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A reduction in funds available for NSW Agriculture
district agronomists has lead to pressure to change
exlension practices. The limited available resources has
meant servicing groups rather than individual farmers is
the only option now and in the future. NSW Agniculture
were concemed that the wechnology 10 overcome the
high pasture failure rate in the doier areas 15 avatlable but

is poorly adopted (Orchard, 1992)

Key lurmers were nominated by the distnict agrono-
mists, and were asked (0 choose @ group of fellow
farmers and invite them 1o the meetung. These key
furmers were given guidelines o the size (810 15 people)
and nature of group members,

Our role was 1o organise, design and lacilitate these
focus groups, A common format of non-directive ques-
tions was used 1o facilitate discussion within six broad
arcas. Questonnaires were also used o provide back-
ground information, and were Nlled oot at the end of
each meeting $0 as nol o prejudice the discussion,

Seven farmers discussion groups were organised in
Nyngan, Condobolin, Narrandera, Weethalle, West
Wyalong, Jenldernie and Memiwagga, The six broad
areas of discussion were: goals, limutations, pastures;,
information sources, NSW Agnculture; and the future
of the group.

The issues derived from both the discussion and
questionnaires, were sored into two catepones: (1) The
COMMON 1ssues (any issue stated by more than four of
the seven groups), and (2) issues specific 1o only a few
of the groups.

Results

The following themes were common (0 moOsE
EFOUpS:
(1) Farmers goals are 1o
e Incresse producuvity/improve the farm;
e make money/consolidate debt;
e maintain lifestyle; and

We were commussioned as an independent research
team to mittally determune the relevant issues of concern
and wnitiate the idea that the groups conlinue.

Methods
The qualitative research technigue applicable to fo-

cus groups (Stewart ef al, 1990) was used in the study,

pasture estabhishment;
weed control; and

luceme grazing management.

{4} Farmers acknowledged the value ol pasture imi-
provement. The low rate of adoption of pasture technol-
Cgy 15 due Lo,

-

the economuc climate {especially with regard
o wool ) and

their cauticus atiitude that "nothing is as ex-
pensive as failure”.

(5) Farmers in all the regions were content with the
guahity of service provided by their district agronomists,
and acknowledged that funding limitations restricted the
availability of:

o publications previously provided,

« staff, machinery and resources for trials; and

« nme and resoarces W allow individual exlen-

S10M SErvice.

{6) Farmers noted the important contribution local-
1sed information would make (especially in regard
establishment methods). [t was felt that pasture research
had been limited in the western region and that further
trials were an appropriate way of addressing issues that
genuinely concern farmers. Farmers were prepared for
these irials Lo be farmer owned and monitored by NSW
Agriculture.

{7) Farmers also recognised discussion groups (in-
Cluding those with pastures as a focus) as an effective
means of distnbuting information.



* improve the sustanability of their farms.
(2) Common limitations were;
» the environmeni,
e he cost prnice squeeze (commodity prices);
= the Australian Government,
= lubour and employment costs; overseas mar-
kets; and
* access o knowledge (technical and markets).

{(3) It was evident that pasture management was an
1ssue of concern. Farmers recognised that pastures are
the key to successful farmung and are a benefit in the
cropping and hivestock phases, although they were gen-
erally dissanshied wuh their pastures. Limutatons o
pastures were;

= financing the pasture phase;

The project was useful in priontising issues, wuuat-

Discussion

The focus groups identified the complex and limiting
environment in which farmers operate. The reduction in
farm income has meant farmers are planning only for
the short-termi In the face of the cost price squeeze, most
farmers are inchined 0 minimise costs by reducing in-
puts and improvements. This has also affected the adop-
ton of conservation methods.

The adoption of pasture technology has been limited
by the lack of retumn from agncultural commodities,
although pastures are pow being prioritised by some
farmers, We feel that the adoption of pasture technology
will increase with the understanding of the long term
benelits and greater conlidence in establishment tech-
migues. Any extension programs to do with pastures
must however place emphasis on economic as well as
ALTONOMTUC ASpecls.
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