to 4.8 million in 2019, the five-year average is 6.7 million 

tonnes. 

• This is 44% of the State’s grain production. 

• Yields range from 1.66 to 1.01 per hectare for wheat and 3.95 to 1.88 for barley. Canola 

yields can be under a tonne in dry years (0.91 in 2019) and up to 1.85 in wet seasons (2016). 
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Figure 26. Grain Deliveries Kwinana zone 2015 to 2019 (GIWA crop reports) 

TRENDS IN SHEEP NUMBERS AND CROPPING AREA 

Sheep numbers in the wheatbelt have remained relatively stable since 2013 at around 11 million, 

after increasing by 7% in 2012 to 12.5 million and then decreasing again. Overall, the trend was 

down but a small 4% increase occurred in 2018-19 compared to the previous year. Crop areas have 

also trended downwards mostly fluctuating between 3 and 4% increase or decrease between years 

except in 2015 when after a small increase in 2014 to 6.0 million hectares there was a 7% decrease 

or 600,000 hectares.  

  

             Figure 27. Numbers of Sheep and area of crop (wheatbelt)7  ABS wheatbelt area 

The last census data from 2015-16 for the Merredin Advisory group area (Figure 30) estimates 455 

businesses run 1.2 million sheep and lambs (Figure 28). There were 530,650 mated ewes, 23% were 

 
7 Note the y-axis does not start at 0 
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mated to non-merino rams. Making any comparison to previous census years is difficult because the 

ABS data collection areas have altered. 

 

Figure 28. Sheep numbers in the Merredin Advisory District (2015) 

THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON EWB 

It is projected that WA will become generally warmer, with rainfall declining in western and southern 

areas but remaining unchanged or increasing in northern and inland areas, and with a greater risk of 

drought and more-intense storms and tropical cyclones (Sudmeyer et al., 2016). 

Changes in crop and livestock production associated with future climate will vary with location, soil 

type and management (Sudmeyer et al., 2016). Crop and pasture yields are likely to increase in high 

rainfall south-western areas and generally decline in medium and low rainfall areas with the greatest 

declines on heavier, clay soil types (Sudmeyer et al., 2016). It is likely that the inter-annual variability 

will increase across most of WA. These changes will affect profitability and financial risk associated 

with farming enterprises, particularly at the margins of the wheatbelt (Sudmeyer et al., 2016). 

Figure 29.Monthly Rainfall Pre and Post 2000 For DPIRD's Merredin Advisory District                                                 



P a g e  | 32 

 

Historical weather patterns for the eastern 

wheatbelt and the far eastern wheatbelt 

show a decline in growing season rainfall 

(GSR), rainfall that occurs between April 

and October inclusive, and so called 

because this is the main growing season for 

crops and pastures, but an increase in 

summer rainfall. Figure 29 illustrates this 

change in rainfall distribution for the 

eastern wheatbelt area outlined in Figure 

30. 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 30. DPIRDs Merredin Advisory District 

The maps in Figure 31 show the variability in rainfall for the last six years in WA, with four of the six 

years showing drier than average for many parts of the State, it is interesting to note the variability 

within the state and across regions. 

Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                    

1 March to 30 November 2015 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                        

  1 March to 30 November 2015 

  

Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                   

 1 March to 30 November 2016 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                          

1 March to 30 November 2016 
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Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                    

1 March to 30 November 2017 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                         

 1 March to 30 November 2017 

  

Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                    

1 March to 30 November 2018 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                         

 1 March to 30 November 2018 

 
 

Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                   

 1 March to 30 November 2019 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                        

  1 March to 30 November 2019 



P a g e  | 34 

 

  

Western Australia rainfall totals (mm)                   

 1 March to 30 November 2020 

Western Australia rainfall deciles                        

  1 March to 30 November 2020 

  

Figure 31. Seasonal conditions for WA from 2015 To 2020 
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SHEEPMEAT MARKET AND SELLING STRUCTURES IN WA 

The producer in the sheepmeat industry has several options to sell stock, there are a variety of 

target market segments, divided mainly on carcase characteristics and age of the animal, based on 

the end consumers requirements. 

Category  Target weight   Buyer   Market 

 

Figure 32. Key Features of Market Categories 

Producers need to understand their preferred specifications and markets for management purposes, 

time of lambing, flock demographic, animal carcase traits, timing and selling method. The next 

section explains more about the selling methods available to producers. 

The selling systems available to sellers and buyers for sheep are: 

• Saleyards 

• Paddock sales 

• Over the hooks (OTH) 

• Forward price contracts 

• Online auctions 

Saleyard auctions in WA are held at Muchea on Tuesday’s and Katanning on Wednesdays. The 

saleyard prices generally lead the OTH prices. Sheep are sold on a $/head basis. The saleyards attract 

a wide range of producer and buyer types, it is perceived to be an open auction system that 

represents the supply and demand factors in the market on the day. They provide a clearing model 

for all types of stock and provide competition for all lot sizes. On the supply side they provide an 

immediate supply of a range of stock for processors, exporters and graziers to purchase. 

Paddock sales are an agreement between producer and buyer where the exchange of ownership 

occurs on property through negotiations. The price is paid dollars per head on-farm. The producer 

does not have to pay for freight.  

•Liveweight 36 to 42 kg

•Dressed weight 12-16 kg
Sucker Lambs

(3-4 months)

•Liveweight >34kgStore Lambs 
restocker/feeder

(4-8 months)

•Liveweight >42 kg

•Dressed 18-22 kg
Trade Lambs

(5-12 months)

•Liveweight > 45 kg

•Dressed 22 kg

Merino wether 
lambs 

(9-18 months)

•Liveweight > 45kg
Mutton

Light weight air freight 

Domestic market 

Feed lot 

Graziers 

Air freight 

Domestic & Export  

Heavy weight export 

Live export 

Live export 

Boxed meat export 

Processors 

Processors 

Graziers 

Processors 

Processors 

Live export 

Processors 
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There are no published prices of paddock sales and therefore no transparency in the marketplace, 

the producer is reliant on understanding the market prices at saleyards for direction or on their 

stock-agent who will often go to the farm with the buyer. 

Over-the-hooks (OTH) are direct sales to abattoirs. Either the producer will directly sell to the 

processor, sometimes with a forward contract or they will go through an agent who organises the 

processing date. Usually, sales are made on cents per kg using a grid for an agreed specification of 

carcase weight and fat score. Premiums and discounts are applied according to carcase 

characteristics. Prices are not publicly available or published. 

Forward contracts are generally inconsistently available and are designed for short-term 

management of stock numbers in peak periods for processors. They are not designed for price-risk 

management for farmers like other commodities, very commonly used in grains. 

Online auctions require an accredited assessor to assess a sample of the lot for sale. The purchase is 

made based on a description and is paid either on a liveweight basis, or an OTH price, or by $ per 

head. There is a reliance on the accuracy of the assessment made, but the advantage is the ability to 

source stock under competitive market conditions without the physical market and transaction costs 

associated with the saleyard fees. 

A link between buyer and purchaser in all these selling models is the livestock agent. The role of the 

livestock agent is to provide advice to the producer about market conditions and seek the best price 

for the producer at the time. This involves providing animal health advice and management of stock 

to achieve target weights for the market. Therefore, developing a management strategy to meet the 

market requirements. The agent facilitates the sale which includes settling it and providing del 

credere (insurance) to guarantee payment (Hermann et al., 2017) 

ANALYSIS OF SHEEP SELLING TRENDS IN EWB 

Understanding the current situation in the EWB, meant understanding how many sheep were in 

each shire (Figure 33) as part of the farming system. It was also important to understand the value 

the industry is contributing within the district and to use this information for identifying 

opportunities for sheep in the EWB. By using the National Livestock Identification System (NLIS) data  

a picture emerged that provided a framework for the case studies and scenario analyses undertaken 

and presented later in this report.  

A PIC (Property Identification Number) is assigned 

to properties with livestock. This property 

registration system allows the movement of 

livestock to be traced through the NLIS data. 

This data was accessed and used in this report to 

investigate sheep movements including selling 

preferences of producers. 

Total number of sheep movements from 2012 to 

2019 were 3,326,784 sheep. 66% (2,192,155) of 

                 Figure 33. Total number of head by source shire 
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the sheep sold (Figure 34) were from five Shires; Narembeen (NN), Merredin (MN), Yilgarn (YN), 

Bruce Rock (BK) and Mount Marshall (ML) 8.                               

Figure 34. Total number of sheep sold per year (2012 to 2019) 

 

The property identification code (PIC) type (Figure 35) identifies the purchaser as either an abattoir9, 

producer, or feedlot. Further analyses can determine if the purchaser is a boutique butcher or small 

butcher, pet food, wholesaler or live-exporter. Some PIC’s could not be categorised or identified. 

Although not completely clear from the data it appears selling preferences lean towards “on-farm” 

which means selling sheep on a per head ($/hd) basis. This relies heavily on stock agents assessment 

of stock and needing a high level of trust in the relationship between agent and producer. 

 
8 See Table 1 for the abbreviated names for Shire 
9 Fletchers international, V & V Walsh, WAMMCO, Hillside, Beaufort river meats, Great Eastern and other small 
boutique butchers  
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Figure 35. Total number of sheep sold per year (2012 to 2019) and to where by PIC type. 

Most sheep were sold straight to processors, in 2019 this was 308,709 head, which concurs with 

Hermann et al., 2017 who observed a greater proportion of WA farmers sell their sheep direct to 

abattoirs over-the-hooks (OTH). This would suggest they receive feedback on carcase quality, 

weights and traits, unlike selling into a sale-yard which many of their eastern states counterparts do.  

Table 2. Total number of sheep sold per year as shown in Figure 39. 

 

However, this might not be accurate as some sheep are sold on farm for a $ per hd value agreed 

between buyer and farmer including the cost of freight. Prices paid by processors are not usually 

published or publicly available and transparency in the market place is low. Farmers are guided by 

the latest saleyard prices from Katanning and Muchea sales and advice they receive from their stock 

agent. 

This selling preference suggests farmers are not seeking feedback about carcase qualities and 

performance and trust they are receiving value for money for their sheep, and, that the stock agent 

and or buyer are giving them fair prices for their livestock.  
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(a) All shires (Merredin Advisory District) (b) Merredin 

  

(c) Narembeen (d) Yilgarn 

  

(e) Mt Marshall (f) Bruce Rock 

  

Figure 36. Proportion of sales for all Shires (a) and top five selling the most sheep from 2012-2019 

There are selling patterns between shires, for example a 12% difference between sheep movements 

to Producer PIC’s with the highest distribution at 38%. Selling via the two major saleyards (Muchea 

and Katanning) varies between 6% and 13% while there is up to 4% interstate transfers for one shire 

and almost negligible for others. 

The data shows a reduction in the number of sheep sold to the live sheep trade in 2018 (51,800 hd) 

and 2019 (56,000) compared to previous years (95,252 in 2017 & 100,700 in 2016).  
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In 2019 the number sold into the air freight light weight lamb market increased. Driven largely by 

prices and demand which is discussed in the the next sections. 

TRENDS IN SHEEPMEAT PRICES 

IN REAL TERMS 

Being the largest global exporter of lamb and sheepmeat, returns to the producer and processing 

sector are strongly influenced by international demand (Hermann et al., 2017). The local market 

prices are reflective of the global factors: 

• Foreign exchange rate 

• Political events 

• Trade policy and relations 

• Seasonal conditions  

• International population dynamics and customer demands 

• Cultural & religious celebrations 

Sheepmeat prices have risen by more than any other protein, both in real and nominal terms. In fact, 

lamb is the only major agricultural commodity to register positive growth in real prices over the past 

23 years (Figure 37). Whereas, grain prices have remained relatively flat, barley being an exception in 

very recent years until a 30% tariff was imposed by China on Australian barley. 

 

Figure 37. Terms of trade indexed to 1997-98 for agriculture commodities (ABARE, 2019) 
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WA PRICES COMPARED TO EASTERN SALEYARD PRICE 

An investigation into sheepmeat market structures and systems commissioned by MLA and 

conducted by Hermann et al., (2017) concluded there was a key structural difference between the 

West Australian (and Tasmania markets), and the main Eastern market.  

Hermann et al., (2017) 

determined that the West 

Australian market and 

Tasmanian market operate 

on their own rhythm, with 

their own price dynamics in 

comparison to the other 

main markets in the south-

eastern region. The Live 

Sheep trade and dominant 

Merino breed in WA account 

for much of this. 

   

   Figure 38. Time series of the price gap, Eastern price minus WA saleyard 
price (2010-2017) 

Generally, WA saleyard prices lag eastern state saleyard prices, Figure 38. From 2010 to 2017 the 

price gap reversed in WA’s favour only a few times, in 2011 and 2012. The difference between prices 

varies and can be as high as 200 cents per kg. During these periods trade flows from WA to South 

Australia increase, usually when the price gap is more than 50 cents per kg or greater (Hermann et 

al., 2017) and when the price difference is greater than the cost of freight. 

However, the correlation for trade lamb prices between NSW and WA from 2010 to 2020 shows a 

strong positive correlation, which has weakened in the last five years and concurs with Hermann et 

al., (2017) findings. 

   

Figure 39. Correlation of trade lamb prices NSW to WA  

Merino ‘types’ account for a much higher proportion of total saleyard volume within WA. The 

average proportion of merino types is 47% compared to 33% in South Australia, 28% in New South 

Wales and 24% in Victoria (Hermann et al., 2017). WA also has the largest live sheep export activity 

and have a greater proportion of over-the-hook (OTH) sales. 
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SKIN VALUES 

The average price for skins in WA and Tasmania is at a significant discount to the south-eastern 

market. WA farmers rarely get paid for skins, leaving producers with a perception about a lack of 

transparency and accuracy of the OTH reports (Hermmann et al., 2017). 

TRENDS IN LAMB PRICES 

A La Niña event in 2010-11 saw the millennium drought come to an end as rainfall records were 

broken. After a decade of poor seasonal conditions, the sheep flock hit its lowest point in 2010 at 

68.1 million head, reducing the availability of sheep and livestock for slaughter at a time when 

export demand was surging and global supplies were tight. The resulting competition between 

processors (meeting export demands) and restockers (rebuilding intentions) created the perfect 

scenario for prices to hit record highs in March 2011,  

Figure 15 (MLA, 2015). Prices contracted sharply in 2012 (Figure 40) with drying conditions and high 

grain prices, slaughter and export volumes broke record after record as many producers had no 

option but to de-stock (MLA, 2015). 

Global demand, driven by the increasing middle class in developing markets (mainly China, which 

entered as a major player on the international market), was strong enough to absorb the higher 

production, seeing average real lamb and mutton prices rise (Figure 40 and Figure 42). 

 

Figure 40. Saleyard lamb indicators, WA10. (MLA market information) 

Western Australia saleyard indicator prices for different lamb weights for the period 2010 to 2020 

are shown in Figure 40. Prices have continued to climb since 2013. Prices between light trade lamb 

and trade lamb are significantly correlated, a correlation of R2 of 0.95. 

Although, prices (cents per kg cwt)  between lambs grades are highly correlated, differences appear, 

as seen in Figure 41, depending on market condtions driven mainly by supply and demand. 

 
10 Note the y-axis starts at 100 cent/kg cwt 
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Figure 41. Price differences between lamb sale weights 

 

a. 

b. 

c. 
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The interesting aspects to note about Figure 41 are: 

a) Generally, the trade lamb receives higher prices cents per kg than the light lambs, and a 

seasonal trend exists, when there is the least difference between prices is generally in 

October and November. When the price spreads the annual peaks are in different months 

i.e., the months of August, May, and June.  

b) Prior to June 2017 Merino lambs were more likely to be less cents per kg compared to a light 

lamb, however since June 2017 Merino lambs tend to attract a higher price cents per kg cwt 

except in the spring when supply is high. 

c) The heavy lamb, 22 kg or more is inclined to attract less cents per kg than the trade lamb, 

this changed in August and September 2018, February, and June 2019 and at the end of 

2019 beginning of 2020. 

Most farmers in the EWB sell their sheep on farm therefore are paid per head, converting these to a 

value $ per head the prices for the sheep $/hd are revealed in Figure 42. 

Although prices are higher cents per kg for lighter weight animals compared to the heavier weight 

animals, when converted to dollars per head the heavy weight animals are more per head, 

seemingly more appealing to the producer. Processors also prefer heavier animals because they pay 

less per kg and there is more profit in a larger carcase with more lean meat yield. 

Australian sheep and lamb prices, in nominal terms, have increased dramatically in the last three 

decades (MLA, 2015). 

 

Figure 42. Real and Nominal Lamb indicator prices ($/hd) 

Adjusting these prices for inflation removes the effects of inflation and provides an indication of how 

prices are tracking in real terms (Figure 42). 

CPI index 

2012= 100 
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TREND IN SEASONAL PRICES 

The Mediterranean climate in WA means lamb production is quite seasonal, there is usually an 

oversupply of lambs in the spring, around October and a shortage of supply from June to August 

although it varies according to seasonal conditions. 

The monthly prices in Figure 43 and Figure 44 demonstrate what happens when supply is less than 

demand in June and July. In 2019 there was a spike in the prices in these months which had not 

occurred as significantly in previous years suggesting that all year supply is becoming more 

consistent. 

 

Figure 43. Light Lamb 12-18 kg monthly indicator prices, WA (2015 to 2020)11 

 

Figure 44. Trade Lamb 18-22 kg monthly indicator price, WA (2015 to 2019)12 

 
11 Note the y-axis starts at 300 cents/kg cwt 
12 Note the y-axis starts at 300 cents/kg cwt 
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WOOL PRICES 

In the last ten years wool prices have steadily increased in value, and in the previous two year before 

the COVID-19 pandemic prices had increased in both nominal and in real terms, Figure 37 and Figure 

47.  

 

Figure 45. Wool prices from 2010 to 2020 (WMI) 

This recent increase in the wool price has influenced farmers decisions to decrease the number of 

ewes mated to terminal sires. The Merino genetics have altered in the last twenty years and young 

Merino wethers are more suited to the sheepmeat market. However, if the decrease in the wool 

price after COVID-19 is sustained, producers are likely to alter flock structures and move more 

towards a meat production focus and or decrease their sheep numbers. 

CONVERSATIONS WITH EWB STOCK AGENTS, DECEMBER 2019 
Stock agents servicing farmers in the EWB were asked a series of questions providing information on 

estimated sheep numbers, flock size and structure, management, and marketing preferences of their 

clients.  Questions regarding why their clients run sheep and their capacity to increase numbers 

were also asked to gain insight into their client’s business and preferences of enterprise mix.  This 

survey, conducted in December 2019, is the third since 2015. Answers provide insight into the sheep 

industry and trends in the last five years for the EWB region.  

Ten stock agents were interviewed, since 2015 one agent has retired, two new agents have entered 

the industry, and two remain in the region working for different companies. They service the 11 

shires in the Merredin Advisory District (Figure 30) with client numbers ranging between 35 to 70 

farm businesses per stock agent, 495 sheep producers in total with an average size ewe flock 

between 800 and 2500. There has been a reduction in the number of farming businesses carrying 

large ewe numbers in the last five years. 
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• Western shires ewe flock size, averaging between 800 to 1200 ewes  

• Central and northern shires flocks averaged between 1200 to 1600 ewes.  

• Narembeen and the Yilgarn are higher, between 2000 to 2500 ewes per flock. 

The largest ewe flock in Westonia is owned by a corporate farm with 36,000 ewes in 2020 and 

intends to increase numbers. The stock agent servicing this business suggests pasture/feed 

management and soil management could limit a flock size increase. Another larger flock with 15,000 

ewes is a family business managing across three shires including Westonia, Hyden and Esperance. 

Are flocks permanently increasing/decreasing? 

The general feeling is that all ewe flocks are stable and while there is desire by many businesses to 

increase sheep numbers, they are limited by seasonal variability; 2019 was very low rainfall season 

with limited pasture growth and water runoff into dams limiting opportunities for expansion. 

In the last five years the general trend is that larger sheep farmers have decreased their ewe flock, in 

many cases by half. Each stock agent would have at least one large sheep producer, ranging from 

3,500 to 12,000 ewes. 

Generally, over the last two years sheep numbers remain reasonably stable across the region, 

however, there have been changes within businesses with some increasing their sheep flock and 

others decreasing. The significant increase in the value of wool (preCovid-19 crash), increase in 

profitability and ease of management in comparison to prime lamb production has caused a shift 

toward a Merino focused enterprise. The major limiting factor for flock expansion is the seasonal 

variability and risk of drought, resulting in scarcity of water and feed for optimum sheep production.  

Key points on management in EWB 

More than 95% of all EWB sheep are bred from a Merino and the dominant flock structure is a self-

replacing Merino flock and in some shires 20% of producers are using a terminal breed, 

predominantly White Suffolk, where they often mate the oldest ewe category to produce a prime 

lamb.  

• There is limited improvement in the feed base. In some shires there is up to 15% annual 

legume and 60% cereal pastures sown for winter grazing. The shires in the north and east 

rely on volunteer pastures for the main feed source, unless there is early season rainfall or 

good winter rain, and pastures can be sown. 

• Most producers understand the need for ewes to be in good condition at joining.  

• Most do not actively condition score their animals.  

• Up to 20% of producers scan their ewes for multiples but do not necessarily manage their 

twinning mobs differently to singles. Mob sizes at lambing are generally around 300 – 400 
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and most understand lamb survival would improve with smaller mob size, the main focus of 

their business is cropping, and paddock sizes are generally large. 

• Most producers feed pregnant and lactating ewes very well compared to 10 years ago, 

either trail feeding grain or using lick feeders. Loose mineral mixes or mineral blocks are 

supplied to stock. 

• Animal health is generally quite simple, the climate and soils in the EWB and the larger 

framed Merino genotypes, subclinical signs may not obviously present.  

o vaccinations for common conditions are given, often without booster vaccinations.  

o Internal parasites (mostly worms) are usually treated with an ‘all-in-one’ treatment 

off shears 

o 15% of producers annually dip sheep for lice.  

• More than 90% of all flocks are mulesed. Businesses that don’t, shear their sheep twice a 

year and breed for plainer bodied sheep. They have difficulty selling un-mulesed sheep to re-

stockers and with large price penalties to the norm  

Key points for sheep marketing strategies 

• Between 10 and 50% of producer’s feedlot lambs to meet specification, most stock agents 

suggested many growers could improve their management in this area and some actively 

discouraged them from doing it. Approximately 20% of all lambs out of the EWB are sold as 

stores, and all lambs are generally sold from October through to April each year though 

seasonal conditions can influence selling strategies. 

• Most lambs from the EWB are sold to processors either on-farm (Fletchers) or over the 

hooks for weight and grade pricing (V&V Walsh). Smaller consignments of lamb are sold to 

various other processors across WA, including for the airfreight market, and approximately 

20% of lamb across the region are sold as stores. Shipping wethers continue to be exported 

for the live trade market, up to 10% of lambs are sold to graziers and generally low numbers 

of lamb are sold at auction through the two WA saleyards. Much of the mutton from the 

EWB is sold to processors either on-farm or over the hook (weight only) and some mutton is 

sold at auction. 

• While there is not a great reliance on the live export trade of lamb or hogget from EWB 

producers, it is well supported theoretically and another distribution channel available in the 

marketplace for surplus stock or stock that meets the specification of the market. Stock 

agents all agree that banning live export could see a drop in price because of surplus stock 

on the market and some farm businesses decreasing sheep numbers or leaving the industry 

if they cannot sell sheep and lamb at critical times in the season. 

The farmers who choose to retain a sheep enterprise see it as a strong and profitable part of their 

farm business, numbers appear to be relatively stable in the EWB, although due to poor seasonal 

conditions in 2019, sales increased to manage risks, this was not planned. 
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THE PROCESSING SECTOR 

Processors are vital for sheepmeat value chain sustainability. Processing margins are tight which is 

evident by small processors like Hillside, Shark Lake and Beaufort River Meats stuggling to 

consistently remain open (ABC, 2012). Hermann et al., (2017) sum up the processing game as “cents 

and pennies game” number of throughput is the key economic driver and economies of scale are 

vital for efficiency so the variability in seasonal supply of lamb for small processors with intermitent 

supply can create difficulties, especially maintaining or accessing a workforce. Most processors in 

WA have a winter break, when supply is low for maintenance shut down. 

Processors provide an essential function in the market place, finding new markets and expanding 

their market share, either overseas or in the domestic market. They work very independently, and 

globally have a culture of caution around sharing knowledge. Producers are reliant on processors to 

distribute the product and create markets, despite governments facilitating trade opportunities, the 

reality is that processors develop the markets. The culture of the meat processing sector and trade, 

including international trade is very tradtional, in the order of prioritiy it works on:  

1. Relationships – strong market relationsip and trust, 

1. Brand, 

2. Australian lamb. 

(perscomm, D Miles, 2020) 

The relationship between producers and processors is varied and mostly at-arms-length, producers 

see processors gaining the most when they have sold sheep at 600 cents per kg and buy at retail for 

2000 + cents per kg. The spread  between prices varies over time because of changes in the 

underlying costs of marketing inputs such as labour and changes in volume of product moving 

through the market. This width in the marketing margin is determined by the number of marketing 

services employed and the complexity of the processing. Farmers and consumers complaints about 

the difference in price tend to overlook the mulitude of services required to market agricultural 

products like sheepmeat into a satisfactory form, invisible costs like insurances, regulatory costs, 

depreciation and investment in new development  are costs easily forgotten (Campbell & Fisher, 

1996).  

The Australian Meat Processor Corporation (AMPC) report the average cost to process a lamb in 

Australia is $40.67 or $1.74 per kg (AMPC, 2018).  This cost is based on processing 3,978 head per 

day which is likely to be weighted toward the Eastern States processors. WA processing costs are 

likely to be higher with a lower throughput. A breakdown of these costs are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Operating cost structure, sheep/lamb processors Australia 

Operating cost structure, 

sheep/lamb processors 
Cost per head (AU$) As % total costs (excl. 

livestock purchases) 

Processing wages (incl. paid 

leave) 
$16.89 41.5% 

Salaries $2.37 5.8% 

Payroll taxes $0.83 2.0% 

Workers compensation 

premiums 
$0.97 2.4% 

Superannuation $1.39 3.4% 

         Total labour related costs $22.45 55.2% 

Electricity $0.81 2.0% 

Other fuel $0.57 1.4% 

Water & Sewerage $0.28 0.7% 

Waste disposal $0.74 1.8% 

                         Total Utilities $2.40 5.9% 

Certification/audit costs $1.26 3.1% 

Packaging $3.66 9.0% 

Transport – finished goods $6.10 15% 

Repairs & Maintenance $1.81 4.7% 

Processing consumables $1.71 4.2% 

Other costs $1.18 2.9% 

       Total (excl. livestoc costs) $40.67 100% 

Cost per kg $1.74  

 

In the analysis done for AMPC the regulatory cost to process a lamb is 50% of the total cost. Labour 

costs were $18.67 (83.1%), utilities-related costs were $0.93 (38.9%) and certification-related costs 

were $0.88 (70%) per head. 

One of the objectives of this project was to facilitate better relationships between processors and 

producers. Engagement with stakeholders was intermitent mainly due to limited project resources 

and the willingness to engage and build stong relationships to facilitate practice change. 

Interestingly, Hermann et al., (2017) noted they found difficulty engaging with processors when they 

investigated sheepmeat market structures and systems. 
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This project invited three processors, Fletchers international, V & V Walsh and WAMMCO which are 

the three main processors producers use in the Merredin Advisory district to our Industry Forum 

held, in 2018. This was an opportunity for producers to hear from three processors directly, they 

were given the opportuntiy to speak personally with the presenters and ask questions. 

Meat processing requires signficant investment in infrastructure, which creates a barrier to entry for 

new operators and decreases the level of competiton in the market. A risk with declining sheep 

numbers is the impact on the viability of the processing sector; reducing the size of the sector 

reduces competition between players. 

CONVERSATIONS WITH PROCESSORS 

In March 2018 we met with Rob Davidson from WAMMCO and Dale Miles working for V & V Walsh 

as supply chain industry facilitator working for V & V Walsh, partly funded by DPIRD, V & V Walsh 

and MLA. 

WAMMCO INTERNATIONAL – WESTERN AUSTRALIAN MEAT MARKETING CO-OPERATIVE 

WAMMCO are a co-operative with 1600 members, 1000 to 1100 actively supplying lamb to the 

processor, coperative members receive share of profits and a rebate usually mid year, some 

members receive a 6 digit rebate depending on how many sheep they sell. Member who have 

existing relationships are on the priority list for kill space in peak periods. 

In 2018 they were killing 70% lamb and 30% mutton whereas normally it would be 85% lamb and 

15% mutton, the trend is due to the high prices and people destocking. June to August they are 

quiet, traditionally shut down and do maintenance. The dentiton rule for lambs changing to hoggets 

when their teeth erupt effects the number of sheep they kill in June because many of the previous 

years lambs change to hoggets, often before new lambs are ready. The change in dentition rule 

introduced in 2020 will help with increased numbers. 

Markets 

o They kill 90% crossbred lambs 18-28kg score 2-4.  

o China is the number 1 market for volume but not quality 

o Domestic market share will increas by 5% as they are supplying Coles supermarket 

o The US & Canada market has large potential with 350 million population and only 30% eat 

lamb.  

o Retailers want more with less prices, for example they are asking for GM free, Grass-fed, 

Hormone-free, anitbiotic free. 

 

Seasonal conditions impact on their numbers and quality so diverification in their markets helps to 

manage this risk.  

V & V WALSH 

V&V Walsh process between 800,000 and 1 million per year, they have 100,000 contracted from 

feedlots and are aiming to increase this to 200,000. There is opportunity to sell sheep as stores into 

a feedlot in November/December to provide lambs for domestic market demand in January, to helps 

smooth supply. There is limited processing capacity in September to November, after which is slows 

down when domestic consumer demand increases in January. 
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More producers are feeding sheep in a feedlot to take advantage of price, this concurs with the NLIS 

data in Table 2, and many decisions are driven by the agent, but they tend to be adhoc and purely 

transactional, planning for sale appears to be low. 

Potential innovations for improving the relationship and experience for producers using V & V 

Walsh. 

o Improvement in transparency and feedback to producer 

o Systems that create less reliance on agents 

o Photos, kill back forms on damaged carcases 

o Better access to booking in lambs 

o Better access to grid prices  

o Developing a procurement team so that producers can have more than one point of call with 

V& V Walsh. 

 

In the wider community and industry there is Increasing interest in branding product with a strong 

provenance story. This type of small niche and differentiated product requires a custom kill which 

most processors are reluctant to encourage or engage with small numbers, the disruption to the kill 

chain and the high level of organisation to manage product, creating further complications with 

product differentiation in boning and packaging. Also, processors do not make money on all parts of 

the carcase, so the margin decreases on small kill numbers. The cost per head and the opportunity 

cost increases so it is more expensive. 

 

An opportunity exists for a small custom kill abattoir in WA for niche products selling a story, which 

the larger abattoirs do not have time for. It is likely to need a base line company like Aldi or IGA to 

underpin the facility so there are a certain number being killed per day.  
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INDUSTRY FORUM 2018 
The purpose for the forum was to raise awareness of the sheepmeat industry and build 

relationshsips. Seek opportuniteis and create discussion. The aim was for people who attended to 

leave feeling like they were workig in a vibrant and profitable industry which is innovative and has 

plenty of opportunities. 

The forum has held two days after Lambex held in Perth and a number of guest speakers from 

Lambex were invited to speak at the Merredin Industry Forum. 

Speakers included Danny Burkett about wool market and outlook, Jason Trompf about the 

opportunities to improve lambing survival rates, Mark Furguson about genetics and the Future Ewe, 

Tanya Kilminster on sheep numbers and movements in the EWB, Fletchers International, Rob 

Davidson representing WAMMCO and V & V Walsh, Scot Tolmie representing MLA and talking about 

the outlook for sheep meat and Brad Knutt who talked about opportunities in pasture species. 

A hightlight from the event besides the speed dating with the processors which gave people the 

opportunity to chat with the processors in small groups, was a representive from the Limestone 

Coast Red Meat Cluster. 

Limestone Coast Red Meat Cluster’s purpose: 

• Value chain mapping to identify opportunities and impediments to growth and developing 

actions to address these. 

• Detailed regional data analysis to demonstrate the Limestone Coast region’s role and 

strengths in the red meat industry. 

• Collaborating with University of Adelaide on research & extension into production issues. 

• Examining opportunities to support red meat producers to improve business skills and 

efficiency. 

• Keeping the wider industry informed of relevant information and inviting input, along with 

supporting other regional initiatives such as the Limestone Coast Collaborative 

 

An evaluation of the day asked attendees what their top three highlights of the day were? These 

included, the market positivity in the sheep industry and turnout of producers to the day with their 

positive attitude, having the opportunity to talk with the processors, hearing more about the 

decision making tool and The Future Ewe.  

When asked what would people do differently, the answers were: 

• Feed management for lambing, 

• Scan ewes for pregnancy, 

• Running twin and single bearing ewes seperatley, 

• Feed more, 

• Life Time Ewe Management course, 

• Crunch more data. 

 

 

http://thelimestonecoast.com.au/
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INVESTIGATING THE MIDDLE EAST MARKETS  
In this section we bring a unique perspective to the sheepmeat industry gained from taking a 

delegate of producers, in collaboration with Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA) on a study tour to 

the Middle East to see how the trade works and experience it firsthand. 

TUDY  

• Food security 

• Relationships and trust 

• Branding 

• Brand Australia 

• Transitioning to modern markets 

• Fresh meat 

 

1. Supermarket, Amman 

2. Linda Rose and Neil Smith at the meat market 

in GAM13 receiving imports (WAMMCO product 

arriving) 

3. Cold storage at GAM, direct buying 

of carcasses, Amman 

 

The key aims of the study tour included:  

1. Market familiarisation and segmentation of lamb and mutton, chilled and frozen  

2. Opportunities for chilled yearling sheep meat  

3. Understanding the influence of religious and cultural ceremonies on the market and how 

the market operates during these times  

4. Understanding the impact on the WA sheep industry and specifically eastern wheatbelt 

producers when there is supply disruption in these key markets  

The tour was supported with funding through Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA), and the Grower 

Group R&D Grant - Agribusiness Innovation Fund (DPIRD), and in-kind support from MADFIG and the 

 
13 Great Amman Municipality slaughterhouse 

1

. 

2

. 

3. 
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Far Eastern Agriculture Research (FEAR) group. Each tour participant self-funded a proportion of the 

costs to attend the tour.  

We would like to acknowledge the generosity of the people and companies who were so willing to 

assist us and host the group; Livestock Shipping Services (LSS), Widam Food, Dubai Municipality 

Abattoir, Hijazi & Ghosheh, the Australian Ambassador, Miles Armitage in Jordan and staff members 

for an incredible evening dinner. Our hosts Nick Meara and Spencer Whittaker in Dubai and David 

Beatty in Perth for making it happen. 

THE TOUR 

The tour was jointly coordinated by Tanya Kilminster, DPIRD Merredin and David Beatty (Perth) and 

Nick Meara (Dubai), MLA. The tour ran from 28 July to 4 August 2019, with countries visited include 

Qatar, Jordan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). During 2019, these destination markets made up 

approximately 50% of WA’s total live export trade by volume and value ($65.3M) and 18% of WA’s 

sheep meat exports by volume, valued at approximately $123.3M (17% of WA’s total sheep meat 

export value), DPIRD 2019.  

• Qatar - the group visited importers Hassad and Widam; hypermarket LuLu and Carrefour; 

major retailer MegaMart.  

• Jordan – visited importer Hijazi Ghosheh Group; gourmet meat producer The Meat Master; 

retailer Carrefour; HGG feedlot and abattoir; GAM (Central Amman Municipality) abattoir. 

• UAE - met retailers LuLu, Carrefour, local market and Prime Gourmet; and visited Emirates 

Livestock (feedlot) and Dubai Municipality Abattoir. 

 

Figure 46. Map of Middle East 
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For detailed information of the tour, refer to Appendix 2: Study tour details. 

TOUR DELEGATES 

Tanya Kilminster (DPIRD Merredin and producer, Bruce Rock), David Beatty (MLA Perth), Lucy 

Anderton (LA.ONE Consulting and producer, Great Southern), Mitch Clarke (Elders Stock Agent 

Mukinbudin), Neil Smith (Producer, Merredin and Project Steering Committee Chair), Tom 

McCormack (Producer, Trayning), Kim Creagh (Producer, Nungarin), Brad Auld (Producer, Yilgarn), 

Linda Rose (Producer, Yilgarn), Jessie Dixon (Producer, Narembeen and WA Farmers Livestock 

Committee), Steven Bolt (Producer, Corrigin and WA Live Export Reference Group). 

Hosted by Nick Meara and Spencer Whittaker (MLA Dubai). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From left to right, standing row, Steven Bolt, Tom McCormack, David Beatty, Neil Smith, Jessie 

Dixon, Kim Creagh, Linda Rose, Brad Auld, seated Lucy Anderton, General Manager for Widam Food, 

Mitch Clarke and Tanya Kilminster. 

KEY MESSAGES 

On the final evening in Dubai, the tour group met for one last time to summarise their experiences 

with the following key messages:  

1. The Middle East is a complex and diversified market. It is made up of different countries, 
climatic conditions and economies wanting Australian sheep meat across the various supply 
chains. Chilled whole carcase, frozen, and live animals are sought for a variety of markets 
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which include traditional ceremonial purposes through to high-end products in retail or food 
service. 

2. Listening to the market needs and working with government to build and maintain trust to 
achieve a stable and consistent trade. 

o Reliability and consistency in supply of product, whether that is chilled, frozen, or 
live animal, is essential.  

3. Brand Australia is well regarded and a trusted source of protein in the Middle East. However, 
competition in the marketplace is growing and will be actively sourced if Australia cannot 
provide reliable and consistent product to the market. 

4. Building relationships and trust between stakeholders for business transactions is highly 
regarded, the presence of MLA and their people underpins the trust in the marketplace for 
Australian sheep meat (and beef) products.   

All tour delegates voiced their eagerness to play a role in advocacy for WA’s sheep industry and were 
very keen to promote the good and continued work that MLA does in the marketplace.  

CONSUMER TRENDS AND PREFERENCES 

The modern retail sector is presenting growing opportunities for Australian premium, branded, 

packaged lamb products. Key retailers where consumers purchase Australian sheepmeat are 

Carrefour and Lulu, supermarkets / hypermarkets selling packaged lamb. Unpackaged lamb is sold 

through butchers. Lamb home cooking tends to use slow-cook methods like roasting or stewing, 

followed by grilling or broiling. Pan-frying is less common but increasing in popularity as a cooking 

method for prime cuts (MLA, 2019b).  

The importance of a fresh meat product that is Halal certified is reinforced from the work done by LA 

surveying consumer preferences.            

Table. Top 5 lamb choice motivators (MLA, 2019 b)                   

Top 5 lamb choice motivators 

UAE Saudi Arabia Jordan 

100% all natural 100% all natural Meat colour 

Halal certification Halal certification Halal Certification 

Animal welfare credentials Animal origin No blood in pack 

Quality grading Animal welfare credentials Country of origin 

Safety certification Quality grading Antibiotic-free 

Source; MLA Global Tracker, UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, 2017 
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THE MARKET 

A divergence in consumer demands and market specifications is emerging as markets develop and 

mature with modernised facilities and increasing incomes. 

Nearly everyone has a fridge or freezer with a tendency to shop 

big to cater for large extended families in one household, 

sometimes three generations.  

There is also a large wealthy expat population and affluent local 

consumers who enjoy premium dining experiences, and where 

high value chilled lamb cuts are finding a place. 

1. Qatar demands a live export lighter sheep and are 

willing to take a mix of lamb and heavier weight 

wethers/mutton. 

2. Kuwait, like Qatar are relatively flexible, they switch in 

and out of small and larger animals. 

3. Oman is more traditional, they prefer mutton, are 

prepared to take frozen mutton, and do not consume 

much lamb. 

4. Jordan is a mixed market with lambs and heavy weight more traditional mutton - 5yr old CFA 

frozen and boxed. 

5. Trade exists between Saudi and Jordan, a portion of the live trade from Australia into Jordan 

supplies Saudi. 

6. Saudi is a large price sensitive market with more traditional consumer seeking a cheaper 

product, historically mutton. The increase in sheep prices has seen consumption of frozen 

veal increase. 

7. Chicken from Brazil is cheap and increasingly a substitute for low price product. 

8. Mutton is moving towards a by-product as markets increasingly demand quality lamb. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spices in Dubai 

supermarket 
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PRE-COVID-19 

The air freight light-weight lamb market (14 – 18 kg) started about 10 years ago. It has gathered 

momentum in the last six 

years, Figure 47, driven by 

changes in consumer 

behaviour, refrigeration and 

modern-day living standards 

demanding fresh quality meat 

from retail stores, with a trend 

towards smaller sized cuts of 

meat. A recognition of the 

quality of meat killed in 

Australia has also lifted 

demand for the chilled whole 

carcase. A downside for 

butchers is limited access to 

offal14.          

          Figure 47. Australian chilled lamb exports to MENA (MLA, 2019b) 

New flight paths and investment in infrastructure have unlocked the opportunity, Dubai, Abu Dhabi 

and Doha are the focal points of air traffic across the region and have all been host to significant 

expansion over the last decade. Direct flights from Australia have increased four-fold in the last 10 

years, and European bound flights moved away from Singapore stop-overs to Dubai international 

airport. Abu Dhabi and Doha are now following the same strategy. 

 

Chilled sheepmeat has been the single greatest export beneficiary of this air-traffic expansion. In 

fact, sheepmeat, mostly in carcase form, accounted for an estimated 68% of all outbound Australian 

air-freight volume to MENA in 2018. Sheepmeat racked up so many frequent flyers last year that the 

air-freight trade to MENA, for the first time, surpassed sea-freight on a volume and value basis, MLA, 

2019c.     

Figure 48. Australian sheep and sheepmeat export to MENA (MLA, 2019C) 

 
14 There is a 2.5% import tariff on chilled ovine offal & 5% tariff for frozen (MLA,2019b) 
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Qatar has rapidly increased it imports since 2015, mostly a function of the opportunity arisen from 

the airfreight. They now (preCovid-19) import 4,000 carcases per day, 2000 air freight and 2000 live 

per day, and demand is higher than current supply especially at peak periods of demand for religious 

festivals like Ramadam and Eid-Al-Adha (Festival of the Sacrifice). 

Figure 49.Chilled carcase exports to the middle east (MLA,2019b) 

Livestock shipping services (LSS) owned by Hijazi Ghosheh Group (HGG) who hosted the tour for a 

day in Jordan, import live sheep into Jordan for distribution in a variety of food channels including 

processing for retail, and food service, and supplying live animals for ceremonial religious festivals. 

Hijazi Ghosheh Group have traded in Australia for more than fifty years. They have significant 

investments in the sheep trade, 14 ships, a feedlot (in WA), two processing facilities (Beaufort meats 

and Hillside). They are vertically integrated and continually developing to manage their risks. This 

includes investing in other trading partner countries like Israel and Turkey, and more recently 

Romania. 

The Kuwait Livestock Transport and Trading Company (KLTT) is restricted to live sheep trade with 

significant infrastructure in live export, they area also sourcing sheep from South Africa, Somalia, 

and Romania to meet demand. 

Growth in air-freight lamb (known as Dubai lamb) for a smaller carcase created new supply chains 

and logistics challenges, the transporting of chilled lamb carcases on passenger airflights developed 

quite quickly. Logistics issues surrounding chilled carcases sitting on tarmac in heat are challenging, 

and airlines started to invest in managing this issue, for example, Emirates have cold store facilities 

to cope. Qatar airways dedicates 75 tonnes per day into Doha and has capacity to take more from 

Adelaide and Sydney, although the Melbourne flights were full and WA flights were nearing capacity. 
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MARKET ACCESS 

The Gulf cooperation Council (GCC) member countries are Kuwait, Oman, the UAE, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia and Bahrain. Australia is negotiating a trade agreement with the GCC15.  

In 2019 there were zero volume restrictions but numerous technical access barriers by country 

including shelf life product labelling, coding, document legalisation quality inspections and 

phytosanitary standards. 

STRENGTHS OF THE SHEEPMEAT TRADE TO THE MIDDLE EAST: 

• Strong relationships between stakeholders 

• History of trading for the last 50+ years 

• Quality fresh product with a clean and green image 

• Ramadam is the biggest sales period for Australian lamb in the region  

 

MLA run targeted marketing 

campaigns aligning with 

Ramadam with a focus on ‘farm to 

freshness’ aiming to solidify 

positioning of Australian lamb as a 

trusted supplier of safe, 

consistently high quality, halal red 

meat. 

Television advertising featuring 

celebrity chef Tarek Ibrahim 

reached more than 43 million 

viewers across ten countries with 

social media component reaching 

more than 4 million people. 

(Tolmie, 2020) 

Demand for a hogget type animal or heavier weight lamb (18- 24kg) is still very new although the 

cost effectiveness for this heavier weight animal in the supply chain is recognised, consumer 

demand appears low as they seek smaller more affordable options. 

LIVE SHEEP TRADE 

Live sheep imports to MENA countries tend to be seasonal, depending on the timing of religious 

celebrations. The MENA region continue to be Australia’s top destination for live sheep exports, and 

the key destinations are Qatar, Kuwait, Jordan, and Turkey, followed by Israel, Oman, and the UAE. 

(MLA, 2019b) 

Australia’s key competitors in the live sheep market are Somalia, Sudan, India, Jordan, and Romania, 

with other emerging nations such as Georgia, Spain, Hungary, France, and Portugal (Source: IHS 

Markit).  

Price resistance appears the main reason for product being sourced from other countries, Australian 

live sheep appear to be the preferred option, however, increase in prices due to supply constraints 

 
15 New Zealand have negotiated FTA with GCC (yet to be ratified, MLA AUG 2019) 



P a g e  | 62 

 

and political interruptions cause uncertainty in the market. Investment in other market channels 

creates more certainty for those markets and competition increases. Regional demand for locally 

slaughtered animals, especially during religious festivals, will continue to support the live industry 

regardless of country of origin (MLA, 2019d).   

RISKS IN THE MARKET PLACE 

There were clear risks identified to sustain trade with Middle Eastern trade partners: 

1. Weather conditions in the Gulf, particularly Qatar, were hot and humid and a risk for 

Australian sheep during the summer months 

2. Eid-Al-Adha (Muslim festival of the sacrifice) falls in mid-August corresponding with extreme 

weather conditions in the Gulf region. With northern summer live export restrictions, there 

is a risk that sheep will be stockpiled in feedlots prior to Eid (a caveat to this comment 

regarding extreme weather is that Ramadan and Eid-Al-Adha (Festival of the Sacrifice) move 

back by 11 days each year and these significant cultural events will not always fall in the heat 

of summer in these countries). 

3. Qatar sheep meat subsidy. It was mentioned that the Qatari government would not remove 

the subsidy in the short term, however there is a risk that if removed then the volumes and 

market share will be significantly impacted. 

4. Policy signals from the Australian government, specifically in relation to live export trade 

restrictions. 

5. Being too reliant on the growth from Chinese demand is a high-risk strategy in the long-

term, Chinese accumulate frozen product and release to manage price. 

6. The medium-term impact of COVI-19 is unknown, a reduction in oil price and the impact on 

the service industry with people eating out less is likely to reduce demand for sheepmeat.    

IN SUMMARY  

The Middle East remains the most valuable market for live sheep exports and WA are the primary 

State in Australia that supplies live sheep, 80% of all live sheep exports come from WA. This plays an 

important role in WA, creating competition between processors and live trade operators. Never-the 

-less the trading landscape has significantly changed in the last ten years and light-weight air-freight 

carcases were significantly contributing to competition prior to COVID-19, Figure 48. 

A direct swap from live sheep to airfreight is not guaranteed. The growth of the chilled carcase trade 

was enabled by the growth of the airfreight industry, Qatar emerged as a major market for chilled 

lamb, accounting for 25% of all lamb exported from WA (it was only 8% in 2017). Capacity is limited 

by flight frequency, there was a daily direct flight from Perth to Qatar (pre-COVID-19), and supply of 

suitable stock, Figure 50. Qatar’s demand and trade were anticipated to grow with large 

infrastructure projects underway for the FIFA World Cup being held in 2022, but this demand stalled 

in 2021 with the impact of COVID-19, Figure 20. 
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Figure 50. Sheepmeat share of air-freight exports to MENA 

The trade has transitioned significantly in the last 10 to 15 years, emerging from a very traditional 

market with wet markets and home slaughtering to a modern retail market with supermarkets and 

hypermarkets, cold storage and modern cold supply chains being built in the wealthier countries, the 

past influences but does not dictate the future in the ME.  

What is evident from visiting the region is the importance of relationships for achieving outcomes 

and the importance of fresh meat. Interestingly the WAMMCO and Fletchers international brand 

stood out in the wholesale market, it was less obvious in retail sales. The brand is possibly important 

to get product into the ME based on relationships, but not important to customers, whereas the 

AUSSIE lamb brand is important to customers. 

OUTCOMES 

Through social media and presentations after our return the tour raised awareness in the 

community about the opportunities for sheepmeat in the ME markets. The delegates continue to 

share their knowledge in the community about the experience for the strong demand they 

witnessed and the desire from the ME to have a safe and secure supply of food (Perscomm, Tom 

McCormack, Aug 2020) 

Promotion of the Tour and its Findings where the delegates talked at several events showcasing 

their experiences and sharing what they have learnt. 

• New funding model for grower groups, Mal Gill, Farm Weekly, 31 July 2019. 

• Study tour media statement, DPIRD, August 2019. 

• Study tour taps into middle east markets, Mal Gill, Farm Weekly, 15 August 2019. 

• Middle East tour update, Neil Smith (Producer and project steering committee chair), 
MADFIG committee meeting, 16 August 2019. 

• A middle east conversation on the value for growers going downstream to market, Tanya 
Kilminster (DPIRD), Linda Rose (Producer), Erin Gorter (MLA Board Director) panel session, 
GGA Annual Forum Fremantle, 23 August 2019. 

• Whole farm tool at the click of your fingertips, Cally Dupe, The Countryman, 29 August 2019 

•  Market opportunities, Linda Rose, Moorine Rock Lifetime Ewe group meeting, 11th 
September 2019 

• Insight into the Middle East marketplace, Jessie Dixon, Brad Auld and Tom McCormack 
producer panel, WA Farmers forum Muntadgin, 24th September 2019. 
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• Change in perceptions, Linda Rose and Brad Auld, Far Eastern Agriculture Research Group 
spring updates, Moorine Rock, 4th October 2019. 

• Advocacy and media training for entire tour group and open MADFIG and FEAR members 
Merredin MLA and Counsel Communications, 10th October 2019. 

• Smart farming to integrate crop and sheep, Jill Griffiths, Farming Ahead newsletter, 
November 2019. 

• Farming in the eastern wheatbelt and market opportunities, Kim Creagh (Producer), 
Livestock Advisor Updates Perth, MLA 30th October 2019. 

• All group members successfully utilised Facebook, Twitter and Instagram while on tour and 
since the trip to promote activities and learning 

A key element of the study tour was to determine the opportunities in the sheep meat supply chain 

for sheep produced from the eastern wheatbelt of WA. The analyses presented in this report and 

the study tour investigation have determined the parameters of the analyses in the following section 

to look at opportunities which exist for EWB sheepmeat producers. The lightweight airfreight market 

matches with EWB production systems and the hypotheses was that farmers would improve 

profitability by selling their lambs lighter and then be able to have more mated ewes. 
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OPTIONS FOR IMPROVING PROFITABILITY OF EWB SHEEPMEAT ENTERPRISE 

Opportunities exist for the sheepmeat in EWB to improve productivity and enterprise performance. 

Through our discussions with producers and industry experts we identified a number of scenarios to 

investigate, these are:  

1. Improving productivity by increasing lambing rates and stocking rates. 

a. Reducing crop area by 20% 

b. A sheep specialist farm with scale 

c. Different seasons 

2. Airfreight light-weight lambs to the Middle East market. 

3. Sucker lambs, direct to abattoir for slaughter. 

4. Store lambs on-farm direct to feedlot for finishing on grain. 

 

METHOD  

A regional farm model using the Merredin Advisory District ABS statistics as a guide was developed 

to represent a ‘typical’ farm.16 Total land area was 2.2 million hectares, with 530,000 mated ewes 

(ABS, 2015).  

The reasoning for using the whole district was to simulate the changes and understand the impact of 

these changes to the economy and supply chain. Results are presented for each scenario using 

earnings before interest and tax (EBIT) also, known as operating surplus17. 

 

Figure 51. Land-use for base scenario for regional analysis 

Land-use in the base scenario, described in Figure 51, is 70% of the area is cropped and 30% is 

volunteer pasture. Wheat is the dominant crop type (53%f total land area) Barley, Canola, Lupins 

and Oats, are grown for rotational benefits and sheep feed. There are 530,000 mated ewes, lambing 

in April at 85% lambing rate with 23% mated to terminal sires. Weaning is at the end of July.  

 
16 A preferred method compared to compiling data from a group of individual farms and ranking them 
according to the average, or above-or below- average which is argued as a futile exercise in farm business 
management economics (Sefton and Cox,2005; Ferris and Malcolm,1999; Mauldon & Schapper 1970). 
17 Total farm income minus variable costs minus fixed costs. 
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Fifty per cent of the prime lambs reach sale weight before the end of the year and are sold at 45 kg 

liveweight for 700 cents/kg cwt ($135/head). The remaining 50% are sold between January and May 

the following year at an average weight of 55 kg liveweight at 650 cents/kg cwt ($153/head). Thirty 

per cent of merino wethers are sold in November at 43 kg liveweight for 600 cents per kg cwt 

($111/head) and the other 50% in March at average 53 kg liveweight for 600 cents per kg cwt 

($137/head). The wool price is $15 per kg clean, at 65% yield the greasy, on farm net “sweep-the-

board” price is $7.96 per kg. 

Crop yields and prices for grains $/tonne are outlined in Table 4. 

Table 4. Yield and prices for base scenario 

Crop 
Price $/tonne 

(FIS) 
Calculated 

Yields 

Wheat  $300 1.62 

Barley $250 1.69 

Oats $250 1.75 

Canola $600 0.85 

Lupins $420 0.92 

 

Comparisons were made to this base scenario to understand the economic benefit, or cost of 

making changes to this ‘typical’ farming systems scenario. The changes looked at the impact of 

different seasonal conditions. The base scenario assumes a Decile 5 season but for each scenario 

Decile 2 was also examined on: 

a. Changing time of lambing to June, increasing lambing rates to 95% and stocking rates go 

to 2.7 DSE per WGHA.  

b. Airfreight light weight lambs to the Middle East market at a stocking rate of 2.2 DSE per 

WGHA 

c. Selling heavier Merinos in summer but lambing in June 

d. Airfreight lambs at a higher stocking rate, this scenario ends up being very similar to the 

improved productivity scenario so in subsequent comparisons they are considered the 

same scenario. 

KEY VARIABLES FOR EACH SCENARIO. 

Table 5 outlines the detailed information used for each scenario. 

Key differences between scenarios are the lambing rates. The lambing rates increase for all scenarios 

compared to the base scenario, and the number of mated ewes increase when looking at the impact 

of increase stocking rates. This scenario is called the improved productivity scenario and stocking 

rates are increased to 2.7 DSE per WGHA (Column 2 of Table 5) 
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Table 5. Key variables for Decile 5 scenarios 

 

 

 

 

Flock structure

Selling heavier 

Merinos in 

summer April 

Lambing

Improved 

productivity 

SR@2.7

Sir freight SR@ 

2.2

Selling heavier 

Merinos in 

summer June 

lambing

Air freight 

SR@2.7

Number of Mated ewes (hd) 530000 650000 530000 530000 650000

Number of Wethers (hd) 0 0 0 0 0

Lambing % 85% 95% 95% 95% 95%

Death rate of lambs (%) 6% 6% 6% 6% 6%

Ewes mated to terminal sires (%) 23% 23% 23% 23% 23%

Joining rate of rams (%) 3% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Prime lambs sold before January (%) 50% 70% 70% 50% 70%

Cull ewe hoggets sold (%) 0 0 0 0 0

Dry ewes sold (hd) 3% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Wether lambs sold before January (%) 30% 70% 70% 30% 70%

Death rate of ewes (%) 3% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Death rate of wethers (%) 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%

Cost of replacement ewes ($/hd) $130.00 $130.00 $130.00 $130.00 $130.00

Lambing month (start of Lambing) April June June June June

Month selling CFA ewes November November November November November

Number of hectares of pasture 678,365              678,365              678,365              678,365              678,365              

Total numbr of ewes mated 530,000              650,000              530,000              530,000              650,000              

Number of lambs born 450,500              617,500              503,500              503,500              617,500              

Number of lambs sold 282,442              401,823              333,657              258,417              409,202              

Total number of sheep sold 416,886              566,707              468,101              392,861              574,086              

Opening number of sheep 865,031              998,742              806,940              977,392              991,455              

Closing number of sheep 865,031              998,742              806,940              977391.7 991,455              

Stocking rate 2.4 2.7 2.2 2.6 2.7

INCOME DETAILS

TOTAL INCOME 92,367,284$      118,085,252$    94,882,180$      94,447,075$      116,364,961$    

Wool income 41,869,116$      53,556,635$      43,067,665$      50,515,463$      52,818,847$      

Wool income per mated ewe 79$                     82$                     81$                     95$                     81$                     

Wool income per DSE 26$                     29$                     29$                     29$                     29$                     

Wool income per WGHA 62$                     79$                     63$                     74$                     78$                     

Sheep sales 46,814,041$      59,703,119$      47,900,682$      40,652,690$      58,746,128$      

Sheep sales per mated ewe 88$                     92$                     90$                     77$                     90$                     

Sheep sales per WGHA 69$                     88$                     71$                     60$                     87$                     

Sheep sales per DSE 29$                     32$                     32$                     $23.19 32$                     

Lamb income as % of total sheep income 53% 53% 53% 45% 53%

Livestock trading profit 49,007,543$      62,700,492$      50,323,891$      42,440,986 61,717,989$      

Average  $/hd 121 114 111 112 111

EXPENSES

Sheep purchases 1,490,625$        1,828,125$        1,490,625$        1,490,625$        1,828,125$        

Shearing 7,705,286$        10,006,931$      8,074,005$        9,132,418$        9,902,083$        

Crutching 2,140,357$        2,779,703$        2,242,779$        2,536,783$        2,750,579$        

Marking 442,394$           606,389$           494,440$           494,440$           606,389$           

Vaccination 317,343$           389,194$           317,343$           317,343$           389,194$           

Preg test 384,825$           471,955$           384,825$           384,825$           471,955$           

Drench 639,591$           798,986$           639,591$           808,803$           784,405$           

Fly control 535,089$           694,926$           560,695$           634,196$           687,645$           

Lice control 553,287$           703,312$           568,656$           628,248$           697,409$           

Feed supplements 17,439,083$      9,823,180$        6,397,176$        11,036,223$      9,342,922$        

Pasture treatments -$                    -$                    -$                    -$                    -$                    

Fencing & water supplies 10,000$              10,000$              10,000$              10,000$              10,000$              

Sheep selling costs 2,347,492$        3,008,844$        2,413,309$        2,019,164$        2,959,719$        

Stock cartage 1,336,636$        1,816,654$        1,500,525$        1,259,757$        1,840,267$        

Wool cartage 421,681$           539,391$           433,752$           508,762$           531,961$           

Wool selling costs 1,610,351$        2,059,871$        1,656,449$        1,942,902$        2,031,494$        
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RESULTS 

There is potential to add $37 million to the value of the sheep industry in the Merredin Advisory 

District by improving productivity (Figure 52).  

 

This is the difference between lambing in April and selling heavier Merinos in summer scenario and 

improving productivity by lambing in June and selling lambs to the airfreight market in November. 

The increase in EBIT is achieve by improving lambing rates to 95%, lambing in June, increasing 

stocking rate, and selling a higher proportion of lambs before Christmas, reducing the number of 

lambs requiring energy in January to March. Facilitating the ability to carry more mated ewes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 52. Earnings before interest and tax for scenarios  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 53.  Cost of production for lambs ($/hd) 

 

The base scenario increases the cost of production to meet the energy requirements of the ewes in 

the autumn winter feed gap and selling a larger proportion of lambs (70%) after Christmas, at 

heavier weights increases the cost of production per head. This scenario is the highest cost of 

$193,087,879 

$206,832,162 

$230,667,712 $229,258,301 

$218,731,653 
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production compared to lambing in June (Figure 55). The improved productivity SR@2.7 DSE/WGHA 

scenario works out to be the same as the air-freight SR@2.7 DSE/WGHA. 

When the results are looked at by gross margin per winter grazed hectare (GM$/WGHA) shown in 

Figure 54, the scenarios with the highest stocking rates are the best performing scenarios supporting 

the almost universal understanding and acceptance of the base concept that stocking rate is the 

productivity driver of pasture-based livestock businesses (WALRC, 2020).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 54. Gross margin $/ha  

When the decile 5 scenarios are compared to a decile 2 season the ranking of scenarios does not 

change, keeping the lambs for longer to gain weight costs more and reduces profit (Figure 55 and 

Table 5). 

 

Figure 55. EBIT for scenarios comparing decile 5 to 2 
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Table 6. EBIT results for scenarios comparing decile 5 season to decile 2 

 

The analysis shows it is advantageous to sell lambs at a lighter weight, which for many this feels 

counter intuitive, and many farmers keep their sheep longer to gain more weight and get a higher 

price per head, they feel they are making more profit, but generally being paid less cents per kg, and 

increasing cost of production with labour and feed. 

 

Management strategies need to be implemented to achieve this, ewes need to be in good condition 

at lambing, the lambs need good growth rates in spring, so they need good pasture, and then selling 

lambs during harvest time is potentially problematic for labour requirement. There are many 

reasons profit is not maximised or optimised. 

 

Increasing stocking rate is the one single thing a farmer can do to improve profitability, it is the 

equivalent to increasing yield in crops, and like crops it requires monitoring and management. 

Increasing the stocking rate in this analysis from 2.2 DSE/WGHA to 2.7 increases the value of sheep 

by $37 million. The number of sheep slaughtered increases by 85,321, assuming a 25% profit margin 

for abattoirs this increases profit by almost $1 million and wages paid to workers by 1.9 million. This 

equates to $40 million increase in value to the State’s economy. 

Note: the model assumes stubbles provide minimal energy to stock by April and this analysis did not 

consider lambing in March onto stubbles which is a strategy used by some.  

Scenario Decile 5 Decile 2

Selling heavier Merinos in summer April Lambing 193,087,879$ 76,367,385-       

Selling heavier Merinos in summer June lambing 206,832,162$ 76,007,971-       

Improved productivity SR@2.7 (airfreight) 230,667,712$ 45,219,254-       

Air freight SR@2.7 229,258,301$ 

Sir freight SR@ 2.2 218,731,653$ 51,159,716-       
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BLUE SKY PROJECTS FOR FURTHER ANALYSIS 

Besides the potential to market and brand WA lamb with a clean and green image, differentiating it 

in the marketplace (like Welsh lamb) two other options were identified that could have merit and 

may be worth investigating further. 

1. Mobile abattoirs (Domestic 

consumption) 

2. Regional feedlot 

Mobile abattoir for direct line of kill on farm 
or at a feedlot 

Potential to use de-commissioned CBH sites 

Potential for local provenance branding of 
grass-fed or grain-fed EWB lamb 

Potential for local provenance branding of grass-
fed or grain-fed EWB lamb 

On-farm slaughtering removes requirements 
to transport livestock and therefore potential 
loss of animal, and quality of product 

Positives: use of existing infrastructure; 
grain/pellets can be transferred to site with 
existing infrastructure; job opportunities; 
regionally based – less transport costs, less stock 
travel time 

Potential issues:  

• Regulations and health and safety 

• Not supported by growers 

• Not easy 

• Who would invest? 

• Removal of a market segment for stock 

transporters 

• Cost structure  

Potential issues:  

• CBH and grower shareholders would not agree 
to the use of these facilities  

• CBH would not invest in infrastructure 
upgrades; not supported by industry 

• Cannot find workers to be based at these sites 
(as generally located 20 to 50km from nearest 
town) 

 

 In August 2019, two months into operations, 
Provenir beef was awarded Best in Class Beef at 
the prestigious Australian Food Awards.  Judged by 
a panel of industry experts on a number of 
qualities including taste and tenderness, the 
Awards confirmed what the founders had always 
believed: Provenir’s unique on-farm process is not 
only good for animal welfare, it also produces 
exceptional quality beef – juicy, tender and tasty. 
It’s been a long road to licensure for the current 
Provenir founding team, four of whom live in 
Victoria, who were determined to gain a licence to 
operate in their home state.  Since setting out on 
the journey in April 2014 the team have 
participated in a novel meat supply study, 
consulted with industry experts, liaised with all 
levels of Government, worked Agriculture Victoria 
to change the law, to include the word “vehicle” to 
the definition of abattoir in the Meat Industries Act 
1993 (Victoria), and consulted with PrimeSafe (the 
Victorian Food Safety Authority) to develop a new 
Vehicle Based Abattoir licence category, (Seedstock 
central, July 2020). 
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DISCUSSION 
Agriculture is the economic sector which comes nearest to meeting the specifications of pure 

competition as it is understood in economic theory. In the typical rural industry, there is a large 

number of firms, none of which produces enough of any particular product to affect the price of that 

commodity to any measurable extent. This means that farmers must accept the going market price 

and cannot dictate the prices to the buyers of their commodity. In economic terms the individual 

farmer is confronted by a completely elastic demand. In other words, the market can absorb the 

production from any one farm without affecting the price of the product in question (Campbell and 

Fisher, 1996).  

WA processors and buyers use this to their advantage, lack of transparency in the marketplace on 

price allows them to negotiate individual prices with farmers when buying direct from the farm. For 

ease of management this is also a preferred option by many farmers. In this situation, the price the 

farmer receives for their sheep is influenced by the farmers ability to negotiate, their expectations 

probably based the latest sheep sales at Katanning and Muchea and also the advice received from 

their stock agent.  

In a period of high prices and profits, the demand to change is low as the imperative to improve 

management decisions is not pressing. 

Anderton (2017) found that positive terms of trade for 

livestock specialists were responsible for a small growth 

in total factor productivity (TFP18), but unlike their 

cropping specialist counterparts, livestock specialists did 

not apply best practice use of technology and suffered 

with a misallocation of inputs and outputs. This means 

they only achieved profitability through positive terms of 

trade. Opportunity exists to improve the productivity 

and profitability of the sheep enterprise by applying 

best practice technology.  

It could be argued that positive terms of trade create less incentive to apply new technology to 

improve productivity. Ongoing productivity improvements are essential for most farmers to offset 

ongoing cost pressures and maintain profits. It is widely acknowledged that an individual broadacre 

farmer in WA cannot much influence the prices of their commodities and that the farmer’s terms of 

trade (ratio of prices received to prices paid) are largely beyond their control19. (Zammit & Howden, 

2020).  

Our analyses on stock movements in this report, indicates farmers preferred method of selling their 

sheep is on farm. Suggesting there is a level of passive behaviour around seeking a competitive price 

for their sheep. Despite the producer having the most to benefit from improved price transparency, 

our consultation and discussion with growers throughout this project suggest that their perceived 

acceptance of the status quo is because they feel unable to change the system.  

 
18Total Factor Productivity is a measure of economic performance that compares the amount of goods and 
services produced (output) to the amount of combined inputs used to produce those goods and services. 
19 Farmers' terms of trade (FToT) refer to a suite of indicators that measure average changes to prices and 
farm costs for the agricultural sector. Price indexes measure the average growth in prices that farmers 
receive at the farm gate for their product, and in the prices paid for inputs to production 

’A small investment in time and 

upgrading skills to apply best 

practice technology in the livestock 

enterprise might significantly 

improve its contribution to whole 

farm profit and at the same time 

reduce risk through improving 

diversification.’ (Anderton, 2017) 
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It appears farmers cope better with the variance in financial outcomes from large cropping programs 

to the variance and stress they experience with dry seasonal conditions, stocking rates are generally 

aligned to a decile 2-3 rainfall year (WALRC, 2020). Choice in enterprise mix is underpinned by 

several factors which include historical decisions, sometimes intergenerational, lifestyle choices, 

perceived costs and benefits, preference for driving machinery or moving sheep, it is a complex issue 

and not necessarily driven by profit which economic analysis often implies. 

The results from a post project survey conducted with the famers involved in this project show other 

benefits generated from this project have supported their business and that although most feel they 

have yet to increase productivity, they anticipate they will improve their productivity as an outcome 

from being involved with the project. Most strongly agreed that they had strengthened their 

capacity to address production constraints and that they had strengthened their capacity to build 

partnerships, Figure 56. 
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Figure 56. Post project survey results



CONCLUSION 
This four-year project set out to investigate flexible farming systems and look at the sheep supply 

chain in more depth with the aim of improving our understanding of how a sheep enterprise can fit 

into the low rainfall environment as a risk mitigation strategy. 

Our analyses, investigations and consultations show that the sheep meat industry has a strong and 

promising future with an ongoing and growing demand for the product. Challenges for the supply 

side exist.  In many ways this is a great position for producers. If they can navigate the production 

challenges successfully, they can create a profitable and growing enterprise. 

Variable and drying seasonal conditions create a challenging environment for managing livestock 

and, besides the profitability in cropping and perceived ease of management in comparison to 

sheep, it is one of the main contributions to the recent decline in stock numbers in WA.  

Record high prices for sheepmeat due to global demand has improved the profitability of the 

enterprise but the ongoing management challenges see many reluctant to either increase numbers 

or return to a mixed farming enterprise. The variability and significant cost for feeding supplements 

to meet energy requirements concomitant with the required management skills are barriers to 

many. 

Yet, simulation analysis of the EWB industry comparing scenarios confirm the potential to improve 

the sheep enterprise profitability and consequently whole farm operating surplus by using best 

practice management principles and implementing tactical and strategic decisions. By responding to 

seasonal conditions and implementing the management practices simulated, profitability 

improvement by 23% can be achieved. There is potential to add $40 million in value to the EWB by 

improving productivity with lambing, stocking rates and selling lamb’s earlier. 

The opportunity to improve productivity in livestock, with the application of best use of technology 

or investment in new technologies and new skills (Kingwell et al., 2013, Nazrul et al., 2014, 

Anderton, 2016) is supported by this analysis.  

However, a barrier to adoption is the complexity associated with understanding the benefits and 

risks, and the many variables and how they interact, arguably, some on farm decisions have moved 

beyond human capacity and using technology to provide the intellectual power required to optimize 

decisions is inevitable (Lefroy, 2020).  

As momentum gathers in the world of digitalisation there is an opportunity to create tools to assist 

farmers with understanding risks and the financial implications of their decisions. Data based 

decisions backed by scientific principles will increase the objectivity of farm-decision making. As 

farms continue to grow and ownership structure more complex, automated data-based decision-

making will simplify decision processes (Lefroy, 2020). But these tools need to be user friendly and 

talk the same language as farmers. It means that the end user must feel the technology is relevant 

and credible, using terminology they can relate to with a low-level pain threshold to achieve some 

quick wins. 

Managing whole farm risk requires flexibility and understanding of the compromise between 

different enterprises. myFARMSMART (explained in Part II of this report) can assist with the 

understanding, and the complexity of the interactions between enterprises, helping to build resilient 
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farm businesses. It enables an in-depth analysis of how an enterprise performs and how it 

contributes to the whole farm operating surplus. 

The importance of improving productivity should not be underestimated, and investment in new 

technology and developing new skills is required to maintain improvements in productivity. 

This study confirms improvements in operating surplus are achievable when strategies are 

implemented to improve productivity and management flexibility for the sheep enterprise in the 

mixed farming system.  
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APPENDIX 1 
CENSUS DATA FOR MERREDIN ADVISORY DISTRICT 2015-16 

Table 7. ABS census data for Merredin advisory district 2015-16 

 

 

 

  

Column1 Total area (ha)

Number of 

agriculture 

businesses Livestock numbers Broad acre crops Wheat Barley Oats Canola Lupins

Bruce Rock (S) 243,703             63 140,869                     134,921                 94,468        20,896       3,768         11,737     3,060      

Kelleberrin (S) 162,261             57 106,445                     90,922                    54,780        16,273       1,576         11,067     5,320      

Koorda (S) 237,367             74 100,511                     139,235                 97,274        19,133       1,285         15,442     4,437      

Merredin (S) 294,561             77 170,267                     163,077                 114,182      25,257       4,554         14,186     3,698      

Mount Marshall (S) 314,247             58 102,049                     155,145                 128,441      15,654       4,192         3,584       1,731      

Mukinbudin 105,888             20 34,386                       52,277                    43,279        5,274         1,412         1,207       583          

Narembeen (S) 340,374             89 196,749                     188,441                 131,941      28,186       5,262         16,393     4,273      

Nungarin (S) 36,014                7 11,695                       17,780                    14,720        1,794         480            410          198          

Trayning (S) 51,010                9 16,656                       25,184                    20,849        2,541         680            581          281          

Westonia (S) 102,552             19 33,302                       50,630                    41,915        5,108         1,368         1,169       565          

Yilgarn (S) 938,542             173 304,783                     463,362                 383,607      46,753       12,522       10,706     5,170      

Column1 Total area (ha)

Number of 

agriculture 

businesses Livestock numbers Broad acre crops Wheat Barley Oats Canola Lupins

Bruce Rock (S) 243,703               63 140,869                      134,921                   70% 15% 3% 9% 2%

Kelleberrin (S) 162,261               57 106,445                      90,922                      60% 18% 2% 12% 6%

Koorda (S) 237,367               74 100,511                      139,235                   70% 14% 1% 11% 3%

Merredin (S) 294,561               77 170,267                      163,077                   70% 15% 3% 9% 2%

Mount Marshall (S) 314,247               58 102,049                      155,145                   83% 10% 3% 2% 1%

Mukinbudin 105,888               20 34,386                        52,277                      83% 10% 3% 2% 1%

Narembeen (S) 340,374               89 196,749                      188,441                   70% 15% 3% 9% 2%

Nungarin (S) 36,014                 7 11,695                        17,780                      83% 10% 3% 2% 1%

Trayning (S) 51,010                 9 16,656                        25,184                      83% 10% 3% 2% 1%

Westonia (S) 102,552               19 33,302                        50,630                      83% 10% 3% 2% 1%

Yilgarn (S) 938,542               173 304,783                      463,362                   83% 10% 3% 2% 1%
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APPENDIX 2 
STUDY TOUR DETAILS (REF. DAVE BEATTY AND TANYA KILMINSTER NOTES) 

Qatar 
Two days were spent in Qatar covering visits to retail (LuLu, Carrefour, MegaMart) and meetings 
with largest importer of chilled carcass and live sheep. Second day covered visit to Widam feedlot 
and commercial and public abattoirs.  
Key findings: 

• Retail diverse with country of labelling indicating multiple countries competing for market 
share. Australia dominant given subsidy of Australian sheep meat but this impacts on 
reputation given higher value vacuum packed meat competes with subsidised meat and New 
Zealand.  

• Widam indicated that not having Australian sheep in feedlot during summer improved profit 
(decreased mortalities) and were comfortable with up to a four-month hiatus (June, July, 
August and September). However, shipping in May will be important particularly with 
Ramadan and Eid moving forward 11 days each year and preference for sheep to arrive end 
of September.  

• Widam currently looking at business models to determine what proportion and volumes are 
required for live versus chilled carcass. Happy with current 50:50 model but this could 
change depending on opening of new abattoir and consistency of supply from Australia.  

• New abattoir currently under construction with government pushing for opening after Eid. 
This will coincide with Widam taking control of new feedlot at Hassad Farm. This facility is 
25km inland with humidity consistently 5-10% lower than current location. Feedlot with 
20,000sqm shaded area.  

• New abattoir with two lines. One for public plus one commercial. Plus, large animal and 
camel lines.  

• Opportunity for yearling chilled carcasses but would need business case and economic 
modelling. Important to understand the WA production system and how supply could be 
guaranteed.  

• Current airfreight capacity into Qatar is maximum 5500 carcasses per day. This is sufficient 
to deal with high demand periods of Ramadan and Eid but would not be sufficient if live 
trade were to cease.  

• Widam CEO indicated that current sheep meat subsidy not likely to be removed in short or 
medium term. Currently Australian locally slaughtered and chilled carcass available at retail 
at butchers at 17.50 QR/kg. Retail can add extra 2.00 QR/kg if cut into cubes and a further 
2.00 QR/kg for marinade.  

• With no locally slaughtered Australian sheep in the market retailers are complaining of lack 
of offal 

• Widam indicated that 15,000 Romania sheep and 6,000 Arabic sheep will be available for Eid 
Al Adha. The same ticketing systems as previous years will be used to sell these to the public 
during Eid.  

The groups’ impression: 
Hypermarkets and products – very extensive choice, modern and often unexpected, branding by 
country very evident rather than region, impact of MLA is significant with retailers, price 
differentiation by quality and brands and between hypermarkets, good use of all cuts and offal 
Retail butchers – demand for Australian sheep meat, price, and quality. Subsidies are important and 
keep customers buying lamb and sheep meat. Whole carcase in demand. Demand in general is huge. 
Impacts for producers and Australian sheep industry – noticeably clear messages about trust, 
Australia supplies a consistent and safe product and they want to continue their trade with us. In 
Qatar, they continue to want a smaller carcase hence work needs to continue to bring them on 
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board as Australia wants to supply a larger carcass. Post farm gate information about our markets 
needs to continue for producers. 
General –it was extremely hot and humid (oppressive!) at the time of year and visit. All tour 
delegates were not too unhappy about not seeing Australian sheep in feedlots or abattoir lairage. 
Australia needs to continue open communication with Qatar to determine the future live trade of 
sheep as the demand remains high, however can be worked around for the time that there are 
restrictions to the trade. As Qatar modernises further there will be greater opportunity for chilled 
product however the subsidy system, if removed, will likely impact on Australian exports. 
 
Jordan 
Visit to Great Amman Municipality slaughterhouse and meat distribution centre followed by meeting 
with Hijazi Ghosheh Group (HGG) Managing Director and dinner with Australian Ambassador. Retail 
visits included Carrefour and Meat Master. Travel to Aqaba and visit to HGG feedlot and abattoir.  
Key findings: 

• Stunning of livestock in GAM unique to MENA (this is different to GCC where no uptake of 
stunning).  

• Hygiene and breakdown of cold chain obvious at GAM and meat distribution centre.  

• GAM manager indicated that Jordan Government still talking about new abattoir 

• Retail outlets consistent with other regional countries with sheep meat available from 
multiple sources with differing price points depending on the retail chain/outlet.   

• Meat Master high end butcher focusing on beef (Stockyard) and only Australian lamb carcass 
available. No high value vacuum packed lamb product.  

• Dinner with Ambassador and embassy staff enabled group to witness working relationship 
between MLA and Australian Government. Ambassador glowing in praise for MLA / 
Government relationship. 

• HGG provided rhetoric consistent with previous meetings providing the group with strong 
messaging around impacts that live trade disruptions have had for their business. Focused 
on ESCAS and summer closure as main reasons that Australia no longer enjoys market share 
in Jordan. Also reiterated that further HGG investments in Australia and on new livestock 
vessels are in doubt when there are trade disruptions and changing (stop / start) regulatory 
requirements. 

• Australian sheep replaced by Romania sheep (and chilled carcasses). Also, Welsh lamb 
carcasses have entered market.  

• Australian chilled carcasses marketed in Jordan and ‘Dubai lamb’ given they are trans-
shipped from Dubai.   

• HGG feedlot approximately 30,000 sheep in very good condition. Abattoir is processing vast 
majority with approximately 900 / month going to GAM and smaller volumes to other ESCAS 
approved supply chains.  

• Marketing locally slaughtered Australian sheep based on weight and age. Lambs are 
premium at 6.50-6.75JD/kg; Hogget 5.75-6.00JD/kg; wethers 5.25-5.50JD/kg). Market pays 
according to price and requirements.  

• Although hot in Jordan, it was obvious that conditions vastly different to Gulf. There is a 
need to consider Red Sea ports differently to Gulf.  

• Mr Dia’eldeen Sha’ban employed as HGG ESCAS internal auditor and has very sound 
knowledge and understanding of ESCAS requirements.  

The groups’ impression: 
Hypermarkets and retail butcher and products – very similar impression to Qatar, though Meat 
Master butchers was very impressive and would rival any high-end butcher in Australia (as would the 
price per cut). 
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HGG head office (Amman) – ESCAS is not their business model, while the system has improved all 
sheep handling and management via the closed supply chain and approved abattoirs, HGG would 
prefer to have the control.  
GAM slaughterhouse – very impressive system as a distribution point for product coming in from all 
over the world, the buyers/traders were also impressive.  
HGG feedlot and abattoir Aqaba – very impressed with the animal welfare and feeding management 
of the stock in the feedlot. The Australian sheep were in good condition and being looked after. Only 
30,000 sheep currently in the feedlot, but can hold up to 150,000, all with shade/shelter. Feed is 
delivered 2x per day, and checked 2 hourly. Water sampling happens 2x per month, both water used 
for drinking (groundwater) and that going into the waste water. Pens are cleaned out every 20 days, 
to remove any soiled dirt and soil bacteria. Pens hold 1500 to 3000 sheep, depending on capacity of 
the entire feedlot. At full capacity, 0.45 animal per square metres but generally not this dense 
because not at capacity and won’t be as they do not have the animals 
General – the climate was very different to Qatar, warm but a dry heat (much like the eastern 
wheatbelt). A general sense that live export through to the Red Sea was not such an issue as it is into 
the Gulf regions, and that these markets should not be treated the same. Great to see stunning of 
animals prior to slaughter. The Jordanians were very happy for photos to be taken, very transparent 
and proud of the work they are doing. There remain complexities in the market place, carcass 
continues to be the preference for cultural festivities while for normal cooking, cuts from 
supermarkets and price per kg are becoming the norm. There was definitely more 
thought/discussion around how as producers we can meet the different markets based on what the 
(specific) middle eastern markets want and how it fits our production systems. 
The entire group was very impressed with the Australian Ambassador to Jordan, Miles Armitage. He 
and his staff were very giving of their time and very open with their explanations of the work they do 
in Jordan and the relationship they have with the Jordanian government, particularly the work MLA 
are doing with both governments. The group were treated to the most amazing meal at the 
Ambassador’s residence, all Australian products (WA wine, Australian beef and lamb!), a very 
informative and entertaining evening. 
 
UAE 
Two days in Dubai covering retail visits (Carrefour, LuLu, Spinneys, Prime Gourmet) and also feedlot, 
abattoir, livestock market and local meat market.  
Key findings: 

• Australian beef and lamb consistently present on retail shelf space across all outlets visited 
competing mainly with NZ.  

• Emirates Livestock meeting and discussion provided insights into need for locally 
slaughtered live animals. Suggested that there would always be a need for live animals due 
to halal requirements, food security and cultural celebrations.  

• Emirates Livestock business model currently is 60:40 (live v chilled carcass).  

• Emirates Livestock have started importing South African chilled carcass and are looking at 
establishing locally slaughtered Australian carcass export trade to Saudi.  

• Issues with airfreight as every 2 to 3 weeks containers are bumped off flights. This creates 
uncertainty in the market as there is a need for fresh meat every day.  

• Australian livestock remaining in feedlot looked in good condition with those recently 
shipped from Romania showing some signs of heat distress.  

• Australian sheep only to be sold for charity slaughter during Eid.  

• The group were very impressed with Dubai abattoir – both cleanliness and open transparent 
approach to the public.  

• Livestock market, there were no Australian sheep. Indian or Somali sheep could be 
purchased for 600AED. 
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• Visit to Sharjah meat market where traditional selling of meat now occurs in new air 
conditioned facilities alongside fresh seafood and fruit/vegetables.   

The groups’ impression: 
Hypermarkets, retail butcher and modern wet market – retail was pitched differently depending on 
the customer, price and quality. Modern day wet market was halal and catering for the traditional 
customer. 
Feedlot – very good, Australian sheep in good condition and impressive feeding and water systems, 
all undercover. 
Abattoir – first rate and good system for customers to buy individual animals and view slaughter. 
Health and hygiene were impressive with Al Mawashi looking at being the best at what they do. 
General – food security, culture and price were the three dominant reasons why Australian lamb 
was sought after, however Australian sheep numbers are down and they are looking to other 
countries to source product to fill the gap. Needs to be better supply of airfreight lamb as every few 
weeks a shipment gets dumped on the tarmac and that shipment is lost and costly to the business. 
Good indication that Australia needs to improve shelf life of product to investigate further sea travel 
for vacuum packed cuts. Good understanding by the group that Dubai is a distribution hub for other 
Middle Eastern countries, and that within the UAE there is considerable wealth for locals, 
neighbouring Saudi’s that have an obvious presence and western ex-pats, while the less wealthy are 
still well catered for through the various buying options at supermarkets, wet markets and abattoir.  
 

 

 


