
Eyes on the Plains: Land condition
monitoring and management

The Northern Gulf region has experienced land
condition degradation for decades, first measured in
2004, then progressively declining with time.
Previous estimates of the region’s long-term carrying
capacity (LTCC) were about 1.3 million head of
cattle. However, with increased knowledge and
understanding of climatic changes and the impact of
grazing management, the estimate has been reduced
to around 630,000 head. This significant decrease in
LTCC indicates how easily the landscape can be
degraded and the importance of monitoring and
managing the condition of Northern Gulf lands, to
support future sustainable productivity. 

Global interest in the environmental sustainability of
agricultural supply chains is driving demand for
environmental accountability. This interest has
driven demand for extensive grazing producers to
monitor and manage their land with considerations
to maintaining land condition for improved
productivity and developing sustainability records
for market access and advantage. 

Management of land condition involves adopting
strategies to increase productivity, while also
improving land condition. Some identified
management strategies include strategic timing of
wet season spelling and burning for pasture
rejuvenation and woody weed control, distributing
grazing pressure by increasing water access
distribution and/or controlling grazing patterns
through increasing fencing infrastructure. 

Measuring the influence agricultural practices and
grazing management strategies have on land
condition can enable a producer to evaluate the
sustainability of their practices. The methods for
measuring land condition can be a static snapshot at
a point of time, as well as a series that follows the
progression of land condition trends at set time
intervals.

Integrating a monitoring method into farm data
collection, not only incorporates land condition into
management decision making, but also
demonstrates capacity for including land and
environment sustainability into management. This is
ideal for future preparedness to accommodate for
the growing interest in supply chain sustainability.

The Northern Gulf is an expanse of open grazing
rangelands with varying land types from sparse
timbred spear-grass plains to sandy ridges and

across to Coolabah floodplains. 



Benchmarking, monitoring
and evaluating: Robin Hood

Management strategies in practice
Across the Northern Gulf region, the adoption of
management strategies and upgrading of
infrastructure is underway to improve productivity
and sustainability on properties in the region. With
long-term climatic forecasts predicting annual
expected rainfalls to decrease and average daily
temperatures to increase, the pressure to develop
sustainable practice measures is looming. 

Sustainability in land condition ensures natural
productivity of pastures and the natural function of
the ecosystem, with minimal restrictions from
woody thickening, weed infestation, erosion and
degradation (nutrient and biological loss). A clear
link between land condition and productivity means
more degraded properties will ultimately have lower
productivity and be less profitable in the long run.

Robin Hood Station is an example of a property that
has undergone extensive infrastructural upgrades to
manage the Northern Gulf’s ever-changing climate.
The pressure to increase productivity and secure the
sustainability of production operations has driven
the expansion of infrastructure. The property has
developed in stages over the past 60 years,
expanding on water availability and grazing pressure
control through extended fencing construction. 

property’s area is within 3km of a water point. This is
coupled with increased internal fencing that divides
the paddock into 13 major paddocks. This provides
the flexibility to allow rest periods in areas where
significant decline occurs during the dry season or
capitalising on high vegetative growth rates during
the wet season. 

The management at Robin Hood values the
importance of maintaining productive and healthy
pastures and employs strategic utilisation to
designate rest periods for areas of the property that
are most at risk of degradation. The main species of
grasses are native to the area (spear-grass and
kangaroo grass) with a scattering of introduced
legumes (Seca and Verano Stylosanthes). The
pastures, weeds and timber are also kept in check
across the property using strategic burning, which
reduces high fuel loads and fire hazards, and woody
weed invasion. There are still areas of the property
where, like much of the Northern Gulf region, woody
thickening of native species is causing ground cover
losses and contributing to soil scalding due to lost
ground cover from reduced light interception by
pastures. 

Even though Robin Hood has undergone significant
outlays of development to improve the
sustainability of the production operations, the team
still requires methods to evaluate the impact
management decisions have on land condition. 

A section of Robin Hood from a FORAGE Report
which indicates the area of land within 3km

(darker blue), 5km (lighter blue) and greater than
5km (brown) from a water source. 

Benchmarking and monitoring
In 2023, Robin Hood’s management were trained to
implement land condition benchmarking and
monitoring practices, to aid in evaluating changes on
the property. The two methods that were
demonstrated on the property were Photopoint
Monitoring and Manual Standard Analysis. 

The Photopoint Monitoring method uses a standard
fixed site, typically marked by two star pickets at 10
metres apart and is used to take a series of photos at
set time intervals. This method builds a historic
record of land condition progress, which can be
compared to photo standards for the land type to
determine trends and changes in response to
climatic and management influences.

Manual Standard Analysis uses photographic
standards to describe the degree of land condition
status, which are then used to compare existing land
condition in field, or recorded images, to determine
the current status. This method assesses four key
components for land condition; pasture condition,
soil condition, weed infestation, and woodland

The almost 60,000-hectare property has upgraded
from four man-made water holes in 1963, to over 20
water bores and 10 dams with around 70 linked
troughs. These upgrades mean over 80% of the 



density. The method can be conducted at the
discretion of managers and owners and is
subjective to the opinion of the assessor. 

Advantages of benchmarking and monitoring
Properties like Robin Hood, which are adopting
land condition benchmarking and monitoring with
their sustainability planning, will have an early
implementation advantage. The interest in
ensuring the sustainability of the beef supply
chain in Australia, is a driving force for the market
to incentivise the adoption of sustainable
practices with increased value and marketing
opportunities. The greatest advantage of new
technologies or practices is gained by early
adopters, where implementation contributes to
both improved productivity management and
market access or value gain. 

A 2023 study of the Northern Gulf region has
indicated there has been a further decline in land
condition, which is an indication that measures
need to be taken to cease the decline and, in
parts, commence the regeneration of land
condition for productivity sustainability. As land
condition is relative to extensive production
sustainability and productivity, it is a critical issue
for producers to be invested in. 

If you are interested in learning more about how
you can establish land condition benchmarks on
your property, or implement monitoring methods,
contact the Gulf Savannah NRM team or the
Queensland Department of Agriculture and
Fisheries, for more information and assistance.

Land condition varies significantly by land type.
This example is discounted on condition for all four

components of the expected standard. 

Graziers attending a training session on conducting 
LCAT assessments.

Gulf Savannah NRM has also conducted Land
Condition Assessment Tool (LCAT) assessments
with the support of the management team at
Robin Hood, to establish a 2023 benchmark of
land condition as a part of participating in Natural
Resource Recovery Program activities. The
method demonstrated the land type capacities of
the Northern Gulf, and how measuring land
condition in an objective way can increase the
knowledge of land capacity for natural capital
management. 

Photopoint layout — where possible orient the
photopoint north to south and take the photo

facing south. Source: DENR n.d. CC BY 4.0.

This project is funded by Queensland Government’s
Natural Resources Recovery Program.


