
AbacusBio sets up Australian 
subsidiary company  

A bacusBio has set-up an 

Australian subsidiary 

company, AbacusBio Pty Ltd, to 

strengthen existing links with 

Australian companies and develop 

further opportunities bridging science 

and business in Australia. 

AbacusBio Pty Ltd is led by plant 

breeding and genetics expert Kevin 

Smith.  In his previous role, as the 

Deputy Director of Bioscience 

Research for the Victorian 

Department of Primary Industries, 

Kevin worked alongside AbacusBio 

consultant Peter Fennessy, 

developing plant genetic 

improvement programs and strategies 

with leading firms and farmers in 

Australia and New Zealand.  The 

move to establish AbacusBio Pty Ltd 

is a new challenge for Kevin, but a 

challenge which uses his existing 

networks and skills óIôm really 

excited to be part of the AbacusBio 

team, which has such high levels of 

experience and expertiseô. 

Kevin will be working closely with 

AbacusBioôs New Zealand based 

consultants as well as building a 

complementary team in Australia. 

óHere in the Victorian office, weôll be 

continuing our work on quantifying 

the benefits of improved pasture 

genetics to the Australian grazing 

industry and on the on-going 

development of quantitative genetic 

principles in pasture plant breeding 

and plant improvement strategies.ô 

AbacusBio Managing Director 

Neville Jopson says that establishing 

a company in Australia led by Kevin, 

ówill create great opportunities for us 

to be able to deliver our services into 

Australia.ô Together, both companies 

will provide plant and animal 

genetics, science strategy and 

partnerships expertise to a range of 

clients Australia-wide.  

Find out more about plant breeding 

and genetics expert Kevin Smith on 

page 2. 

 

 www.abacusbio.com 

bridging science and business 
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Beef farmers profiting from partnership  

Kevin Smith leads AbacusBio Australian subsidary company  

Kevin Smith 

P lant breeding and genetics expert 

Kevin Smith recently joined 

AbacusBio to set-up the Australian 

subsidary company, AbacusBio Pty 

Ltd. 

Kevin previously worked alongside 

AbacusBio in his former roles as the 

Deputy Director of Bioscience 

Research for the Victorian 

Department of Primary Industries and 

Professor of Molecular Plant 

Breeding at LaTrobe University.  He 

brings expertise in genetics and 

breeding of forage, grain and 

horticultural crops; design and 

analysis of plant evaluation trials, 

strategic analysis expertise in 

research and technology development 

in the broad biosciences area 

especially relating to plants and in the 

commercialisation of genetics and 

biotechnology innovations.  

He has worked on plant breeding 

programs in Australia, New Zealand, 

Japan, the UK, the USA, Uruguay 

and Argentina. 

With his years of experience turning 

hard science into practical on-farm 

applications, Kevin is a valuable 

addition to the AbacusBio teamôs 

expertise.  

F ifteen Otago and Southland beef 

farmers recently joined together 

to improve farm efficiency and 

profitability by sharing knowledge. 

The southern group is one of several 

created under the new Meat & Wool 

New Zealand Beef Profit Partnership 

(M&WNZBPP) program. 

Organisers of the scheme, based on a 

highly successful Australian model 

launched in 2007, anticipate that 

farmers involved in the programs can 

lift profitability by 5% per annum 

within two years of joining.   

AbacusBio farm consultant and group 

co-ordinator Simon 

Glennie said the idea 

behind the program is that 

farmers take-up new ideas 

quickly through a process 

of óconstant improvement 

and innovationô (CI&I). In 

the CI & I process, 

underperforming areas are 

identified, possible 

changes are discussed, the likely 

impacts of change are assessed and an 

action plan is drawn up to implement 

the change.     

The group shares their knowledge 

with each other, suggest possible 

changes and then evaluate the results 

of the trials and developments. óBy 

sharing their knowledge, experience 

and findings, real progress can be 

quickly made,ô Simon said.  

The key findings from the trials will 

have implications for many operators 

even though within the group there 

are a diverse range of properties; 

these range from traditional beef cow 

operators to pure finishing operations, 

on land as diverse as dry east coast 

farms to heavy Southland soils. 

Key topics and trial results would be 

shared with farmers in the group and 

other groups through farmer field 

days and articles in farming 

publications. 

Sometimes different approaches will 

need to be developed for different 

areas. For example, some farmers 

may be best to focus on grazing 

management to ensure intake and 

pasture quality is maximised through 

careful rotation planning.  Others may 

benefit from structural changes such 

as share-farming arrangements.  

Group members have also said they 

want to focus on maximising value 

from electronic identification (EID) 

tags and will implement cost-effective 

measures to trial new uses of such 

technology. The Meat & Wool NZ 

FITT (Farmer Initiated Technology 

and Transfer) programme will aid the 

group in their on-farm trials. Simon 

will be bringing knowledge from the 

EID project AbacusBio managed at 

Traquair (funded by New Zealand 

Trade and Enterprise).  óIt will be 

great evaluating the technology in 

different farming situationsô says 

Simon. 

óImproving growth rates in trading beef 

cattle is a major focus for the group. We 

know that finishing cattle to high weights 

earlier will reduce wintering costs, which can 

get out of hand for farmers with cattle 

grazing at altitude or on less-developed 

country.ô 

-Simon Glennie 
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Exceptional lamb quality vital for 

international markets  

N ew Zealand sheep breeding 

programmes place significant 

emphases on selection for growth 

and yield, but does this affect the 

eating quality of the meat?  This was 

just one question evaluated in the 

soon to be released ñResearch into 

Lamb Meat Qualityò publication 

which summarises over two years of 

research Alliance Group has 

undertaken in conjunction with 

AbacusBio.  The research has 

evaluated the impact of genetics, 

sex, breed, feed types and quality, 

growth rates and yields on meat 

quality.  

AbacusBio consultants Anna 

Campbell and Neville Jopson 

worked on designing the trials 

outlined in the publication and 

analysing the data.  óWe found a 

number of interesting results in the 

trials, many of which we are 

investigating furtherô says Anna.  

For example, in the growth and yield 

trial, 200 lambs, born within three 

days of each other on a farm in 

Southland, were processed on the 

same day in February last year. The 

lambs were divided into groups 

based on their growth rates and meat 

yields and assessed for a range of 

meat quality characteristics 

including colour stability, 

tenderness, pH and eating 

characteristics as assessed by trained 

taste panellists.  Results showed all 

the meat was of good eating quality, 

but the slower growing lambs ranked 

higher for eating quality than the 

faster growing lambs.  A second trial 

is now underway to understand this 

relationship better. 

Traditionally, Alliance has focused 

on processing and packaging to 

improve meat quality. Recent 

consumer surveys have shown that 

product quality is increasingly 

important.    

Having a better understanding of 

how on-farm factors affect meat 

quality means Alliance Group 

shareholders will be able to 

incorporate on-farm management 

practices to improve meat quality in 

the future.  óWe still have more work 

to do in the area before we signal the 

best ways to improve meat quality 

on-farmô says Murray, óthis work is 

on-going and builds on our previous 

investments, ensuring Alliance 

Group lamb products remain at the 

premium end of the market.ô 

 

Consumer survey showing what influences meat purchasing decisions (2009, source: Trend 

Census Market Research)  

óTo stay at the premium end of the 

market we need to maintain our focus 

on consistently producing the highest 

quality lamb products.ô 

-Murray Behrent, Group Livestock 

Manager, Alliance Group 
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T he potential of improved sheep 

and beef genetics to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) is a 

major new area of research.  

AbacusBio consultant Cameron 

Ludemann is co-managing a New 

Zealand Agricultural Greenhouse Gas 

Research Centre (NZAGRC) project 

to develop a new sheep selection 

index which takes into account 

the profitability of  sheep traits as 

well as their effect on GHG 

emissions.  

A significant challenge to the 

research is balancing the 

reductions in GHG emissions 

while maintaining acceptable levels of 

economic progress.  

The New Zealand sheep industry 

project for Cameron comes after he 

completed a five-month research 

project in the UK.  The UK project 

was funded by the Department for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

(DEFRA) which was conducted with 

researchers at Edinburghôs Scottish 

Agricultural College (SAC). The 

project involved the development of a 

computer model of on-farm emissions 

and calculated the effect of improved 

genetics on these emissions.  

However, some genetic improvements 

could increase emissions, and these 

factors need to be balanced against 

each other.  

óReduced emissions from increases in 

lamb growth rates and carcass weight 

may be eroded to a degree by 

increased GHG emissions from the 

possible association with heavier ewe 

mature weight,ô says Cameron.  

Whether in Scotland or New Zealand, 

a major challenge will be how to 

encourage farmers to take up a new 

sheep breeding index which takes into 

account both profit and GHG 

implications. 

Cameron discussed potential incentive 

methods with farmers, academics and 

industry representatives from the New 

Zealand sheep industry at a workshop 

in early June.  

Findings from the research and the 

workshop will be completed in the 

next couple of months. 

Sheep and beef genetics to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions  

w hile in Scotland, Cameron Ludemann visited  Doug 

Greenshieldôs 500ha Dumfriesshire property.  The farm spans 

the three major UK sheep farm classes ï hill, upland and lowland 

country.  óIt was an incredibly informative  farm to visit, because it 

gave me a much better understanding of how the UK industry works, 

its structure, and importantly, how the farmers think.ô 

Mr Greenshield breeds purebred Scottish Blackface ewes on the hills 

as they are typically suited to the hardy environment.  

In the uplands area, his Blackface ewes are crossed with Blue Faced 

Leicester rams to generate North Country mules which typically have 

better performance than the Scottish Blackfaces in the less harsh 

lowland environment.  

Run on the lowland area, the Mules are mated to terminal sires to 

produce three-way cross lambs for the prime market. This mating 

regime produces faster growing lambs to achieve prime slaughter 

weights earlier.  

Mr Greenshieldôs 200 cattle are kept indoors for half the year to 

prevent ópoachingô (pugging) of the soil which, even in late summer 

when Cameron visited, was getting particularly bad.  

óSome traits, including number of lambs 

born and lamb growth, can reduce 

emissions per kilogram of lamb carcass at 

the same time as improving profits.ô 

   -Cameron Ludemann 

Visit to Scottish Monitor Farm  
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Dairy diary with Peter OôNeill 
Time for calving  

Most of the country has experienced 

a rather trying season. The recent 

rainfall experienced in the coastal 

Otago area would have been better 

spread over the last three months 

than crammed 

into three days 

- but thatôs 

farming. 

Every farmer 

knows that itôs 

important  to 

be prepared 

for  whatever 

comes and that means using the 

winter months to get everything 

organised for the busy spring period. 

Being organised before you start 

calving ensures a smoother season, 

with less hassle for you, your staff 

and your livestock. A smoothly-run 

calving season equates to lower 

costs and higher productivity; in 

short - better profits.   

So what are the key steps to take in 

the lead-up to calving? 

1. Revisit the feed budget 

This should be a live document and 

updated regularly. Are you 

achieving pasture cover targets, and 

are there enough supplements on 

hand for the spring? 

Use a Spring Rotation Planner to set 

the lengths of your rounds and show 

staff how to use it.  

2. Remember to monitor young 

stock regularly 

Make sure weight gain targets are 

being achieved. This will help to 

maximise the genetic potential of 

your cows and minimise herd 

wastage due to underweight and 

poorly performing heifers.  

3. Ensure condition score targets 

for calving are achieved 

Targets should be a condition score 

of 5 for MA cows and 5.5 for two 

and three year olds. If these targets 

are not achieved 

the production 

and reproductive 

performance of 

your herd will be 

compromised. 

Some other areas 

you may need to 

focus on are: 

¶ Are your calf sheds ready and all 

calf feeders clean and ready to 

use? 

¶ Have you got all animal remedies 

on hand for downer cows, calf 

scours, etc? 

¶ Are your staff prepared and do 

they know what is expected of 

them? 

¶ Are your animal records up-to-

date? 

¶ Have you tagged the in-calf 

heifers? Have you run them 

through the shed if they are at 

home?  

¶ Are the lanes up to scratch and is 

the effluent system working? 

Check for things such as split 

pipes after winter frosts. 

Fertiliser and effluent 

management 

Fertiliser is one of the biggest farm 

working expense items. Nutrients 

found in effluent, if utilised well, are 

an important part of your nutrient 

management plan.  Smart effluent 

management can dramatically 

reduce not only working expenses 

but also environmental damage to 

the farm and waterways. Fertiliser 

inputs can be reduced by capturing 

nutrients via effluent and then 

applying them at times when they 

are readily absorbed by the plants 

and soil. 

Ensuring you have proper and 

adequate storage capacity for 

effluent is often a cost-effective way 

to improve on-farm efficiency and 

to reduce potential environmental 

damage and liability risks.  

Effluent storage capacity can be a 

particularly serious issue in extreme 

weather, with the risk of effluents 

leaching into the water ways and 

sub-soil. Following regional council 

storage guidelines will not only 

safeguard you if a problem should 

arise, it will also mean you can use 

your nutrient source more 

effectively. Any capital outlay for 

increasing effluent storage capacity 

can be offset against reduced 

fertiliser use. 

Strengthen your business with the 

high payout 

Fonterraôs recent milk solids payout 

forecast is great news and should 

ease some of the financial pressure 

experienced by more highly-geared 

businesses.  I suggest taking 

advantage of the higher payout to 

strengthen your business, by 

reducing debt and catching up on 

deferred capital expenditure.   

Often with higher payouts, on-farm 

expenditure rises to match the 

payout. Obviously, this is a 

dangerous cycle, and does little to 

secure your business. Remember, all 

costs must still be scrutinised and 

your focus should always be on 

profitability. 
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Keys to increasing lamb triplet survival  

P ractical steps to improving lamb 

triplet survival rates was the focus 

of AbacusBio consultant Jo Kerslakeôs 

recently completed PhD from Massey 

University. 

In her research, carried out on the 

Massey University research farms, Jo 

set out to identify the reasons behind 

higher mortality rates in triplets by 

evaluating physical and physiological 

differences between twin and triplet-

born lambs.  

óWe discovered early on that triplet-

born lambs, especially the lightest ones 

within a set, may have inadequate 

thermoregulation in the first stages of 

life when compared to twin-born 

lambs,ô Jo says. 

Triplet-born lambs were found to have 

lighter birth weights, greater surface 

area to birth weight ratios, lower thyroid 

hormones which stimulate heat 

production and lower rectal 

temperatures.  These physiological 

differences were also evident between 

the lightest and heaviest lambs within 

triplet-born sets.  

óI hypothesised these physiological 

differences meant triplet-lambs were 

not as capable as twin-born lambs at 

controlling their body temperature.  The 

lower rectal temperatures of the triplet-

born lambs in the early stages of life 

supported this hypothesis.  They just 

cannot produce enough heat,ô Jo 

said. 

In an attempt to combat the effect 

of inadequate body temperature 

control, Jo conducted trials 

designed to increase the birth-

weights and theromoregulatory 

capabilities of the triplet lambs. 

The trials were done over two 

years and evaluated the effect of 

offering concentrate supplement 

during late pregnancy to ewes 

grazing pasture at a 6cm sward 

height.  

In the first year, offering 

concentrates improved lamb birth 

weight by 300g, increased 

colostrum intake and the total 

weight of lamb weaned. In the 

second year, there was no 

improvement in lamb birth 

weight or total weight of lamb 

weaned, but there were positive effects 

on colostrum intake and triplet-born 

lamb heat production. The lack of effect 

on lamb birth weight in the second year 

is likely to be because the ewes were 

fed higher quality of pasture (with the 

concentrates). Further work needs to be 

conducted to determine the most 

effective way of offering concentrate 

supplement to ewes for improving 

triplet lamb survival rates. 

In terms of practical on-farm 

management providing triplet bearing 

ewes with adequate nutrition during late 

pregnancy is vital.  Failure to do this 

will result in newborn lambs with low 

birth weights, low brown fat reserves 

and slow progressive behaviours, such 

as standing and sucking. It can also 

result in poor colostrum and milk 

production by the ewe.   

Provision of shelter is another practical 

on-farm management strategy which 

should help triplet lambs maintain their 

body temperature.  

óTo cash in on the potential economic 

benefits of producing more lambs, there 

is still a need to determine the most 

efficient and cost-effective way of 

improving ewe nutrition and triplet 

lamb survival ratesô Jo says.  This year, 

together with Alliance Group and 

Agricom, AbacusBio is conducting 

research into the effects of offering in-

lamb hoggets and triplet bearing ewes 

high quality alternative forages during 

late pregnancy.  óIf we can develop 

some simple nutrition strategies for 

improving triplet lamb survival, then 

producing triplets will be a good option 

to improve farm profits, especially for 

farmers who are able to farm 

intensivelyô says Jo. 
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T he perfect toboggan run at this 

yearôs Winter Olympics at 

Whistler in Canada has been the 

focus of AbacusBio associate 

consultant Fiona Helyôs Honours 

research project for the past year.  

The University of Otago graduate (in 

Applied Sciences in Computational 

Modelling) developed a 3-D 

simulation of a slider racing down 

this yearôs Whistler Track.  

But perfection is what is needed to 

win at the Olympics, with margins 

often as tight as one-hundredth of a 

second.  

óIt was a highly complex 

mathematical model. Throughout the 

race, a number of forces act on the 

sled. These forces were calculated to 

determine the speed of the sled at 

each point, and how best to approach 

the next bend,ô Fiona said.  

óWe discovered that with the 

right combination of toe-taps it 

was possible for the athletes to 

hold the sled nearly perfectly on 

the centre line, which is their 

aim.ô 

It might seem like a long-way from 

her work developing the inputs for 

the practical on-farm software that 

AbacusBio develops, but Fiona 

disagrees.  

óItôs really the same principle as my 

work here, using mathematically-

based computer models to simulate 

the real world. That way you can 

conduct a number of experiments, 

tweak operations and identify 

perfection - without the cost or 

danger of the real world ï and 

therefore optimise performance,ô 

Fiona said.  

'I haven't had the opportunity to try 

skeleton racing myself, but it was a 

great experience meeting and 

watching the New Zealand skeleton 

racing athletes train in their build up 

to the 2010 winter Olympics.' Fiona 

was able to meet the athletes through 

Angus Ross who is a strength coach 

for the New Zealand skeleton athletes 

as well as the group of 100m and 

200m sprinters that Fiona trains with.  

The perfect Olympic toboggan run ï 

from the safety of her desk  

óSliding face-first at speeds of up to 

140km-hr with no brakes, G-Forces of 

five and nothing to steer with other 

than toe-taps and weight changes, itôs 

nearly impossible for the racers to 

achieve perfection on the track.ô  

-Fiona Hely 

More AbacusBio news  
¶ Peter Fennessy has recently been highlighting practical opportunities for improving on-farm productivity  by mating 

more ewes to terminal sires http://www.country-wide.co.nz/article/11516.html 

¶ Cameron Ludemann has finished a M&WNZ study determining the incidence of rape scald in Otago and Southland 

and identifying farm management practices which can reduce its incidence http://www.abacusbio.co.nz/pdf/

FITT_RapeScald.pdf 

¶ Simon Glennie and Peter Fennessy wrapped up the final M&WNZ South Otago Monitor Farm field day with key 

messages for sheep and beef farmers http://www.abacusbio.co.nz/pdf/FinalFieldDaypptpresentation.pdf 

¶ Neville Jopson commented on the importance of the M&WNZ Central Progeny Test to the New Zealand sheep 

industry http://www.country-wide.co.nz/article/11346.html 


