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1. Abstract 

This project represents the third stage of a collaborative partnership between MLA and the Pasture 
Trial Network (PTN) that has been ongoing since 2011. The partnership funds the conduct of joint 
trials between seed companies to help producers and their advisors assess which are the best-
performing varieties for a range of pasture species. Since its inception, PTN has enabled livestock 
producers, advisors, and supply chain stakeholders to make more informed decisions about forage 
variety selection. 
 
This third phase of the partnership enabled the review, consolidation, and improvement of PTN core 
activities by providing timely varietal information from within specified agroecological zones and 
extending this information using a new communication and extension plan. The programme has 
strengthened its governance frameworks and invested in understanding industry perceptions and 
communication policies and strategies, including a working group comprised of key stakeholders. 
These documents supplement the vision of Phase 3 funding to the PTN, its value to the red meat 
sector, and the possible adoption pathways for the improved industry value of the PTN. 
 
The PTN relationship with MLA has generated volumes of data, the full potential of which has yet to 
be realised. Future iterations of the partnership should consider expanding the number of tested 
species and an increased range of locations to increase the applicability of the datasets to a wider 
producer audience. Increased promotion and education of PTN activities (particularly to advisors) 
would also increase the reach of the PTN and improve the uptake of improved genetics, resulting in 
greater productivity improvements in the red meat sector. 
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2. Executive summary 

Background 

The funding of the third phase of the Pasture Trial Network (PTN) development represents the 
continual collaborative partnership between Meat and Livestock (MLA) and PTN. Since its inception 
in 2011, PTN has enabled livestock producers, advisors, and supply chain stakeholders to make more 
informed decisions about forage variety selection. 

This project enables the review, consolidation, and improvement of core activities by providing 
timely varietal information from within specified agroecological zones, extending this information to 
target producers, consultants, and industry stakeholders, and promoting its activities for proprietary 
cultivar adoption. 

Objectives 

The PTN objectively evaluates forage varieties commonly used by beef, sheep, and dairy producers, 
where the results are to be freely publicly available to support the industry in making informed 
buying decisions. The benefitted industry outcome is increased forage productivity by selecting 
better-performing cultivars (based on robust comparative performance information) and improved 
confidence in choosing the right pasture genetics for specific needs and locations. 

The objectives of the third phase of funding focused around: 

• Building more robust governance processes. 
• Building communication frameworks. 
• Continuing the current and future deployment of trials within temperate Australia. 
• A concept of building a forage value index for the red meat industry. 
• Build a value proposition for the next funding phase of the PTN. 

Methodology 

The current funded project enabled the continuance of the PTN’s previously established active trials, 
their data analysis, and implementation of new trials, in conjunction with the review, consolidation 
and improvement of core activities to better service the red meat and dairy industries with the 
delivery of: 

I. Generation of varietal information from core regionally relevant trial locations based on 
agroecological zone. 

II. Trials that include a range of pasture species relevant to producers and, 
III. Timely information to producers through the implementation of a newly developed 

communications and extension plan, initially with the publishing of updated trial site 
information and data. 

IV. Appoint a full-time executive officer and develop the value proposition needed to 
demonstrate enduring impact for red meat producers. 
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Results/key findings 

The third funding phase has multiple activities and key findings. Each objective achieved during the 
project is discussed further in this section. 

Developments in the programme’s governance to better support the continued operations include 
terms of reference for the management working groups, a review of the organisational constitution 
and an introduction of policies and protocols. These frameworks better supported the review and 
guides for trial review and discussion points. 

Active trials were continued for temperate forage species within defined agroecological zones, with 
69 trials commenced between 2018 and 2021. Trials were conducted and annually audited against 
the PTN protocol, with 13 trials still active at the end of the project and 35 completed and uploaded 
to the MLA PTN eTool. Site descriptions have been updated for many historical trials that were 
missing this valuable information. 

Improvements have been made to the organisational data management, with the implementation of 
new tools, including a dedicated project management tool, Smartsheet, data storage facilities 
SharePoint and OneDrive. Collectively, this improves the management of the programme, 
stakeholder communication and decreases data redundancy. As of May 2023, the communications 
network of PTN receives regular communications through: (a) regular social media updates, 
primarily through LinkedIn, with 71 followers comprised mostly of agronomists across Australia; (b) 
the monthly ASF newsletter, within which the PTN provides an update for each newsletter; (c) 
fortnightly email updates to PTN partners and stakeholders. 

Communication regarding the programme’s value to end-users has been historically lagging; to 
combat this, the group established a Communication Working Group (CWG) in the Autumn of 2022. 
The group comprises representatives from rural advisors, Rural Development Corporations, seed 
companies and research organisations. The CWG had significant input into the formation of the PTN 
Monitoring and Evaluation Plan and instigated an industry survey to understand the industry 
perceptions of the PTN. The survey had a response of 73 respondents, 46 of whom are retailers, 19 
beef producers, 17 sheep producers and three dairy producers, with a substantial number of 
responses from New South Wales. The survey deduced that the PTN had an impact in directly and 
indirectly supporting producers through their advisors but needs to work on greater relevance to 
more regions and cultivars and more excellent value in interpreting and promoting the data and 
program generally. The CWG endorsed the PTN Communication Strategy, which focused on defining 
the PTN core audience, delivering key messages on the value of the PTN, communication styles and 
communication platforms. 

The organisation also appointed a full-time Executive Officer, the first for the programme to support 
and drive its development into the future to improve quality and outputs. 

The PTN currently delivers individual trial results based on yield. An alternative method is using a 
Forage Value Index (FVI) that helps summarise variety performance in terms of the time of year that 
forage is produced and potentially also by including measures of forage eating quality. A concept 
paper was developed in this project to discuss the potential benefits of utilising the FVI concept 
within the red meat sector, an innovation that would be challenging due to the larger GxE 
encountered in medium and low rainfall environments applicable to the red meat sector. 

A value proposition conducted within the project indicates that the red meat sector derives value 
from the PTN through the increased industry uptake of improved ‘proprietary’ varieties that can 
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increase producer returns by $200/ha or more, compared to outdated ‘generic’ varieties. Uptake of 
the proprietary varieties is improving, with estimates suggesting that an additional $10M was gained 
by the red meat sector between 2015 and 2021 through their increased usage. Further investigation 
suggests that there is substantial unfulfilled potential, with the industry potentially able to achieve 
an additional $200M of red meat production annually if producers ceased using underperforming 
varieties. 

Benefits to industry 

As a cross-industry funded programme, its stakeholders continue to invest in the belief that the 
programme has value in supporting the industry through supporting end-users in making informed 
sowing decisions for temperate forage selection in their region. The value proposition demonstrates 
that while a return of 10:1 has potentially been achieved through investment in the PTN, there is the 
potential to increase the value of red meat production by $200M annually through the improved 
uptake of high yielding ‘proprietary’ varieties.  

With the investments made by the third phase of funding, the programme has enhanced its 
operations and additional resources for the industry with the continual trials and established 
improved governance of the programme to secure a strong future as the national industry-funded 
temperate forage variety testing program. 

Future research and recommendations 

The PTN relationship with MLA has generated volumes of data, of which the full potential has yet to 
be realised. Future iterations of the partnership should consider the expansion of the number of 
tested species and an increased range of locations to increase the applicability of the datasets to a 
wider producer audience. Increased promotion and education of PTN activities (particularly to 
advisors) would also increase the reach of the PTN and improve the uptake of improved genetics, 
resulting in greater productivity improvements in the red meat sector. 
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3. Background 

P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

The Pasture Trials Network (PTN) P.PSH.0687 project continued the Pasture Variety Trial Network 
(PVTN) implemented by Meat Livestock Australia (MLA). The current project represented an interim 
12 month-period (ultimately extended by a further 9 months) through 2021-2023 to enable 
continuity of sown trials, further analysis and publication of results and develop a next phase project 
between MLA, PTN Ltd and new partner Dairy Australia (DA). 

The PTN supports livestock producers, advisors, and supply chain stakeholders to make more 
informed decisions about forage variety selection, a key driver of improved livestock productivity, 
sustainability, and profit. The PTN enables seed purchasers by providing an objective and industry-
reviewed evaluation of forage varieties commonly used by beef, sheep, and dairy producers. 

In supporting producers, advisors and seed companies, the benefit of PTN to the Australian red meat 
and dairy industry is increased forage productivity through the selection of better-performing 
cultivars (based on robust comparative performance information) and improved confidence in 
choosing the right pasture genetics for specific needs. PTN outputs have focused primarily on 
generating a trialling structure, analysing, and delivering objective information to producers via the 
MLA PTN eTool. 

Since the commencement of the current phase in 2021, the PTN has continued to deliver various 
trials across temperate pasture species across Australia within differing agroecological zones. 
Perennial trial protocols require at least 3 years of data, annuals one year, with some trials funded 
under this project still underway and others completed that were commenced before this 
agreement. 

The project enabled the continuance of PTN trials while allowing the review, consolidation, and 
improvement of core activities to better service the red meat and dairy industries with the delivery 
of: 

I. Varietal information from core regionally relevant trial locations based on agroecological 
zones. 

II. Trials that include a range of pasture species relevant to producers and, 
III. Timely information to producers through implementing a communications and extension 

plan initially and publishing updated trial site information and data. 

The project extension also allowed for the appointment of a full-time executive officer to review 
future growth opportunities for the data generated and develop the value proposition needed to 
demonstrate enduring impact for red meat producers. 
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4. Objectives 

4.1 Objective 1 – Establish the governance structures (project, technical, 
communication) to manage the PTN program effectively. 

ACHIEVED: Over the course of the funding cycle, the PTN has undertaken several developments in 
the governance structure of the business. 

4.1.1 Methodology 

During the life of the project, the PTN has invested in improving the governance structures, with 
developments including: 

• Terms of reference (TOR) for the Technical Working Group (TWG) 
• TOR for the Communication Working Group (CWG) 
• A revision and update of the organisation’s constitution, noting the term length of directors. 

The development of policies and protocols for: 

• Field days 
• Data transfer to the PTN eTool 
• Data transparency 

The Terms of Reference (ToR) for the governance of PTN working groups were developed and signed 
off by the PTN Board in 2021 and supplied to members of the TWG and CWG. This has clarified those 
areas within the scope of each group to deliver more efficient meetings.  

In late 2022, the organisational constitution was revised, with the major emphasis being an update 
on the length of terms of Directors. This was changed from an unlimited term to three years for each 
director, with some seats holding a shorter term to ensure a staggered rotation of the directorships 
annually. 

During 2023, after lengthy discussions, the PTN, its stakeholders and investors decided to withhold 
from directly hosting field days as the organisation developed a communication strategy. This 
strategy will include identifying the target audiences, the messages to be communicated and how to 
engage with the audience. Field days will strongly benefit from these discussions in future seasons. 

A policy was developed to improve the timely response and efficiencies in data transfer from the 
PTN to MLA IT staff for uploading to the PTN eTool in early 2023. This explains the data 
requirements from the PTN for MLA to undertake the upload to the PTN eTool efficiently with all 
their information needs. 

Lastly, a data transparency policy was drafted in early 2023, which will revolutionise data handling 
and access for participants in the program, focusing on unblinding commercial species. This 
improves data access to seed companies for performance data and enables near real-time data use 
for internal development. 

4.1.2 Results 

The outcome of these was the development of various documents, which can be found in the 
appendices of this document. Specific sections are outlined below: 
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• TWG membership terms of reference, Appendix 6.1. 
• CWG membership terms of reference, Appendix 6.2. 
• PTN constitution is available upon viewing request. 
• PTN Field day policy can be found in Appendix 6.3. 
• The PTN eTool data transfer policy can be found in Appendix 6.4. 
• The data transparency policy is currently sitting with the board and awaiting approval, but a 

draft can be found in Appendix 6.5. 

4.1.3 Conclusions 

Continual investment and development of the organisation’s governance structure will continue to 
improve clarity, boundaries and expectations of activities and operations. The investment to date 
has been rewarding and set a new direction for the programme. 

4.2 Objective 2 – Following standardised trial and publication protocols, 
conduct and publish variety trials from 2018 – 2021 (annual and 
perennial trials). 

ACHIEVED: Using an established network of contractors from both public and private institutions, 
the PTN formalised with its investors a portfolio of work from across the temperate zone of 
Australia, across a range of temperate pasture species. 

4.2.1 Methodology 

Between the start of 2018 and the end of 2021, the PTN commenced 69 trials, with 35 trials 
completed (Table 1) and 13 perennial trials still ongoing. Each trial must abide by and be audited 
annually against the PTN trials protocol, with completed data reviewed by the TWG pre- and post-
statistical analysis for approval for release to the industry via the PTN eTool platform. All trials were 
conducted by following the PTN protocol. 

4.2.2 Results 

An overview of the completed 35 trials can be viewed in Table 1. 21 trials were not ultimately 
completed or approved for date release due to adverse weather or environmental conditions or 
failure to meet the protocol expectations or environmental impact.  
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Table 1.: Trials completed between 2018 and 2021, outlining the species, location, site report 
availability and trial duration. 

Trial ID Species Trial Location Sown Year Site Report 
Submitted? 

Trial Duration 
(yrs.) 

Lm1853691 Italian Ryegrass Dederang 2018 Yes 2 
Lma1853691 Annual Ryegrass Dederang 2018 Yes 1 
Lp1853821 Perennial Ryegrass Lardner 2018 Yes 3 

Ms18192336 Lucerne Aberdeen 2018 Yes 3 
Dg1843311 Cocksfoot Hamilton 2018 Yes 3 
Lp1843311 Perennial Ryegrass Hamilton 2018 Yes 3 
Ms1843311 Lucerne Hamilton 2018 Yes 3 
Pa1843311 Phalaris Hamilton 2018 Yes 3 

Lm18116230 Italian Ryegrass Dardanup 2018 Yes 1 
Lma18116230 Annual Ryegrass Dardanup 2018 Yes 1 
Ms19153311 Lucerne Aberdeen 2019 No 3 
Lm19172430 Italian Ryegrass Taree 2019 No 1 

Lma19172430 Annual Ryegrass Taree 2019 No 1 
Fa1962643 Continental Tall Fescue Howlong 2019 Yes 3 
Lm2053821 Italian Ryegrass Lardner 2020 No 1 

Lm19153311 Italian Ryegrass MacArthur 2019 Yes 2 
Lma19153311 Annual Ryegrass MacArthur 2019 No 1 
Lp19193311 Perennial Ryegrass MacArthur 2019 Yes 3 
Lp19123352 Perennial Ryegrass Aberdeen 2019 No 3 
Lm1997304 Italian Ryegrass Meander Valley 2019 Yes 3 
Lp19207304 Perennial ryegrass Meander Valley 2019 Yes 3 
Lm2052643 Italian Ryegrass Howlong 2020 Yes 1 
Lm2053821 Italian Ryegrass Lardner 2020 Yes 2 

Lma2052643 Annual Ryegrass Howlong 2020 Yes 1 
Lma2053821 Annual Ryegrass Lardner 2020 Yes 1 
Lm20182550 Italian Ryegrass Bega 2020 Yes 1 

Lma20182550 Annual Ryegrass Bega 2020 Yes 1 
Lm2043277 Italian Ryegrass Warrnambool 2020 Yes 2 

Lma2043277 Annual Ryegrass Warrnambool 2020 Yes 1 
Lm21103250 Italian Ryegrass Colac 2021 Yes 1 

Lma21103250 Annual Ryegrass Colac 2021 Yes 1 
Lm21222430 Italian Ryegrass Aberdeen 2021 Yes 1 

Lma21222430 Annual Ryegrass Aberdeen 2021 Yes 1 
Lm21116258 Italian Ryegrass Manjimup 2021 Yes 1 

Lma21116258 Annual Ryegrass Manjimup 2021 Yes 1 
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4.2.3 Conclusions 

The completed trials provided valuable data to the sampled environments’ dairy and red meat 
industries. Opportunities for improvements were identified in the potential to increase trial success 
rates through improved selection of trial co-operators, improved clarity of trial protocols and trial 
co-operator training. 

4.3 Objective 3 – Provide to MLA-associated (updated) site descriptions and 
management of all trial and site locations to accompany the publication 
of pasture performance data. 

ACHIEVED: Site details, management and other relevant trial information have been submitted to 
MLA in a site report document at the time of the data upload request. 

4.3.1 Methodology 

At trial completion, trial co-operators must make available various data to produce a detailed 
summary of all aspects of the trial. These details are used to compile a report template supplied by 
MLA and eventually uploaded to the PTN eTool at the time of data submission. The report covers the 
following: 

• Site location. 
• Sowing details. 
• Harvest dates. 
• Local rainfall during the trial period. 
• Trial inputs, including fertiliser and pesticides. 
• Trial photos. 

4.3.2 Results 

Table 1 outlines the compliance of site reports being uploaded to the PTN eTool, where most 
projects active on the PTN eTool have submitted reports, especially trials completed in the last three 
years of recent years. Six historical sites (predating the current PTN EO) with no site reports have 
been identified. Data for these sites are still being located so that site reports can be prepared and 
uploaded in subsequent eTool updates. 

A significant update to the PTN eTool was done in March 2023, including releasing data for previous 
development lines now commercially visible in the PTN eTool. 

4.3.3 Conclusion 

Although all trials completed during the third funding phase have been successfully uploaded to the 
PTN eTool with a corresponding report, there are legacy trials that require remediation in compiling 
the missing trial report. Varieties previously listed in the PTN under experimental code names have 
been updated in the PTN eTool to match the commercial variety name relevant to producers and 
advisors.  
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4.4 Objective 4 – Develop improved data processing procedures to ensure 
timely data delivery, publication, long-term storage, and analysis 
capabilities. 

ACHIEVED: The PTN has extensively invested in improved data management and project 
management information systems to improve efficiency, transparency, and redundancy regarding 
data management. 

4.4.1 Methodology 

An Initial assessment of the current data storage and processing capabilities within PTN was 
required to understand areas of potential improvement in efficiency and functionality. This was 
done by a needs-based assessment, with a key focus on: 

• Trial data management 
• Stakeholder communication and data sharing 
• Data storage 

4.4.1.1 Determination of appropriate tool 

The first meetings to aid in developing terms of reference for data processing and storage were 
achieved through several discussions with key specialists/users to identify potential areas for 
improvement. After assessing the system in place at the time, key features were identified as 
necessary for an efficient PTN data storage and processing system. Feedback points from these 
discussions included: 

• File sharing capabilities with varied permissions to enable confidential files to be accessed by 
individuals (biometrician, administration, executive files), separate companies, different 
working groups within PTN (TWG, CWG, PTN board) and trial operators. 

• Easy to manage feedback system for TWG to trial operators and vice versa to enable active 
management of trials limiting out-of-protocol issues. 

• Incorporating documents associated with individual trials – audits, photographs, reports etc. 
• Easy tracking of trial information from the beginning through to completion. 
• Capacity to change pre-breeding lines that are later commercialised to commercial names 

and update published data accordingly. 
• Data storage – the capacity to store multiple files in one database instead of using separate 

spreadsheets for individual trials. 
• Improved data analysis capabilities and efficiencies (potential to move to GXE analysis). 
• Efficiency when transferring raw data to biometrician and raw data to DA’s biometrician for 

analysis. 
• Improved measures to avoid mistakes with multiple spreadsheets to maintain all trial data 

(coded and uncoded). 
• Capacity to standardise data across multiple spreadsheets (or remove the requirement for 

numerous spreadsheets). 
• Reduce the time to transfer information from one file to the next and collate data for 

review. 
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Given the limited functionality of the legacy platform, the PTN Executive Officer (EO) investigated 
varying database systems to assess their functionality and potential alignment with PTN’s 
requirements and budget. 

The review identified three cost-effective tools that met the requirements to improve the 
robustness and provide data redundancy and accessibility to external parties. These were: 

• The PTN portal 
• Smartsheet 
• Microsoft SharePoint and OneDrive 

The advantages of each data storage tool are as follows: 

PTN Portal: 

• Cost-effective to run (low annual upkeep costs). 
• User access to files can be tailored with different permissions.  
• Access can be granted to the biometrician when data needs to be analysed. 
• Provides an external interface for the public to learn more about the PTN. 

Smartsheet: 

• Cost-effective to run (low monthly upkeep costs). 
• Accessible off multiple devices, anywhere. 
• Flexible to varying data types and provides hierarchy in data access and editing rights, 

including documents and photos. 
• Ease of use and trial searching enables the TWG to review trial information when uploaded. 
• Smartsheet provides access to near-real-time data, trial progress in a Gantt view and period 

data uploads, and ease of data engagement. 
• User access to files can be tailored with different permissions. 
• Access can be granted to the biometrician when data needs to be analysed.  
• Adaptable to future needs, including vertical and semi-automated data and project 

management capabilities. 

SharePoint: 

• Cost-effective to run (low annual upkeep costs). 
• Accessible off multiple devices, anywhere. 
• Secure data access through authentication. 
• Ease of use and trial searching enables the TWG to review trial information when uploaded. 
• User access to files can be tailored with different permissions.  
• Flexible to varying data types and provides hierarchy in data access and editing rights, 

including documents and photos. 
• Access can be granted to the biometrician when data needs to be analysed.  
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However, there are limitations to the current systems that will continue to be monitored with a view 
to addressing them in the future: 

PTN Portal: 

• The EO can’t quickly identify when trials have not been uploaded regularly without the time-
consuming process of downloading multiple files (no notifications). 

• File size limitations mean photographs can’t be stored on the system. 
• Individual trials are stored in separate spreadsheets, which limits the capacity to store data 

long-term in one easy-to-access location. 
• Limitations to analysis (GxE) when data is stored on separate spreadsheets with no easy way 

to integrate. 
• The feedback loop must be managed through an additional document.  
• When TWG reviews trial harvest data, the project manager still must download all individual 

harvest data files, run conditional formatting, and present it in a secondary combined Excel 
spreadsheet. This process is highly time-consuming.  

• The system could be more intuitive, and trial operators have made mistakes in uploading 
data.  

• All trial data is held on a different platform and needs to be downloaded before using it, 
which takes time. 

• File-sharing capabilities are limited as the layout is simple and needs file/folder structure. 
This was the critical reason why SharePoint is now being used for archiving instead. 

Smartsheet: 

• Individual trials are stored in separate spreadsheets. 
• Limitations to analysis (GxE) when data is stored on separate spreadsheets with no easy way 

to integrate. 
• When TWG reviews trial harvest data, the project manager still must download all individual 

harvest data files, run conditional formatting, and present it in a secondary combined Excel 
spreadsheet. This process is highly time-consuming.  

• All trial data is held on a different platform and needs to be downloaded before using it, 
which takes time. 

SharePoint: 

• Individual trials are stored in separate spreadsheets. 
• Limitations to analysis (GxE) when data is stored on separate spreadsheets with no easy way 

to integrate. 
• When TWG reviews trial harvest data, the project manager still must download all individual 

harvest data files, run conditional formatting, and present it in a secondary combined Excel 
spreadsheet. This process is highly time-consuming. 

• Provides limited external interface. 
• It is not flexible to differing data presentation styles nor provides data manipulation 

capability. 
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4.4.1.2 Data sharing and communication 

During 2021, an initial assessment of the file-sharing capabilities across all collaborating parties 
within PTN highlighted that the most considerable constraint in data management was the lack of 
file-sharing capabilities. The PTN is unique in the number of collaborating parties (each with separate 
access permissions) contributing to its successful operation (coordinated by the EO). Such partners 
include seed companies, DA, MLA, biometricians, administration parties 
(bookkeeper/insurance/auditors etc.), trial operators and extension groups. The legacy system relied 
on files held by one person (EO), with the remaining parties having limited file access and editing 
capabilities. 

4.4.2 Results 

The tools identified in the review and how the PTN adopted them to improve the data handling and 
communication of the PTN outputs are outlined below. 

4.4.2.1 Trial data process 

The critical elements of the trial data process are defined in four stages, initiation, Execution, Review 
and Upload. These are described further below: 

Initiation: 

• EO sends trial entry information to program participants (spreadsheets are coded). 
• Program participants send coded information to the seed coordinator before planting. 
• Trial co-operators establish trial design (in conjunction with PTN’s biometrician). 
• EO issues contract to trial co-operators. 

Execution: 

• Trial co-operators conduct trials per PTN protocol. 
• Trial co-operators upload individual harvest yield data to the PTN portal within ten days of 

harvest. 
• Each trial has its data collection spreadsheet and is saved as a different Excel file. 
• Data is downloaded and reviewed by the EO approximately every 2-3 weeks, provides 

feedback to trial co-operators and uploaded data to the Smartsheet project management 
package for seed participants to review near-real-time data. 

Review: 

• TWG reviews trial data to ensure it is within the protocol and of quality conduct at project 
completion. 

• Information feedback loop through various channels (trial co-operator Meetings, notes 
within shared trial management document). 

• The biometrician analyses data (initially coded) for individual harvests/trials. 
• TWG review coded analysis to ensure the trial is statistically sound. 
• Biometrician releases uncoded trial analysis for TWG to review. Once TWG review and 

determine if the analysed uncoded data is agronomically sound (checked against the 
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performance of standards to make sure data makes sense), then trials are approved for 
publication. 

Upload: 

• Individual trials approved for publication are made “web tool ready” for MLA PTN eTool site 
as per Policy in Appendix 6.4. 

• Individual company pre-breeding results are returned confidentially to the company per the 
data transparency policy in Appendix 6.5. 

4.4.2.2 Data storage 

PTN uses a portal (http://www.pasturetrials.com.au/) as a file-sharing tool enabling trial co-
operators to upload harvest data as the trials are in progress. Data uploaded to this tool is 
periodically reviewed by the EO and uploaded to other platforms, including Smartsheet and 
OneDrive, to ensure data redundancy. 

4.4.2.3 Data communication 

SharePoint was introduced as the PTN core tool to improve communication between stakeholder 
groups within PTN, particularly given that PTN has collaborators in all southern states of Australia 
and New Zealand. The SharePoint system also contains links to relevant PTN extension websites, 
including MLA PTN eTool (https://etools.mla.com.au/ptn/#/regions), DA’s FVI (Forage Value Index) 
and the PTN data portal, the platform PTN currently uses for trial collaborators to upload trial data.  
These processes are central to building a functional multi-collaborative team, which ensures better 
delivery of all other objectives. 

The EO and the support officer have set up a SharePoint system for PTN (Figure 1) and provided 
individual access to collaborating groups and individuals. Individuals/groups have access to different 
files depending on their group responsibilities. Groups include PTN Board (executive files), TWG (all 
trial data – coded, trial plans, entries, protocols etc.), CWG (communications plan, templates for 
extension material), biometrician (trial data, statistical analysis files), Admin (EO, support officer) etc. 
PTN has completed an instruction document to support the implementation of the PTN SharePoint 
system. 

http://www.pasturetrials.com.au/
https://etools.mla.com.au/ptn/#/regions
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Figure 1. A screenshot representing the Pasture Trials Network SharePoint home page. 

 

4.4.3 Conclusion 

The PTN has extensively invested in improved data management tools to improve efficiency, 
transparency, and redundancy regarding data management. This included looking at various on-the-
market tools and fit for purpose. The current tools provide greater flexibility to support further use 
within the programme without more significant investment in the future. 
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4.5 Objective 5 – Establish a communications and extension network across 
southern Australia that delivers timely information to producers 
comprising at least 20 private sector advisors, eight seed companies, 
MLA and Dairy Australia communications and adoption teams. 

ACHIEVED: To proactively promote the program to its target stakeholders, the PTN underwent a 
process of engagement to decipher how and what the program requires to engage with its intended 
audience. 

4.5.1 Methodology 

The program undertook two key activities to understand what needs and resulting outputs in aid to 
promote itself to target stakeholders. This was through forming the CWG. The CWG was established 
in the autumn of 2022. The group contains representatives from varying industry stakeholders, with 
representatives from: 

• Seed companies 
• Private rural consultants 
• Contract Research Organisations 
• Industry bodies 
• Rural Development Corporations 
• Independent pasture consultants 
• Australian Seed Federation 

The CWG has many farmer-facing advisors, retailers and farmer extension group staff who are 
invested in seeing PTN as how they and their clients seek unbiased independent data to make seed 
selection decisions.  

It was envisaged that this group would meet every six months. Still, as time has passed, the group 
has transitioned to quarterly meetings, advising the EO on program communication activities. 

4.5.2 Results 

The CWG has met several times, with discussions around and documents regarding various activities 
of significance to the TWG and CWG, intending to drive awareness and impact of PTN to industry. 
Topics to date have included: 

• Draft Communications and Extension Plan. 
• Monitoring and Evaluation Plan. 

o The group assisted in guiding the development and eventual implementation of the 
plan. 

• Baseline Awareness and Impact Survey. 
o Authorised the conduct of the trial. 

• PTN Media Release. 
o Supported the development of a document to release to the media to promote the PTN. 

• Discussion and recommendations for stand-alone PTN website. 
o The Pasture Improvement Initiative (PII) previously gifted a site, extension, and good 

practice techniques for PTN to develop and maintain. 
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• Trial unblinding. 
o Review and support a policy on trial unblinding and data transparency. 

• PTN eTool website needs. 
o Investigate the short-term needs of the site to host PTN data and the format in which 

data could be viewed, site attributes, functionality, specific information, and future 
capacity and accessibility by all communication devices, including smartphones, iPad, 
and computers. 

The CWG also has discussed some long-term objectives to improve the use and management of the 
improved species supported by the PTN: 

a) What species are suitable for my situation? A draft document has been developed to 
share with other partners to update Pasture Picker. 

b) PTN Selection Tool – what are the better performing varieties for the species and 
location of interest? – Major focus initially. 

c) Species Management Guides – how to get the best out of each of the major species 
(grazing management, soil nutrition, fodder conservation)? 
o This should be available from generic material, including PII or seed company sites. 
o Suitable companion species. 
o Best grazing method to deliver persistence and production. 

d) Links – what links can add value to those accessing the site? 
o MLA website and MLA feed base hubs, soils, weeds, persistent pastures, and 

legumes., eLearning. 
o DA Forage Value Index. 
o The Australian Seed Federation (ASF) Pasture Database may have the PTN site host 

the information. 
o GRDC NVT. 
o Potentially seed companies that support the PTN and possibly fertiliser companies. 

Current regular communication activities are focussed around (a) regular social media updates, 
primarily though LinkedIn, with 71 followers comprised mostly of agronomists across Australia; (b) 
the monthly ASF newsletter, within which the PTN provides an update for each newsletter; (c) 
fortnightly email updates to PTN partners and stakeholders; (d) monthly TWG meetings, and 
quarterly CWG meetings. 

A communication plan is being enacted to expand social media use, improve the PTN website and 
construct the email address database. 

4.5.3 Conclusion 

Leveraging both the networks and capabilities of the CWG, the programme is constructing a base of 
targeted and useful communication outputs targeted at the key audience and lifting the 
programme’s value in achieving the programme’s goal to increase the adoption of proprietary forage 
cultivars. 
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4.6 Objective 6 – Develop communications materials to promote the PTN to 
be used by all parties. 

PARTIALLY ACHIEVED. The PTN’s primary communication material is the PTN eTool and PTN 
websites and regular social media updates. The PTN has also developed, or at a minimum, initiated 
placeholders, various communication pathways to promote the programme to the industry. 

4.6.1 Methodology 

4.6.1.1 Communication strategy 

Using the combination of the feedback as outlined in Objective 5 (Section 3.5), the group has 
developed a communication strategy to define how the programme can reach its target audience 
and leverage the tools of the PTN stakeholders. 

The final product was reviewed and approved by the CWG in early 2022. 

4.6.2 Results 

4.6.2.1 Communication strategy 

The current developed communication strategy can be found in Appendix 6.6. The strategy has 
focused on defining the PTN core audience, delivering key messages on the value of the PTN, 
communication styles and platforms. 

4.6.2.2 LinkedIn 

As part of the communication strategy, PTN launched the LinkedIn page in early 2023, promoting the 
program and its value to the target audience and the PTN eTool. This has sustained in two months a 
steady growth of followers. 

4.6.2.3 Field day policy 

A field day policy was developed in early 2023 and is discussed further in Objective 10 (Section 3.10). 
This forms part of the PTN’s long-term engagement and communication strategy. 

4.6.2.4 PTN eTool 

The PTN eTool remains the primary communication vehicle for the PTN results, and it is promoted by 
all seed company PTN partners who wish to show the results to producers and advisors. A large 
update occurred in March 2023 that uploaded numerous historical datasets and unblinded 
experimental lines that are now commercially available varieties. 

4.6.1 Conclusion 

Promoting the PTN and its value to the industry has been evolving, guided by the now-implemented 
communication strategy, with outputs appearing on LinkedIn and creating a field day policy. The 
future intent is to leverage stakeholder marketing capability and attend as a speaker at appropriate 
pasture industry events such as MLA producer forums or producer-group field days. The PTN is 
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currently assessing how improved PTN attribution can be achieved through promoting the PTN 
within partner resources. 

 

4.7 Objective 7 – Implemented a monitoring and evaluation plan that 
demonstrates change in awareness, attitude, opportunity, and value of 
PTN by next and end users from across southern Australia. Report 
results by end of the project demonstrating baselines for next and end 
users from across southern Australia. 

ACHIEVED: A monitoring and evaluation plan has been developed, focusing on the PTN’s 
engagement with stakeholders. Further work will be needed to customise the M&E plan to any 
future MLA funded project. 

4.7.1 Methodology 

4.7.1.1 Monitoring and evaluation plan 

In late 2021, a PTN Monitoring and Evaluation Framework was developed (Appendix 6.7). 

The focus of the plan was to determine the following: 

a) Impact of the program in terms of value and benefit to the industry. 
b) Effectiveness of the programs’ communication and extension tools in reaching target 

audiences. 
c) Reach the program information through improved communication and extension 

methods. 
d) Degree of brand recognition for those that saw or heard the program communications. 

An evaluation was conducted using various evaluation methods, including survey, interview, and 
website metrics. 

4.7.1.2 Industry survey 

An industry survey was actioned by the PTN in mid-2022 to better comprehend the industry impact 
to date of the PTN. The survey focused on creating a baseline awareness, attitudes, and value of PTN 
to end users, including livestock producers and their advisors. 

The survey was distributed to networks and their respective clients via members of the CWG and 
TWG to create a broad reach and high engagement, including the DA and MLA newsletters. 

4.7.2 Results 

4.7.2.1 Monitoring and evaluation plan 

A Monitoring and Evaluation Plan was completed to measure current baseline awareness, attitudes, 
and value of PTN to end users, including livestock producers and their advisors. The plan on the key 
messages from the PTN, the target audience and data-collection tools (Appendix 6.7). 
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Implementation of the plan has been constrained by staff changes at PTN, and the need to prioritise 
other project and PTN operational matters.  

4.7.2.2 Industry survey 

The industry survey had a response of 73 respondents, 46 of whom are retailers, 19 beef producers, 
17 sheep producers and three dairy producers, with a strong majority of responses from New South 
Wales. 

There was a strong awareness of the PTN through the three main industry categories, with MLA and 
seed companies as the major conjugate of awareness (Table 2). Other communication channels 
included other farmers, DA, and retail advisors. Most surveyed individuals aware of the PTN Tool had 
previously engaged with the website, especially in the retail and beef-producing sectors. However, 
sheep producers were less inclined to have used it, with 60% likely to have visited the website. Most 
surveyed industry sectors agree that the PTN tool can help improve decisions in selecting your 
pasture varieties. The retail and consultants believe it had mixed value in their roles. The belief that 
the PTN tool could be of great value to users is high, with producers (>43%), retail and consultants 
believing the value to be good, with fewer seeing It as great value to the industry (Table 2).  

4.7.2.1 PTN eTool Webpage traffic 

Through access to the MLA web traffic tracker by the MLA Feedbase manager, it was possible to 
track web traffic to the PTN eTool in the key decision-making months for producers and advisors of 
February, March, and April 2023. In these two months, there were 2994 visits to the webpage, 
indicating that the red meat sector is using the data. 
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Table 2. The breakdown of survey responses by the target audience.  

Industry 
Category 

Heard 
of the 
PTN? 

(% 
engaged) 

Source of PTN 
awareness? 

(% of 
engaged) 

Visited 
PTN Tool? 

(% of 
engaged) 

Tool 
influenced 

your sowing 
decisions? 

(% of users) 

How the 
Tool rates 
choosing 

your pasture 
variety? (% 

of users) 

Believe the Tool 
could be of great 

value? 
(% of users) 

Retail / 
Ind. 
Advisor 
(46 
respondents) 

No 33 Dairy 
Australia 13 No 29 No 50 Good 

Value 43 Good 
Value 50 

Yes 67 Farmer 
Group 8 Yes 71 Yes 50 Great 

Value 14 Great 
Value 30 

 Ind. 
Advisor 4     Some 

Value 43 Some 
Value 20 

  MLA 29         

  Other 
farmers 4         

  Retail 
Advisor 13         

  Seed 
Company 29         

Producer – 
Beef 
(19 
respondents) 

No 44 Dairy 
Australia 11 No 17 Yes 100 Good 

Value 100 Good 
Value 19 

Yes 56 Ind. 
Advisor 11 Yes 83     Great 

Value 43 

  MLA 44       No Value 29 

  Seed 
Company 33       Some 

Value 14 

Producer – 
Sheep 
(17 
respondents) 

No 50 Farmer 
Group 20 No 60 Yes 100 Good 

Value 100 Great 
Value 60 

Yes 50 MLA 60 Yes 40     No 20 
  Unknown 20       Yes 20 

Key: Ind., independent. 
 
The feedback on improving PTN was reviewed and grouped by industry category (Table 3), with 
more trial regions and greater varieties added to the program being dominant feedback. 

Table 3. Feedback groupings by industry category. 

 
Retail / Ind. 

Advisor 
(no. responses) 

Producer – Beef 
(no. responses) 

Producer – Sheep 
(no. responses) 

More trial regions 9 1 - 
More and recent varieties 3 1 - 

PTN Website update 1 1 - 
Promote the PTN 1 - - 

Other  - 1 
 
Other single comments included earlier sowing times, comparing productivity versus persistence, 
including quality data, more user-friendly formatting, and the need for multi-site analysis. When 
asked for other feedback, the primary response was that PTN and FVI are valuable tools, but more 
data and sites are needed. 
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It was deduced that the PTN had an impact in directly and indirectly supporting producers through 
their advisors but needs to work on greater relevance to more regions and cultivars and greater 
value in interpreting and promoting the data and program generally. 

4.7.3 Conclusion 

The industry survey has established an engagement baseline to quantify the program’s impact with 
future assessments. Again, leveraging the CWG and an Evaluation and Adoption plan, the group 
intends to generate greater awareness and impact of the programme to its target audience. Further 
work will be needed to customise the M&E plan to any future MLA funded project requirements. 

 

4.8 Objective 8 – Develop a 2–3-page concept paper describing lessons from 
Forage Value Index (FVI) research in the Dairy Industry and how FVI 
could be used/interpreted to support decisions made by beef and sheep 
producers, including recommended wording for incorporating on the 
Dairy Australia FVI website. 

ACHIEVED: A concept paper has been prepared (below) discussing how an FVI for the red meat 
industry is a potential tool that might improve the value of the existing and future data generated by 
the PTN. 

4.8.1 Methodology 

Engaging with various stakeholders and developers of the DA FVI program, the PTN EO developed a 
concept of what an FVI looks like and implemented it for the red meat industry. 

The current PTN data set is focused on forage yield, which is one key driver of red-meat production 
from improved pastures. However, additional factors, such as forage quality and yield, drive the 
animal responses to consumed forage. The variability of forage quality differs not only between 
species but also within species as well as environmental and genetic cues such as seasons, ploidy 
and heading dates. Collectively, these factors can impact grazing animal performance. 
Understanding individual cultivars’ potential value on animal performance is tedious and expensive. 
A multi-variate analysis can be undertaken to overcome this, where various components that drive 
animal performance within forage can be given an individual value. Each cultivar is ranked on its 
potential to increase value over a baseline (traditionally called a standard). A FVI can include 
multiple components beyond yield, giving growers an understanding of livestock performance by 
purchasing one cultivar over another within their region. The FVI can be communicated by season, 
better fitting various livestock production systems. 

While the New Zealand FVI was originally produced for three production regions, subsequent 
analysis of GxE from forage trials has shown that for their industry, FVI only needs to be created for 
two regions. The development of this FVI has allowed producers and their advisors to select the 
forage varieties that will increase livestock production. 

DA has subsequently and independently developed an FVI for the Australian Dairy industry. DA 
commenced its FVI with perennial ryegrass and expanded it to include annual and Italian ryegrass. 
The data generated has been sourced from both seed company trials and those of the PTN in key 
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locations. Whilst other species are evaluated, it is unlikely that FVIs will be created for them due to 
the lack of trial data and low potential for commercial uptake for those species in dairy regions. 

The DA FVI covers five different seasons, autumn (March, April, May), winter (June, July), early 
spring (August, September), late spring (October, November) and summer (December, January, 
February). Still, some species will not have values for all seasons if they do not produce feed then.  

Economic values differ between regions based on the trial data from that region and the value of 
feed in different seasons in the different regions. Further GxE analysis enables decisions to be made 
on how valuable data from other regions is to each region. The intent is to develop a separate FVI for 
southwest Western Australia once more trial data become available.  

The next phase of DA FVI is to include forage quality (Metabolizable Energy only) in the calculations. 
This additional value is likely to change the rankings of varieties with later maturity or selected for 
improved ME. Progress with this next stage has been stalled due to the need for more availability of 
quality data from the PTN trial program, with some of the planned sites for sampling failing 
establishment or audit. 

The purpose of the concept was to see what lessons can be taken from the experiences of Dairy 
Australia, the needs of red meat producers and their advisors and possible pathways of setting up an 
FVI for red meat producers. 

4.8.2 Results 

The concept outline was delivered in February 2023, which focused on the possibilities of 
implementation of an FVI for the red meat industry. 

Whilst seasonal forage yield is a helpful tool for the industry, a ranking of economic value to 
producers would be more beneficial to aid decision-making in varietal choice and better support 
producers in making informed decisions on which variety best suits their production system. There is 
additional value to better supporting the industry’s social reputation in reducing environmentally 
damaging gas production through improved productivity. 

Currently, the PTN only addresses the yield potential of cultivars of select species in select locations. 
Each trial provides a localised output of the potential cultivar by seasonality (autumn, winter, early 
spring, late spring, and summer). Cut-off points in time define these seasons. However, advanced 
statistical analysis could be used to determine better the timing of biomass production and/or 
quality within the season. 

A red-meat FVI could provide two significant shifts in how the data can be interpreted and ranked: 

1. A regional approach. The current ‘silo’ approach of the PTN requires trials to be scattered 
across critical regions for producers and their advisors to be able to relate the data to their 
specific localisation (i.e., in their ‘backyard’). However, the DA FVI analysis has demonstrated 
that clusters of trials perform reliably very similarly, and a similar experience has been 
observed with Dairy NZ. Reducing the number of trials and placing them in targeted 
locations, according to GxE analyses, could have several benefits for the PTN. A regional, 
targeted trials approach would encourage the conduct of more extensive, cross-species trials 
at fewer “core” sites, managed by experienced and well-equipped trial co-operators. This 
method could potentially address another deficiency of the PTN: the ability to promote and 
actively engage direct stakeholders through field days and demonstration of the yield 
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potential of species in that region, as it is likely to include more species at one site with 
fewer sites commissioned per year. This differs from the current model where each species 
site is individually selected, with few species grouped, making it challenging to deliver cost-
effectively. The suggested core sites can be rotated in a planned approach over five (5) 
years. 

2. Greater separation of the ranking in value of cultivars within a species through nutritional 
quality analysis – for example, digestibility. This benefit of multi-variate analysis is not 
providing producers with yield performance but also an animal conversion perspective in 
one ranking. Thus, the producer could interpret each cultivar’s true potential and 
commercial value, even between species. This process would also give a greater variability in 
rankings. The tool could present the variability between cultivars in a season-by-season 
approach for various factors within one hierarchal scale. The multi-variant analysis 
incorporates parameters such as forage quality and heading date rather than individual 
tables. This approach provides greater commercial and production potential context than 
yield independently. 

Building a red meat FVI could lead to a greater understanding of the value of what producers are 
buying, leading to a shift in greater adoption of propriety cultivars, thus, greater on-farm 
productivity. 

Typically, an FVI is developed using aggregated datasets and ranked against economic gain, as with 
DA’s FVI. However, atypically, an FVI can be produced in a silo, i.e., within an individual trial against a 
non-economic-based weighted value such as forage quality or feed replacement. A red meat FVI 
focused on individual trials could be deployed, ranking cultivars on forage quality at that site 
location. This approach may be more appropriate for the red meat sector as GxE is likely to be much 
larger across the medium rainfall zone (MRZ) environments that are highly applicable to red meat 
producers in the mixed farming zone. In contrast, the Dairy FVI has been deployed in the more 
homogenous high rainfall, permanent pasture zone. 

The larger GxE likely to be encountered in the MRZ would also require a much larger number of trials 
to be conducted to generate appropriate confidence in the data, which could be difficult to achieve 
given the increased investments needed to run these trials. An additional complication to using an 
FVI in the red meat sector is the different production systems and regions with feed requirements at 
different times of the year – thus, a single FVI would not always apply to all enterprises within a 
region.  

The PTN currently has more than 650 cultivars approved, which include a mix of commercial and 
breeder lines across the main species. A more significant investment in nutrition analysis could be a 
cross-industry approach through the PTN, benefitting both DA and MLA. Targeted trials and timings, 
nutritional data could be collected. 

4.8.3 Conclusion 

An FVI can simplify producer decision-making by summarising and simplifying key varietal 
performance data, such as forage produced at critical times during the season. However, 
implementing an FVI is likely to be quite different (and more complex) in the red meat sector, where 
production system requirements and varietal performance vary considerably, unlike the Dairy 
Industry, where both the production system and environments are more homogenous.  
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4.9 Objective 9 – Based on a scientific rationale (soil X rainfall x 
temperature), describe future core (most representative) trial locations, 
seeking efficiency in the number of trials to generate seasonal pasture 
performance data. 

ACHIEVED: The PTN uses a scientific rationale that outlines past, current, and future trial locations as 
described below. 

4.9.1 Methodology 

4.9.1.1 Agroecological zones 

PTN trial locations are determined by industry representation (dairy, beef, and sheep) within the 
agroecological zones defined by Gourley et al. 2007 in Making Better Fertiliser Decisions for Grazed 
Pastures in Australia. Multiple trial sites were proposed to ensure all industries were serviced where 
dairy and beef/sheep industries are simultaneously located within a single agroecological zone or 
different rainfall (high rainfall/dryland zones). The zones are outlined in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Pasture-based agroecological zones identified around Australia as defined by climate, 
pasture types and irrigation. Adapted from Gourley et al. 2007. 

4.9.1.2 Five-year plan 

Using the defined agroecological zones (Figure 2), a five-year draft PTN trial program was developed 
by the TWG. The five-year plan intends to ensure that regions with different pasture-based 
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industries and agroecological zones have a continuous output of data from the PTN across varying 
species typically sold in the region as defined by commercial sales. 

4.9.2 Results 

4.9.2.1 Agroecological zones 

Noting the agroecological zones outlined in Making Better Fertiliser Decisions for Grazed Pastures in 
Australia, Figure 3 maps completed and approved PTN trial sites between 2014 and 2022 across 
various pasture species within these zones, with some locations testing multiple species 
simultaneously. Active trials will eventually extend the PTN data set into three new zones once the 
TWG approves the current trials at their completion. 

 

Figure 3. Completed and approved PTN trials of all tested species between 2014 and 2022 located 
within the pasture-based agroecological zones identified around Australia as defined by climate, 
pasture types and irrigation. Each trial location may contain multiple trials, with 64 trials in total 
represented at the specified locations above. The map includes active trials in new regions. Map 
Adapted from Gourley et al. 2007. 

Legend 

, completed trials. 

, active trials in new locations. 
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4.9.2.2 Five-year plan 

A five-year plan was developed (Appendix 6.8), encompassing the location of trials and species 
between 2023 and 2026. The current plan does not consider any expansion of regions/species that 
are currently not serviced due to the limited capacity for seed companies to fund these without 
additional external support. It also does not consider the increased range of pasture species that 
could be tested, and the possibility of new regions constrained by quality trial co-operators. The 
current plan has been built into the next five-year Phase 3 Business Plan for PTN. 

A new plan will review and revamp the current 5-year plan during the second half of 2023. 

4.9.3 Conclusion 

PTN uses defined agroecological zones to establish the location of trials, with the current 2022 and 
2023 programmes expanding into new regions beyond those mapped. Some of the most 
considerable constraints in growing into new regions are quality trial co-operators with pasture 
expertise and the resources available within PTN to train new trial co-operators. 

4.10 Objective 10 – Develop a longer-term (5-year) business plan for PTN with 
in principle agreement of partners based on the objectives established 
in the short-term agreement. 

ACHIEVED: A five-year plan has been submitted to MLA to aid in securing a long-term investment 
into the PTN to continue the program. 

4.10.1 Methodology 

4.10.1.1 Five-year business plan 

The PTN developed a five-year business plan to support the PTN in securing a five-year funding 
agreement with MLA to sustain the programme. The key targets for the PTN regarding phase four of 
the PTN funding agreement were: 

• Continue current and expand future trial activity across temperate Australia. 
• Greater investment in building the profile of the PTN to its target audience. 
• Provide security to the industry on the programme’s continuance after continuous short-

funding cycles. 

4.10.1.2 MER and communication plan 

Historically, the organisational adoption strategy has been passive, through participating seed 
companies focused on using this data through their marketing teams. In 2022, the CWG was formed 
to leverage forage-connected industry stakeholders volunteering to guide the PTN on extracting a 
greater value of the PTN data for producers for greater adoption and impact. 

The CWG has assisted in creating and eventually endorsing the PTN Monitoring and Evaluation Plan 
(Appendix 6.7) (Section 3.7). 

Further, a communication strategy was developed, reviewed, and endorsed by the CWG in early 
2022 (Section 3.6), as in Appendix 6.6. 
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4.10.1.3 PTN value proposition 

Former PTN acting EO, Mike Gout, reviewed various data sources to comprehend the impact of the 
PTN on the Australian red meat sector; an analysis was conducted of the potential value to red meat 
production from growers shifting from older common (public) varieties or poorer performing 
proprietary varieties, compared to proprietary varieties that have shown to be better performers 
from PTN trials. 

The assumptions used to develop the value of the PTN and data in Table 5 and Table 6 are sale 
volumes (kg) of various species from seed companies operating in Australia. The ASF and its 
members own this commercially sensitive intellectual property for internal uses and not for 
distribution. 

Using total volumes of perennial ryegrass, tall fescue, phalaris, cocksfoot, clover and sub-clover sold 
between 2020 and 2021, each species' total area sown was calculated using the recommended 
average sowing rate. Using global seed company RAGT’s forage quality calculator, the production 
area was used to decipher meat production gains between grazing of commons and propriety lines. 
Average red-meat prices of sheep and beef were used to identify the economic improvement in 
shifting to more use of elite proprietary varieties in the red-meat sector feedbase. 

Other assumptions used in the calculation include the following: 

• End-use production systems of sales for each species were accounted for, i.e., the 
breakdown of the use of each species in the dairy and meat production sectors from average 
in-house commercial sales data. 

• The years (2020-2021) were selected for the stability of purchasing post-drought. 
• The value of production gain of one-year pastures (annual species) and perennial species 

was set at three (3) years of productive life. 

This data was then used to analyse the return on investment (ROI) to MLA through their investment 
in the PTN programme. 

4.10.1.4 Field day protocol 

During 2023, the PTN, its stakeholders and investors will restrain from directly hosting field days 
while the organisation develops a communication strategy, as some PTN stakeholders are concerned 
that field days must be run in a way that equal opportunities exist for all PTN stakeholders. 
Therefore, the strategy will address these concerns, including identifying the target audiences, the 
messages to be communicated and how to engage with the audience. Field days will enormously 
benefit from these discussions in future seasons. 

4.10.1.5 Data transfer to MLA protocol 

A joint business Standard Operating Procedure between MLA and PTN was developed to 
encapsulate the data preparation and uploading process for data from trial co-operators to the MLA 
PTN eTool. The development of this document formalises the process and creates greater efficiency 
and transparency on the needs of both parties to upload approved datasets to the public.  
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4.10.2 Results 

4.10.2.1 MER and communication plan 

The previously developed Monitoring and Evaluation Plan (Appendix 6.7) and the corresponding 
actioned industry survey (Section 3.7) highlighted that the total value of the PTN has yet to be 
reached in supporting producers and consultants in making informed grazing forage cultivar 
selection decisions through independently-reviewed in-field regional production data. The summary 
from the CWG review on awareness and impact has highlighted the need for greater investment in 
marketing and extension of PTN and an increase in the number of regional sites and species of 
interest. 

The group also had significant input into the PTN communication strategy Appendix 6.6. The strategy 
has focused on defining the PTN core audience, delivering key messages on the value of the PTN, 
communication styles and platforms. 

4.10.2.2 PTN value proposition 

The PTN has a potential positive impact of around $208M annually (Table 4) on the broader red-
meat industry through the shift in the annual sales of ‘common’ varieties if replaced with high-
performing proprietary varieties. Much of these assumptions are based on commercially sensitive 
intellectual property held by the ASF. 

Table 4. The potential annual value generated is a full industry uptake of improved ‘proprietary' 
varieties and zero use of ‘common’ varieties. 

Pasture type 
Best over poorer 

performing propriety 
lines 

Best over commons Total 

Annual pastures (one year) $16,470,303 $60,977, 430 $77,447,733 
Perennial pastures per year 
(three-year life expectancy) $39,017,299 $91,456,006 $130,473,305 

Total potential extra value / 
year $55,487,602 $152,433,437 $207,921,038 

 

Based on pasture seed sales data, the additional analysis demonstrates the value of improved 
proprietary seed sales in the five years from 2015/16 to 2020/21 (Table 5). 

Table 5. Calculated returns from improved sales of proprietary varieties over the period from 
2015/16 to 2020/21. 

Varietal shift Potential % shift Extra value 
Value over commons $152,433,437 6% (measured) $9,146,006 

Value over poorer proprietaries $55,487,602 2% (minimum estimate) $1,109,752 
Total  8% shift in volume $10,255,758 

 
MLA’s investment over PTN Phases 1 and 2 and where red meat producers have shifted their pasture 
varietal choice, the return on investment is $10.50 for every dollar MLA has invested in PTN (Table 
6). Unfortunately, it cannot be obtained how much of this shift has been due to PTN instead of 
company marketing. But, whilst companies will also be marketing the poorer performing and 
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common varieties, more effort is put into those performing strongly in PTN trials. In addition, PTN 
results are being used by seed companies as detailed in their survey response, with 39 seed 
company staff using PTN data regularly to promote their varieties and a further 27 staff using it 
sparingly. 

Table 6. MLA Return on Investment. 

Project Investment over project Present ROI 
PTN Phase 1 $815,389  
PTN Phase 2 $161,266  

Total $976,655 $10,255,758 
ROI  10.5: 1 

4.10.2.3 Future direction 

There is a need to better comprehend the impact of the PTN with improved metrics of engagement 
and value, which future PTN projects can establish a baseline to quantify the program's impact on 
the industry.  

A strategy that uses various marketing pathways and direct engagement with end-users and/or their 
advisors will strengthen the PTN’s ability to promote the PTN brand and value. Introducing this focus 
to the program and the engagement monitoring tools would also be beneficial to quantitively 
understand the PTN’s role and its significance to the red meat industry in the goal of informed 
forage cultivar selection for greater on-farm productivity. 

4.10.2.4 Field day protocol 

The current PTN field day policy (Appendix 6.3) reflects the current stance of the PTN concerning 
field days. 

For the remainder of 2023, the PTN will continue to engage with industry stakeholders and investors 
to promote the work and value of the PTN. A vital discussion point of this activity will be whether 
field days are the best way to engage with advisors and, if so, what key messages will be delivered. 
In essence, the draft field day policy focuses on the following: 

• Unblinding of commercial lines only. 
• Signage of investing stakeholders to be present at the event. 
• Sites that contain multiple species are desired to discuss the value of different species within 

a production system. 

4.10.2.5 Data transfer to MLA protocol 

The protocol (Appendix 6.5) was completed in February 2023 to support seamless data transfer from 
the PTN to MLA IT staff for uploading to the PTN eTool. The document explains the data 
requirements from the PTN for MLA to undertake the upload to the PTN eTool efficiently with all 
their information needs. 

4.10.3 Conclusion 

A five-year plan has been submitted to PTN, which has formed the basis for discussion for a multi-
year funding agreement with MLA, outlining the value of the PTN. 
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Additionally, to support and enhance the efficiencies in communicating the value and output of the 
PTN, protocols have been developed to support the transfer of information to the MLA PTN eTool as 
well as a collective stakeholder position on field days and other communication avenues through a 
Monitoring and Evaluation Plan. 

4.11   Key findings 

The main outcomes from the third phase of investment by MLA into PTN have resulted in: 

• A comprehensive revision of the PTN governance frameworks. 
• Completion of previously active trials, the continuation of ongoing trials and the 

commencement of new trials across varying agroecological zones and species in temperate 
Australia. 

• The PTN eTool has been updated to include recently completed trials with trial reports and 
make previous development lines that are now commercially visible in legacy trials according 
to their new commercial name. 

• PTN has invested significantly in updated Project Management Information Systems, 
including adopting Smartsheet, SharePoint and a web portal to improve project and data 
management. 

• Communication and industry engagement with the target audience is partly driven by an 
industry panel called the Communication Working Group. The CWG has instigated an 
industry survey, Monitoring and Evaluation Plan, and approved a Communication Strategy. 
Regular social media updates have recently commenced with a rapid increase in the number 
of followers on LinkedIn (over 70 followers as of May 2023). 

• Evaluated the concept of creating a Forage Value Index for the red meat industry, which 
could bring efficiencies in delivering trials and drive improved buying decisions for target 
users of the PTN data. 

• Using defined industry agroecological zones, the PTN has developed a 5-year plan 
establishing the species and locations to be tested across temperate Australia. 

• A five-year business plan proposal to navigate the possibilities, investment needs and lifting 
the programme value to its target audience. 

• Improved efficiency through developing a data transfer protocol from PTN to MLA for 
uploading to the PTN eTool. 

• Creation of a policy on field days agreed to by PTN stakeholders. 

4.12   Benefits to industry 

To date, the PTN engagement has identified that the programme has had an impact both directly 
and indirectly, supporting producers through their advisors. According to the PTN internal value 
proposition assessment, MLA’s investment over PTN Phases 1 and 2 has assisted red meat producers 
to shift their pasture varietal choice to improved ‘proprietary’ varieties with a return on investment 
is $10.50 for every dollar MLA has invested in PTN. Additional uptake of advanced pasture genetics is 
estimated to have an additional annual value of $190 million. In future seasons the PTN needs to 
work on greater relevance to more regions and cultivars and greater value in interpreting and 
promoting the data and program generally for greater adoption of improved cultivars for end-users. 
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5. Future research and recommendations  

Future funding agreements between the PTN and MLA need to support and enable: 

• Continuation of current and expand future trial activity across temperate Australia to 
increase relevance of the PTN to red meat producers. 

• Greater investment in building the profile of the PTN to its target audience (both advisors 
and producers), leveraging the use of stakeholders and the CWG. 

• Provide security to the industry on the programme's continuance after continuous short-
funding cycles. 

These investments will support sustaining the PTN and give confidence to the industry on a 
collegiate approach to encourage the adoption of improved cultivars through supporting end-users 
with informed buying decisions at time of sowing. 
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7. Appendix 

7.1   Technical Working Group (TWG) terms of reference 
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7.2   Communication Working Group (TWG) terms of reference 
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7.3   PTN Field day policy 
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7.4   PTN eTool data transfer protocol 
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7.5   PTN data transparency policy 
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7.6   PTN communication strategy 
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7.7   PTN Monitoring and Evaluation plan 

 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 54 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 55 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 56 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 57 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 58 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 59 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 60 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 61 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 62 of 67 
 



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 63 of 67 
 

 

  



P.PSH 2138 – PTN Phase 3 Development 

 

Page 64 of 67 
 

7.8   PTN 5-Year Trial Plan 
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