
 

 

When the going gets tough worksheet.  
 
Read the following article and answer the following questions regarding strategies for sheep and 
beef farmers to manage difficult financial seasons. 
 
Questions 
Strategic Planning and Mindset 
1. Why does farm consultant Ed Harrison recommend that farmers create a formal plan during 

tough times?  
 

2. How do today's farm businesses compare to those in the 1980s in terms of buffering economic 
impacts?  
 

Cost Management and Reduction 
3. What are the three primary areas where farms can significantly pull back on expenditure?  

 
4. What specific shearing policy is recommended to save money, and how much can a business 

potentially save?  
 

5. What is the financial difference between operating a side-by-side vehicle versus a quad bike?  
 

Production and Revenue Optimization 
6. What is the "best strategy" to lower a farm's cost structure during an economic downturn?  

 
7. Why is it risky to withhold fertiliser as a long-term cost-cutting measure?  

 
Cashflow and Financial Levers 
8. What are some "short-term levers" George Collier suggests for reducing expenses or generating 

cash?  
 

9. How does the document define the difference between top and median performers regarding 
Economic Farm Surplus?  

 
  











 

 

Answers 
 
Strategic Planning and Mindset 
1. Why does farm consultant Ed Harrison recommend that farmers create a formal plan during 

tough times?  
A plan brings clarity and rationality to the situation, allowing for informed decisions rather than 
those driven by emotion or "fight or flight" instincts. It also allows farmers to focus on 
implementation rather than constantly second-guessing their actions.  
 

2. How do today's farm businesses compare to those in the 1980s in terms of buffering economic 
impacts?  
Today's businesses are in a much stronger position because they have better farm infrastructure, 
higher soil fertility, superior genetics, and advanced management tools like Body Condition 
Scoring.  
 

Cost Management and Reduction 
3. What are the three primary areas where farms can significantly pull back on expenditure?  

The primary areas for expenditure cutbacks are weeds and pests, repairs and maintenance, and 
fertiliser.  
 

4. What specific shearing policy is recommended to save money, and how much can a business 
potentially save?  
Moving to an eight-month shearing policy is recommended because it has a lower net cost 
($2.59/ewe) compared to six-month or 12-month policies. An agribusiness running 4,850 ewes 
could save approximately $12,610 per year by switching from six-monthly to eight-monthly 
shearing.  
 

5. What is the financial difference between operating a side-by-side vehicle versus a quad bike?  
On average, a side-by-side costs $6,124 (or 61c/km) more to own and operate than a quad bike.  
 

Production and Revenue Optimization 
6. What is the "best strategy" to lower a farm's cost structure during an economic downturn?  

The best strategy is to focus on maximising production per hectare or per stock unit to drive up 
revenue in relation to expenditure. Top operators aim to keep this ratio below 60%.  
 

7. Why is it risky to withhold fertiliser as a long-term cost-cutting measure?  
While it can save money in the short term, historical trials show that withholding fertiliser over 
seven years can cause pasture production to drop by 12% on low fertility sites and by as much as 
32% on high fertility sites.  
 

Cashflow and Financial Levers 
8. What are some "short-term levers" George Collier suggests for reducing expenses or generating 

cash?  
Short-term options include: 

a. Slowing the pasture renewal cycle through double cropping.  
b. Using contractors instead of full-time employees to save on wages and accommodation.  
c. Postponing principal repayments for 12–24 months.  
d. Cashing up life insurance, selling surplus machinery, or sub-dividing land.  

 
9. How does the article define the difference between top and median performers regarding 

Economic Farm Surplus?  



 

 

Top performers typically have higher stocking rates and lambing percentages, resulting in an 
economic farm surplus of $98 per stock unit, compared to $58 per stock unit for median 
performers.  
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