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Monitoring magic  

Much is talked about benchmarking and monitor-
ing for improving on farm performance and indus-
try productivity. There are a growing range of 
tools available to assist farmers make decisions 
from the simple sward stick to the more complex 
Farmax model, livestock scales and EID, animal 
health programmes, financial monitoring and KPIs 
and these are just a sample. 

After 30 years of involvement in both science and 
technology transfer I have gathered my thoughts 
on the importance and value of monitoring and 
collecting data on farm, including some of the 
traps to watch out for. 

1. Don’t measure what you can. Measure what 

you should. 

Plan your monitoring programme because as access 
to monitoring tools increases it will be easier to 
measure, collect and store data. Productivity is not 
the result of farmers being swamped by data. 

2. If you don’t use the data, don’t collect it! 

Collecting data just to have some numbers doesn’t 
improve decision making on its own. Farmers must 
have a plan, know what numbers they want to make 
a better decision and collect those. Data must be 
used to make better decisions. 

3. Monitoring is not the same as measuring 

 Sometimes you don’t need numbers 

We all monitor what is going on around us. Farmers 
are constantly observing what is happening. We can 
take information from routine observations when 
we apply some analysis to what we hear and see. 
Often we benchmark the state of the farm against 
previous seasons or experiences and this is enough 
to ensure we are on track or need to make a change. 

4. Are you listening to your livestock? 

 They will let you know faster than the feed 

budget if you are not feeding enough in winter 

Observing and listening to your stock will tell you 
something about the state of your feed budget. Ob-
serving how stock use tracks and yards will also give 
you valuable information that will improve labour 
efficiency. 

5. Simple data can be really powerful 

 However, this may be good or bad 

It is important to recognise that the conclusions you 
may draw from data may not always be right. Once 
you have data then getting a professional to help 
interpret it can make sure you move in the right di-
rection. 

6. Beware of N=1 

 You have a single data point, be wary of what 
it means 

 Observations accumulated over several years 
are better 

Because you have only one example of what 
might be happening, there is a risk of drawing the 
wrong conclusions. Again getting a second opinion 
on the numbers you have collected will help to 
improve the decisions you make.  

7. We always change more than one thing at a 

time 

 Beware of false outcomes 

When we make changes it is rare that only one 
thing is altered. This makes it hard to determine 
the true cause of any improvement. Recording 
what we do and what the outcomes are can help 
improve our analysis of the change. Some of the 
changes we make have a long term time frame 
before true effects are felt, so we need to under-
stand this and factor in those time frames before 
drawing a final conclusion. 

8. When we change something we want it to 

work 

 Beware of false optimism 
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Again, we make changes because we think that 
what we try will make a difference. Therefore we 
are already primed to think that the result will be 
positive. Often we may have invested significantly 
in the change and don’t want to be wrong. It is 
important to measure the inputs and outputs, and 
the previous outputs effectively so that we can 
identify whether the changes have true value. 

9  Don’t extrapolate beyond the data!! 

Just because 1 + 1 = 2, we shouldn’t assume any-
thing beyond that. Two classic examples come to 
mind. The first is the use of Molybdenum to im-
prove clover growth. Some farmers assumed that 
if it worked in one year then we should repeat it 
again the next year. They promptly ran into in-
duced copper deficiency in stock. Selenium is an-
other classic where limited supplementation is 
good but excessive supplementation will kill live-
stock. 

10. Understand the importance of variability 

 It is the tail that kills you 

While monitoring the average will tell you some-
thing about your farm, there is often more infor-
mation in understanding the variation. For exam-
ple understanding the variation in year to year 
pasture production is important in setting up the 
whole farm system, while understanding the live 
weight variation in your ewe flock may provide 
different insights into the requirements of day to 
day management.   

11. Perfect data isn’t perfect 

 Fast decisions trump perfect data 

A farmer’s decision is based on what the data 
shows plus experience and objective evidence. 

 All data has variations and so can produce 

some strange results 

When we monitor we can take samples (e.g., 50 
ewes in the flock) or measure every animal. These 
techniques are used for different purposes. 

Samples provide us with the average, plus an idea 
of the variation, and might be used to set a feed 
budget or monitor whether we are approaching a 
target that we have set. Knowing the weight of 
every animal in the mob might be required for 
decisions about whether they are ready to go to 
the works.  

However, there are flaws in both methods. Even 
when every weight is measured, there are still 
variables that affect the accuracy of that weight. 
You must have protocols to ensure that weights 
are comparable between weighings, but again 
there may still be some unexplainable variation.  

Occasionally farmers will report live weight gains 
in lambs that are beyond the theoretical maxi-
mum for true growth, and so the live weight gain 
must be described by something other than true 
body weight gain. Factors might include water 
intake, variations in gut fill and wet or dry fleeces. 
Sometimes it can be as simple as scale error, as 
these ‘wander’ during weighing events. 

12. Weigh livestock for feed budgeting, use condi-

tion to monitor progress 
You must know the weight of your livestock when 
feed budgeting. If you feed a 500kg cow as if she 

weighed 450kg, then she will prove you right even-
tually by losing weight until she gets there.  

Once you have determined the right amount of 
feed, then condition scoring can help you test 
whether you are meeting the feed budget. During 
pregnancy it is hard to know exactly what weight a 
ewe or cow should be at any given time. However, 
if you are feeding at maintenance then the ani-
mals’ condition should remain constant. Often the 
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feeding conditions during winter may mean that 
the animals may not get the appropriate intake, 
regardless of allowance, and therefore monitoring 
condition provides a tool to check the feed budget 
and alter allowances easily. 

13. You must have protocols for measurement 
and you must stick to them for interpretable 

results 

Making sure you have protocols for measurement 
mean that results can be compared between situ-
ations. This applies to weighing, but also to soil 
testing, measuring pasture and Body Condition 
Score. Using standard pasture assessments tech-
niques, on the same parts of the paddock or farm 
each time means that the numbers can be used 
across any time frame, so week to week or year to 
year. Livestock weighing protocols are similar, i.e., 
weigh at the same time of the day and same time 
‘off feed’, weigh a random sample (not the first 
through the yards, and weigh enough animals to 
be a representative sample (e.g., a minimum of 50 
or 10%, which ever is the greater). 

14. Work out what data you actually need 

Often we decide to monitor because something 
has changed. For example, we may have bought a 
set of scales. We need to first determine what 
decisions we are going to influence and develop a 
plan to capture data that is appropriate for that 
decision. If we are trying to meet supply specifica-
tions better then we need to monitor the weight 
of our prime stock in a timely manner to achieve 
that. 

15. Do you have a plan – based on monitoring? 

Monitoring provides information that can be part of 
a plan. Once we decide what data we need then we 
can collect that data to inform the progress of the 
plan toward our targets, and make decisions to alter 
the plan if we aren’t meeting those targets. 

16. Benchmarking is of limited use without con-

text 

 Be wary of using the wrong benchmarks for 
YOUR farm 

Often the most appropriate information is what 
we have done on our farm in the past. However, 
we must ensure that we don’t fall into pitfalls of 
the previous points when we look to the future. 

Occasionally we need to look outside to see what 
the potential might be.  

17. Set targets, monitor for triggers and take ac-

tion 

The power of monitoring is at its greatest when 
we combine it with our plan and the cycle of 
setting targets, monitoring for triggers and then 
taking action to alter the plan depending on cir-
cumstances. This means that triggers must be set 
with enough time to ensure that action taken can 
meet the targets set. Often this means that trig-
gers are well in advance of the targets. For exam-
ple condition score of ewes at weaning is an im-
portant trigger to ensure future reproductive tar-
gets are met. 

18. Looks for change points, rather than incre-

ments 

When setting targets and triggers it is important 
to identify change points that are meaningful. As 
in the previous example, condition score can be 
used at weaning as a potential change point, by 
ensuring that feeding plans are set well in advance 
of winter. Condition scoring during winter is a 
monitoring technique, rather than change point 
detector. Other change points will include specific 
pasture cover targets, lambing and calving dates 
and mean slaughter dates for prime stock. Know-
ing how these affect your farm can improve farm 
productivity and profitability. 

19. When you collect data, use it to make a deci-

sion 

Data will help you make better decisions. That is 

why we collect it. However, it is important to 

make sure that we make good decisions based on 

the appropriate interpretation. Often using a pro-

fessional to aid with interpreting farm data can 

help avoid some of the traps outlined above.   

“True genius re-

sides in the capaci-

ty for evaluation of 

uncertain, hazard-

ous, and conflicting 

information.” Win-

ston Churchill 
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