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Executive Summary

This Mid-term performance review documents, substantiates and comments on the evidence collected during the first three years of the Farming for Sustainable Soils project - Phase 2.

Farming for Sustainable Soils (FSS) is a flagship project of the North Central Catchment Management Authority, now in its seventh year. 
The Phase 2 project builds on the successful outcomes of the $5 million Caring for our Country investment into the initial program, delivered throughout north central Victoria over four years from 2009-13.  This current $3 million National Landcare funded program is establishing a further six community based soil protection groups in key areas of the region where the adoption of sustainable agriculture is a priority.  Five groups had been formed by mid term. 
FSS is community-based and it now represents a longer term commitment by the North Central CMA to a new and innovative approach to land protection and soil conservation.  Whilst the accountability for soil health remains, in a societal sense with governments and government policies, the responsibility for the condition of the soil resource in the farmlands of the region is clearly with farmers and farming communities. 

Over the past three years FSS has seen a refined community-based delivery model develop that is best described as 'demand-driven' as opposed to the traditional sales driven approaches.  The FSS project is further developing the skills, knowledge and experiences of farming communities in priority areas throughout the region. It brings people together and motivates them to work as a community.  It affords them the knowledge, wisdom, experience and resources that farming communities need to make informed decisions that support them in caring for the health of their soils and their lands. 

Seven groups have participated in the FSS project since June 2013 including those at Wycheproof, Charlton, Paradise, Smeaton, Timor West, Lockington, and Pyramid Hill. The total number of farmers involved since June 2013 is conservatively estimated to be in the order of 240 people.  

Details of the activities of each group including soil assessment, knowledge building and trials and demonstrations are discussed herein.   

To date the following outcomes have been measured:

1. Knowledge of participating farmers has increased: where a substantial proportion of an estimated 240 participants have reported a measurable increase in knowledge 
2. Farmers’ goals on achieving more sustainable soil management: 80% of participants survey reported some progress; 42% indicating that the project had helped them a moderate amount and 38% a significant amount 
3. High participant satisfaction with their involvement in FSS groups: where 90% of surveyed farmers were satisfied; either moderately (31%) or highly (42%)
4. Participating farmers now have stronger local and regional networks: evidenced by their positive feedback on the value of the project in linking them with other farmer groups, agronomists and other experts
5. Participating farmers are more likely to be trialling soil improvement practices: where almost 80% of surveyed participants have been motivated to undertake more trials and implement new approaches on their farm (with 39% moderately motivated and 44% highly motivated)
There have been issues arise that have been successfully managed and lessons learned as the project is delivered. The project achievements are being captured and communicated through stories of change published on the North Central CMA website and social media. 
1 Project context
1.1 Background

1.1.1 Project rationale
Soil is a finite resource and like air and water it is natural capital that is critical to the continued existence of life on planet Earth. It is intimately linked to food production, the welfare of rural communities that depend upon it, and to the health of the environment. The condition of most soils in north central and northern Victoria is poor relative to potential health and without intervention there is the prospect of further soil losses. Depletion of soil structure is the main villain. It underpins most forms of land degradation found throughout the North Central CMA region, particularly in the sodic soils that are present throughout at least 75 per cent of the region
. 

The North Central CMA’s Regional Sustainable Agriculture Strategy
 aims to “achieve land protection and secure the natural resource base by increasing the adoption of sustainable agricultural practices”.  The gross value of agricultural production from broadacre farming over an area of almost 1.5 million hectares, including dairy, was around $1.1 billion in 2012
.  Soil condition underpins these production levels. 

There is a view in some sectors that poor soil health occurs as a consequence of farmers failing to adopt sustainable practices. The reality is, however, that in many (arguably most) instances regenerative technologies have yet to be developed and proven. Farming communities continue to struggle in identifying specific practices that will increase productivity and restore the health of their soils.  Soil health must become an objective that is owned by farming communities intent on building/re-building soil condition. Farmers need to explore opportunities for increasing the sustainability of farm practices through informed knowledge-based approaches. FSS strives to support farming communities through programs that build the skills, knowledge and experiences of local people. 

1.1.2 How the project began
The North Central CMA has continued to invest in soil protection in the region since its inception in the mid 1990s, commencing with salinity planning and implementation after a long history of on ground activities delivered by former State government departments and the earlier Soil Conservation Authority.

The North Central CMA initially secured five years funding for the FSS project from the Australian governments Caring for our Country initiative in 2009, followed by a successful second round of funding from the National Landcare program in 2013.

The FSS project is delivered through a partnership between the North Central CMA and participating soils groups.  It is an adaptive community based and community led land protection model founded on self-managed farmer groups.  In 2016/2017 the FSS project is entering its seventh year and it is about to engage its 14th FSS group. Since its inception the project has evolved and it continues to evolve as new groups with new people and new ideas commit to the formal three-year involvement. Seven groups have participated in the FSS project since June 2013 including those at Wycheproof, Charlton, Paradise, Smeaton, Timor West, Lockington, and Pyramid Hill.

1.1.3 Objectives

Farming for Sustainable Soils is a community-based participatory approach and framework for achieving sustainable land management in north central and northern Victoria.

The project is committed to a community-based approach to sustaining the productive capacity and environmental services that flow from the soils of the region. 

The vision:

North Central Victoria has secured the health and productivity of soils, improved ecosystem services that flow from healthy soils, and built resilience to climate change through increased soil health.

The goal:

To have local farming communities assume responsibility for the soils of their area, and to have them lead the development and adoption of sustainable regenerative land management practices that avoid soil loss. To achieve this they must develop and adopt of practices that improve the health and condition of the soils in their area.
The quantifiable objectives of Farming for Sustainable Soils – Phase 2 are: 
· Increase engagement and participation by North Central regional communities, groups or individuals in natural resource management activities.

· Increase the percentage of farmers in the North Central region improving their knowledge and skills in managing natural soil resources.

· Increase the capacity and confidence of farmers in the North Central region to protect natural soil resources.

· Increase the number and area of farm businesses that have trialled innovative practices for improved natural resources management.
1.1.4 Project timeframes and group participation
Seven community groups have participated in the FSS project since June 2013.  The progression of initiating and concluding groups is shown in Figure 1-1.
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Figure 1-1:  Farming for Sustainable Soils groups timeline
The predominant land use and geographical features of the FSS Groups include:  

· Lockington (2013-2014) – Dryland cropping and grazing lands and irrigation country in the Riverine Plains of the lower Campaspe catchment (figure 1-2 below). 

· Charlton (2013-2014) – Dryland cropping and grazing lands in the foothills and plains of the lower Avoca catchment.
· Wycheproof (2013-2016) – Low rainfall semi-arid cropping lands that occur astride the junction of the Victorian Mallee with the alluvial plains of the Lower Avoca River catchment. 

· Paradise (2013-2016) – Grazing lands in the foothills of the Pyrenees Ranges southwest of St Arnaud.
· Pyramid Hill (2014-2017) – Dryland cropping and grazing enterprises, irrigated lands, and irrigated lands that have reverted to dryland occur in the northern Riverine plains (Figure 1-2 top).

· Smeaton (2014-2017) – Grazing and dryland cropping with potatoes grown on the red soils located in the higher rainfall upper Loddon catchment in basaltic terrain.
· Timor West (2015-2018) – Mixed grazing and cropland located west of Maryborough and straddles the uplands catchments of the Avoca and Loddon catchments.
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Figure 1-2: Pyramid Hill FSS group & Lockington FSS group soil pit investigation
1.1.5 Project location

The project area covers fourteen rural communities in the north central region, extending from the northern plains southwards into the mid slopes region and as far as the Great Dividing Range. Figure 1-3 shows the location of all former and current FSS groups. The currently funded groups include Wycheproof, Paradise, Timor West, Smeaton and Pyramid Hill. 
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Figure 1-3: Location of all FSS groups that have participated in the project since its inception in 2009/10. 

1.1.6 Structure of the project

The FSS project is delivered and supported by the North Central CMA in partnerships with farming communities in priority areas throughout north central and northern Victoria. 

The FSS team

The FSS team comprises the CMA project staff together with each of the community-based FSS facilitators. The CMA project staff are responsible for project delivery, and monitoring and evaluation, while the FSS facilitators are responsible for delivery of activities within their respective community groups.  

The team meets two to three times each year to share their knowledge and experiences. Outside of these meetings it is normal for FSS project staff to speak with each facilitator several times a week. The project works best where facilitators caucus with their peers. 

Essential role of the North Central CMA project staff:

Their activities focus on creating a project attractive to farming communities that encourages active participation and these include: 

· The convening of public meetings that assemble local communities in priority areas and engage them in the FSS project
· Providing structured guidelines that establish how the project is to be delivered 

· Assisting and guiding the development of local area soil plans

· Assisting the development of annual activity (works) schedules for plan implementation 

· Administering devolved grants
· Sharing the employment of local part-time community-based facilitators 

Essential role of the FSS facilitators:
Facilitators are critical to the success of FSS project. They afford the support needed to bring farming communities together to participate in the project.  Their activities include:

· Updating their Local Area Soil Plans in collaborative with group members on an annual basis

· Mapping group activities as they occur through an online system (Imap) 
· Ensuring that participants in each group complete an annual survey in May/June each year
· Provide a community coordinating service, recognising most farmers have insufficient time and resources to act in this role

· Collaborate with group members and the FSS Team to bring experts to the region to deliver regional training workshops for their group.

· Collaborate with other FSS groups when scheduling and conducting activities.
Steps in delivery 
The main steps in project delivery are illustrated in Figure 1-4 (flow of discrete annual activities) and Figure 1-5 (planning cycle).
Planning workshop for development of Local Area Soil Plan

The first formal meeting of the new group is held a fortnight after the concept meeting. This is a planning session that gathers the base information needed to develop a soil management plan for the coming three years.  It takes the form of a facilitated workshop which asks each of the participants to describe their farm enterprise. Each farmer discusses their normal management practices, the main things that have influenced the way they have managed their soils over the past decade, the main challenges they are facing in achieving soil health, and the main opportunities they have seen to improve soil condition on their farm.  All the information gained from the workshop is harvested and used to develop an agreed community plan that sets out an approach for the three years of the project. FSS groups updated these plans each year.  

Confirmation of the plan

The second formal meeting of the new FSS group is convened three to four weeks after the planning workshop when the CMA and their consultants have developed the plan. The purpose of the meeting is to have the community review the document consistent with the views they expressed during the planning workshop. Given each plan is based on information provided by them changes are normally of a minor editorial nature.

Building the annual schedule

Following community sign-off on the plan the next scheduled task is for the group to commence building an activity schedule for the coming growing season. This task is normally advanced by the FSS facilitator through consultation with the group. The schedule sets out the range of activities that are to be delivered consistent with implementation of the plan and within the constraints of the budget allocated by the CMA.  The CMA provides guidelines supporting the development and costing of activity schedules.  Activities normally fall into three categories:  

6. Assessment: Understanding the condition of soils within the area that the FSS group presides over. This includes chemical and physical analyses across a wide range of parameters.  Most of this work is completed in the first year of the project affording baseline surveys. 

7. Knowledge building: This involves accessing expert knowledge providers that can review the data collected in the assessment phase and interpret it for the benefit of the group.  It is also about bringing in experts that have knowledge of biophysical challenges faced by the group, and experts that have knowledge of the adoption of innovative practices that might have application in building soil health in the area.  The emphasis is always on people that are able to make a strong contribution through their science, and are appealing as knowledge providers through their capacity as strong communicators.

8. Trials and demonstrations: FSS groups are encouraged to establish field trials and demonstrations that afford their members the opportunity to test the veracity of potential sustainable management practices.  In most instances these events are experimental and often best-bet.  The reality is that most often there are no readily available guaranteed solutions and the groups must act on best advice and best principles and proceed to see if they can make them work on the ground.  To a large extent this task is a strong part of the confidence building and adaptive learning process that runs throughout the FSS project. 

Governance and sign off by the North Central CMA

The final stage in the FSS planning process is for the annual group schedule of activities to be considered by the North Central CMA Standing Grants Committee.  This is a committee comprising two members of the CMA Board and two members of the Community Consultative Committee (previously the Natural Resource Management Committee). The Committee reviews each submission to see the proposed annual schedule is consistent with delivery of the plan, making certain that the activities are well documented, appropriate, technically feasible, and the proposed technology is adoptable.  
Grants delivered to each of the FSS groups

Once the Standing Grants Panel has signed off on the annual schedule the CMA advances 50 percent of the grant to the group and implementation commences.  The remainder of the funds are advanced when the initial advance has been expended consistent with the annual schedule.  
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Figure 1-4: Flow of discrete annual activities that contribute to FSS community-based project delivery
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Figure 1.5: FSS planning cycle from group inception to plan delivery
1.2 Program logic - the rationale that underpins the project 
A detailed program logic for the Phase 2 FSS project is provided in Appendix 1.  A simplified FSS program logic model is presented in Figure 1-6.  This outcome oriented flowchart demonstrates how the available resources (inputs) flow into a range of activities that are conducted by community groups. 

These activities include planning, designing and costing schedules tuned to local biophysical conditions and enterprises. Activities include assessment of soil health, knowledge building through access to experts, and the conduct of trials and demonstrations. The program logic illustrates the flow of activities that result in in soil plans and annual strategies; a suite of outputs that determine the structure of implementation.  The logic diagram further illustrates the range of short, medium and longer term outcomes that will allow each farming community to progress the attainment of sustainable soil management.
	


Achieving Sustainable Soil Management in North Central Victoria

	Inputs
	Activities
	Outputs

	Investors

North Central CMA support staff and resources

FSS Project budget

FSS Project Manager

FSS Project Officer

FSS Facilitators 

FSS Community groups

FSS Community grants 


	FSS Group planning workshops

Development of Local Area Soil Plans

Development of Annual Activity Schedules

Satisfying governance processes

Grants allocated to FSS groups

FSS Group Soil Assessments

FSS Group Knowledge building

FSS Group Trials and demonstrations

FSS Monitoring, evaluating and reporting (MERI)
	Local Area Soil Plans

Annual Activity Schedules

Approval of FSS community grants

Community understanding of local soil health status

Community knowledge of soils and soil management increased through access to experts knowledge providers

Community-managed trials and demonstrations improving knowledge and experience of sustainable practices 


	Achieving Sustainable Soil Management in North Central Victoria

	Short term outputs
	Medium term outcomes 
	Long term outcomes

	1. Increased knowledge of soils and skills in sustainable soils management amongst participants

2. Improved networks of interested farmers active in soil management in the region

3. Soil improvement practices are being trialled by participants
	1. Farmers are networking and sharing experiences and information, both within and outside their groups
2. Soil improvement practices are being adopted by participants and the broader farming community

3. More motivated communities taking responsibilities for the health of local soils
	1. Increased confidence in recommended practices and ongoing trialling and adoption by all farmers in the region

2. A productive agricultural food sector

3. Stronger social resilience

4. Maintenance, protection and / or improvement to ecosystem services (soil, water & vegetation components)



Figure 1-6: Simplified program logic depicting the flow of resources into activities and outputs that lead to short, medium and longer term soil conservation outcomes

1.3 Evaluation questions

A set of key evaluation questions form the basis of data collection and collation of evidence on the performance of this project.  There are five main focus areas or purposes for evaluation.  These are appropriateness, efficiency, effectiveness, impact and legacy (Table 1-1).
Table 1-1: Key evaluation questions for each focus area
	Evaluation focus
	Key evaluation questions
	Data collection & timing

	Appropriateness 

To what extent were the program activities appropriate?
	Is the community-based model meeting the needs of farmers?

Is the FSS project and model the best way to address the protection and enhancement of regional soils?  
 Are the land management practices adopted by participating farmers adequate and effective in delivering soil health? 

Did the program and the activities delivered by the group align with the needs and expectations of the community FSS groups?   

Did the project provide the level of knowledge and skills farming communities required to adopt/change to more sustainable practices?
	Annual surveys of attitudes, knowledge, skills and adoption rates by farmer participants

	Efficiency

To what extent were the project funds spent efficiently?
	Is the FSS project cost effective in engaging local farming communities in soil health programs that secure productivity and ecosystem services? 

Are the project resources being used well?  
	Best management project governance and tracking of project finances



	Effectiveness

How much of the planned outputs (activities) were achieved?
	Did each of the FSS groups develop a soil management plan (blueprint) setting out the activities that need to be addressed to progress the sustainable management of soils in their local area?  To what extent have FSS groups executed their Local Area Soil Plans?

Have participating farmers been motivated to explore and trial new ideas leading
	Annual surveys of attitudes, knowledge, skills and adoption rates by farmer participants. North Central regional landholder survey (one off 2015)

	Impact

What impact has the program had on

 - participating farmers?

- the soil resource?
	Did the expected impacts flow from the project activities?

To what extent are improvements have participants improved their knowledge and skills?

To what extent have farmer attitudes and practices changed?

What changes in soil condition are occurring or are likely to occur through farmer involvement in the FSS project?  
	Annual surveys of attitudes, knowledge, skills and adoption rates by farmer participants 

	Legacy

What will be the long-term impacts of the project?
	To what extent will soil protection groups remain viable when they are no longer main-stream participants in FSS?  
	Interview soils group facilitators & group chairs every two years

Final review reports after three years


2 Evaluation approach
There are three main elements to the evaluation approach taken for the FSS Phase 2 project.  These comprise the:

· Practice change model of farmer decision making
· Regional Delivery MERI Plan, and

· Data collection and monitoring activities 
Practice change model

An adapted practice change model of farmer decision making has been used to help guide the evaluation of the accomplishments of the FSS project (Figure 2-1). Participation in local FSS groups has exemplified all three decision stages in relation to farmers moving to more sustainable practices.
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Figure 2-1: Sustainable soils group practice change model (adapted Nicholson et al 2003
)
The model has three decision stages based around: 

· Motivation (awareness) stage 
– followed by a decision to seek further information 
· Exploration and trialling (or participation) stage  

- followed by a decision to build practice change into the farm operation
· Farm practice change (adoption) stage 
- followed by a decision to seek further opportunities to improve farm system
The evaluation has documented evidence where participating farmers have been motivated to explore and trial new ideas leading to practice changes that will improve the condition of their soils over time.

MERI Plan

The Regional Delivery MERI Plan (2013) for this project provides a set of protocols that:

· Help the FSS Team manage their activities consistent with best management practices in accordance with investor expectations.  

· Establishes project monitoring and reporting protocols consistent with the needs of the investor and the requirements of the North Central CMA.

Successful development and implementation of the MERI Plan will see the establishment of clearly defined monitoring and reporting protocols that allow for evidence-based assessments of the progress toward the project goal and funded activities as detailed.

Evaluation activities

The FSS Team conducts the following types of data collection for the purposes of project evaluation:
· Annual survey of participants

· FSS events attendance recording and evaluation surveys

· Final review reports for each FSS group after their three year funding period

3 Results chart

A summary of the main results of the project so far, is outlined in Table 3-1.
Table 3-1: FSS Phase 2 Summary of results
	Program Logic steps
	Expected results
	Results statement
	Examples to support statement
	Lessons learnt

	Foundational activities
	1. FSS Reference Group for governance & implementation of MERI Plan formed
2. Quarterly FSS Reference Group meetings

3. Development of MERI Plan

4. Development of Project Plan

5. Six new groups identified and formed
6. Six new local facilitators employed
	1. Completed

2. Best practice governance has been implemented. 
3. Completed

4. Completed

5. Five new groups formed by 2015

6. Five new facilitators appointed by 2015

	1. & 2. Agendas and minutes of meetings
3. MERI Plan approved

4. Project Plan approved

5. Established groups are: Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill, Smeaton and Timor West
6.  All five new group facilitators are locally based and living in their communities

	· FSS Reference Group members (including experienced farmers) have been very effective in advising and mentoring facilitators

· The project is quite demanding for the FSS project team (CMA managers and FSS coordinators) and is a tight schedule to deliver the project ahead of the growing season 

	Intervention activities
	1. FSS group planning initiation workshops

2. Prepare Local Area Soil Plans
3. Prepare Activity Schedules (grants process) & approval by North Central CMA Standing Grants Committee
4.  FSS group baseline soil assessments

5. FSS group knowledge building field based events & workshops
6. FSS group trials and demonstrations

7. FSS Monitoring, evaluation & reporting (MERI)
	1. Ten planning workshops held (2 per group)
2. Ten Local Area Soils Plans submitted (2 per group)
3. Annual Activity Schedules submitted by all five groups
4. 347 soils assessments completed

5. 42 group knowledge and skills building events held

6. 47 group trials and demonstrations conducted on more than 30 properties
7. MERI Plan has been used for adaptive management 
	1. Planning workshop minutes on local issues (five groups)
2. Soil Plan documents updated annually by FSS groups (1,2,3,4,5)

3. Application documents signed off by CMA Standing Grants Panel each year since 2013 (6,7,8)
4. Baseline soil assessment laboratory reports interpreted by experts and discussed with property owners (9, 10, 11)
5&6. a. Mapping (I-map) of workshop locations and geographical coverage of participants (12, 13, 14) b. Documentation & justification for events and trials within annual Activity Schedules (6,7,8) c. Event evaluation surveys (12,13,14)

	· Trusted local community members perform the best in the role as group facilitator

· An effective partnership between FSS facilitators and CMA project leaders is critical to success of the project
· FSS has learnt to be careful of professional rivalries and to actively manage these when they occur
· Bringing independent experts to the groups for events is highly valued by participants and key to the success of the project

	Immediate outcomes
	1. Increased knowledge of soils and skills in sustainable soils management amongst participants

2. Improved networks of interested farmers active in soil management in the region

3. Soil improvement practices are being trialled by participants
	1. Knowledge of participating farmers increased (estimated 240 participants with a measurable increase in knowledge) 
High participant satisfaction with their involvement in FSS groups (90% satisfied; either moderately or highly)

The project is helping the vast majority of participants to meet their goal in achieving more sustainable soil management (80%)

2. Participating farmers now have stronger local and regional networks

3. Participating farmers are more likely to be trialling different soil improvement practices (almost 80%)
	1, 2&3. Attendance at group run events; Annual survey results; Final review reports for Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups containing results of annual surveys and exit interviews with participants (16,17, 18, 21)
1&2. Project awareness; Various media articles, NCCMA Facebook articles (22)

	· The demand-based FSS model is successful in encouraging farmers to accept the responsibility for developing their own local soil plans and trialling techniques that will lead to sustainable management of their land and their neighbours land.
· Key factors to successful engagement include a focus on local soils, on farm soil pit investigations and bringing in a range of perspectives on soil management to the groups

	Intermediate outcomes
	1. Farmers are networking and sharing experiences and information, both within and outside their groups

2. Soil improvement practices are being adopted by participants and the broader farming community

3. More motivated communities taking responsibilities for the health of local soils
	1. Better functioning networks are operating as a result of the project

2. Some participants are now using soil improvement practices

3. Increased interest and activity in soils amongst farmers and industry support personnel
	1. Attendance at group held events within and outside farmers’ local districts; Connecting farmers with experts, both within and outside their districts, Annual survey results, Final review reports for Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups containing results of annual surveys and exit interviews with participants (16,17,18, 19, 21)
2. Annual participant surveys; sharing of soil temperature and soil water data amongst group participants (17)
3a. Strong involvement of agricultural industry personnel and attendance of non member farmers at FSS group held events: evidenced by attendance records & sharing of soil temperature and soil water data amongst group participants and industry personnel (19)
3b. CSU region wide survey of landholders indicated significant positive relationships between participation in a Soil Health Group and expected project outcomes (20)
	· Results from a CSU region wide survey of landholders found that Soil Health group members rated their knowledge higher in 6 out of 7 categories and were more likely to implement each of three management practices linked to improved soil health outcomes
· Group to group learning has also been valuable with members attending each others activities



	Long term outcomes
	1. Increased confidence in recommended practices and ongoing trialling and adoption by all farmers in the region

2. A productive agricultural food sector

3. Stronger social resilience

4. Maintenance, protection and / or improvement to ecosystem services (soil, water & vegetation components)

	1. To date a significant proportion of participants and other farmers influenced by the project, are already trialling and adopting improved soil practices.  This should continue into the long term.
2 & 3. The project provided support (information and advice) to drought affected farmers in all FSS groups

4. Signs of recovery of biophysical assets and community well being following drought conditions (over 2 years) backed up with floods
	1. Annual survey results, Final review reports for Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups containing results of annual surveys and exit interviews with participants (16,17,18, 21)
2&3. Attendance at group held drought information and support events. Wide ranging expert speakers gave advice on livestock management to manage groundcover and soil condition.  Drought support events provided a form for building social capital (16,17,18, 19)
4. A return to productive crop growth and healthier aquatic ecosystems following a wet growing season (21)

	· FSS groups are an effective platform to engage farmers in dialogue, learning and adoption of soil improvement practices


	Vision
	North Central Victoria has secured the health and productivity of soils, improved ecosystem services that flow from healthy soils, and built resilience to climate change through increased soil health.
	The soils in the North Central region have some resilience to extremes of droughts and floods evidenced by very productive crop growth following the return to good growing seasons rainfall in 2016
	Engendering a culture of more attention to soil condition monitoring and assessment, and maintaining groundcover over the long term (21)
	


4 Outputs and outcomes summary

The main outputs and outcomes of the project to date are summarised in Table 4.1
Table 4.1: Summary of FSS Phase 2 project outputs and outcomes to date
	No.
	Outputs
	Quantity target
	Quantity achieved

- as at October 2016

	
	Program managers:
	
	

	1
	Form 6 new community based FSS groups
	6 groups formed by 2018
	5 groups formed

	2
	Employ 6 facilitators to support groups
	6 facilitators appointed by 2018
	5 facilitators appointed

	3
	Annual participant surveys
	18 annual surveys (3 per group)
	12 annual surveys

	4
	Achievements review after 3 years for each group
	6 final review reports
	4 final review reports completed

	
	FSS groups:
	
	

	5
	Local Area Soil Plans
	6 plans (one for each new group)
	5 soil plans completed

	6
	Annual activity schedules (grants process)
	6 activity schedules (updated annually)
	5 activity schedules completed (updated annually)

	7
	Benchmark soil assessment
	No target specified
	347 samples collected, laboratory tested & interpreted

	8
	Workshops and field based extension evens
	No target specified
	42 group knowledge and skills building events

	9
	Trialling and demonstration of soil management practices
	No target specified
	47 group trials

	
	
	
	


	No.
	Outcomes
	Quantity target
	Quantity achieved

- as at October 2016

	1
	Increased engagement of farmers and participation in soil related activities and events
	500 farmers
	Approx. 250 participants

	2
	Increased knowledge and skills in soil management amongst participating farmers
	80% of participants
	Approx. 250 participants
80% survey reported progress


	3
	Increase in number and area of farm businesses that have trialled innovative practices for improved soil management
	80% of participants
	39% moderately motivated
44% highly motivated to try new practices


5 Stories of change
The FSS project is developing a set of case studies of change stories that reflect on the activities of some of key landholder participants. Three stories are highlighted:
Gary Pollard, Shingle Hut, Wycheproof

Grant Sims, Sims Pastoral, Pine Grove

Ben Fawcett, Powlett Hill via Campbelltown
6 Findings and implications

6.1 Overview of the results chart

Foundation activities

The project has adhered to a tight schedule as outlined in the Project Plan.  A FSS Reference Group was formed that comprises the CMA project managers, each of the FSS facilitators and two members of the CMA Community Consultative Committee (CCC). These people have acted as advisors and mentors to the FSS facilitators, and also inform their CCC colleagues and CMA Board Members of the progress of the project. Reference Group meets around three times each year.

Five out of a target six new FSS groups have been formed, accompanied by the appointment of five local facilitators.  

Intervention activities

The formation of new FSS groups requires implementation of a consistent planning process involving initial engagement with the local community through several planning meetings, preparation of a Local Area Soil Plan outlining their local soils issues, knowledge building and demonstration activities, and preparation of an Activity Schedule for funding approval.  This was executed successfully for all five groups.

Each of the FSS groups undertook baseline soil assessments, held knowledge building field based events and workshops, and ran their own trials on group members’ properties.  The FSS Project team conducted monitoring and evaluation in the form of annual surveys of attitudes, knowledge, skills and adoption rates by farmer participants.

Immediate outcomes

To date the following outcomes have been measured:
9. Knowledge of participating farmers has increased: where a substantial proportion of an estimated 240 participants have reported a measurable increase in knowledge 
10. Farmers’ goals on achieving more sustainable soil management: 80% of participants survey reported some progress, 42% indicating that the project had helped them a moderate amount and 38% a significant amount 
11. High participant satisfaction with their involvement in FSS groups: where 90% of surveyed farmers were satisfied; either moderately (31%) or highly (42%)
12. Participating farmers now have stronger local and regional networks: evidenced by their positive feedback on the value of the project in linking them with other farmer groups, agronomists and other experts
13. Participating farmers are more likely to be trialling soil improvement practices: where almost 80% of surveyed participants have been motivated to undertake more trials and implement new approaches on their farm (with 39% moderately motivated and 44% highly motivated)
Some of the results from annual surveys of participants in those groups concluding their formal funding (Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof and Paradise) are shown in Figures 6-1 and 6-2 (over page). 
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Figure 6-1: Self rated knowledge on sustainable management of soils: mid term and end of three years  Q. Where would you rate your knowledge on how to achieve sustainable soils management at the moment?
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Figure 6-2: Self rated knowledge on sustainable management of soils: mid term and end of three years  
Intermediate outcomes
The intermediate outcomes of the project are:

14. Better functioning networks are operating as a result of the project: demonstrated by directly participating and non group member farmers attending activities both within and outside their immediate districts, and connecting farmers with experts, both within and outside their districts
15. Some participants are now using soil improvement practices: this is expected to continue and expand

Increased interest and activity in soils amongst farmers and industry support personnel: strong involvement of agricultural industry personnel and attendance of non member farmers at FSS group held events: evidenced by attendance records & sharing of soil temperature and soil water data amongst group participants and industry personnel.

A CSU region wide survey
 of landholders in the North Central CMA region (in 2014) indicated statistically significant positive relationships between participation in a Soil Health Group and expected project outcomes.  These include greater knowledge of soil health related topics (6 out of 7 topics), higher management skills and greater confidence with implementing all three recommended practices linked to improved soil health outcomes.
Long term outcomes
The anticipated long term outcomes of the project are:

16. Increased confidence in recommended practices and ongoing trialling and adoption by all farmers in the region

17. A productive agricultural food sector

18. Stronger social resilience

19. Maintenance, protection and / or improvement to ecosystem services (soil, water & vegetation components)

The evidence collected on the more immediate outcomes of the project so far, is suggesting that the impact of the project in relation to increasing farmers knowledge and up skilling in soil management will continue, and spread to non-participants in the region.
Farmers, the soil resource and other biophysical assets in the region have shown signs of a good recovery after several years of exceptionally dry conditions, followed by floods.  This program provided needed support delivered through the FSS groups during this period.

6.2 Key achievements and benefits

The key achievements of the project so far include:
20. Strong and extensive farmer engagement in soil management
· Five of the six new groups have been formed and are actively learning about soil condition and trialling soil management practices.

· Around 250 farmers have directly participated in the project.
· The groups have planned and implemented active schedules over their three year life where dialogue, learning and action by farmers has been facilitated.
· The project delivered much needed knowledge and social support to farmers during the drought period 2013 to 2015.
The group has been a great way to talk to neighbors and mates about farming practices (Charlton farmer).

I have learnt so much – not only from expert talks but also from other farmers involved in the group (Lockington farmer).

It would have been great if we had had a better year at the start, but the program did bring us all together, and that was a great benefit (Wycheproof farmer).  

We learn from our mistakes and you do wonder what everyone is doing and what mistakes they are making …… being part of a group helps with finding things out (Lockington farmer).
21. Bringing experts to the North Central region
· Farmers have been exposed to a range of perspectives afforded by local experts supplemented by recognised expert scientists with national industrial experience.  Experts range from soils scientists through animal nutritionists, agronomists, geo-scientists and entomologists.  For example, the FSS groups have benefited through working with recognised local expert soil scientists such as Christian Bannan and national experts including Doris Blaesing (soil structure assessment) and San Jolly (plant/animal/soil nutrition).   
· Knowledge building activities have been scheduled by each FSS group in each year of the three-year project.  Common and popular subject areas have included soil structure assessment and amelioration, animal nutrition relative to cropping and grazing practices, soil biology, overcoming subsoil constraints, electronic monitoring of soil water under different management regimes, and alternative practices that reduce the need for herbicides and pesticides.

· Knowledge of participating farmers has increased where a substantial proportion of participants have reported a measurable increase in knowledge 
We do not believe everything everybody tells us, however, it is very healthy to have the discussion and to explore the options (Wycheproof farmer)
Being in the group has been informative and has reinforced that what we are doing is the way to go (Charlton farmer).

The levels of pH in my soil surprised me and we learnt how a lower pH locks up calcium, which plays an important role in the plant’s access to nutrients (Charlton farmer).
I’m now spraying and doing less working to save moisture and it’s softer on the soil (Charlton farmer).

Every season is different and there’s no recipe that will work all the time – you just have to take from it what fits with your farm and your soil types (Lockington farmer).

I had already been doing a lot of soil testing but this has reassured me about previous results (Lockington farmer).
22. Trialling improved soil management methods

· Trials and demonstrations have been conducted by all FSS groups each year. This work has participating farmers conducting paddock scale trials to evaluate promising practices that have the potential to afford greater soil protection.  The objective is as much about gaining confidence in the management systems as it is about evaluating the veracity of the technology.
· For example, farmers are rethinking how to grow and manage feed for livestock due to an increasing prevalence of dry growing seasonal conditions.  FSS farmers are now successfully integrating grazing of cereals into their mixed farm system.
· Farmers are also trialling the use tillage radish as a means of increasing root depth into lower soil horizons as a means of breaking hardpans and increasing organic matter at depth; this technique looks promising but the effects on soil condition will need to observed over time.
I’m trying to take more of a scientific approach to pest control rather than just broad scale spraying a whole paddock when I suspect a problem (Charlton farmer).

We had already been doing some deeper seeding to break up the soil a bit but I have been reassured that this is the right way to go so will do more of it (Lockington farmer).

Indecision is your enemy and being in the group has certainly got me thinking about how to do things better with the red hard setting soils I’m farming with (Charlton farmer).

I will use this information to make decisions about fertiliser application and irrigation timing (Lockington farmer).
23. Remote monitoring of soil water
· One of the principal tools that FSS groups have found particularly interesting, useful and engaging involves the deployment of remote monitoring of soil water.  Soil probes sense the moisture content at discrete depth intervals down the soil profile at 15 minute intervals. The data is then written to a website that can be accessed by the participating members of the FSS group (Figure 6.3).

· The technology allows members of the FSS group to understand the fate of rainfall infiltrating the soil. They are able to see the depth it penetrates, understand how much water is available for crops and pastures, and appreciate the how it used by plants during transpiration.  FSS groups at Lockington, Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill and Smeaton have adopted this technology. The Timor West group is in the process of setting it up.  Each group deploys the technology in two or more paddocks considered representative of their area. 
· The instrumentation affords participants in the FSS project access to information that assists them make decisions concerning which crops and pastures can be adopted based on the amount of water stored in the soil.
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Figure 6-3: Image of climate and soil water monitoring instrumentation at Wycheproof
24. Monitoring wind erosion in northern Victoria

· The FSS project also monitors the amount of airborne dust present in northern Victoria as an index of the extent of wind erosion. This work is achieved through a collaborative alliance with the National DustWatch program managed by the Gunnedah Research Centre of the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage. The FSS team has two dust tracking stations.  One is located at Kamarooka north of Bendigo on the southern Loddon plains, and the other is at Wycheproof on the Avoca floodplain.  

· Each instrument samples the air at fifteen minute intervals. These records are stored in a database and downloaded by computer servers at Gunnedah overnight ahead of uploading to a website that is accessible to the FSS project leaders at the North Central CMA.  The Gunnedah team correlates dust movement with groundcover using the MODIS satellite imagery, and provides a monthly report to participants.
6.3 Key issues, improvements and lessons learned

Issues came up during the relating to professional rivalries and business interests between consultants and input suppliers, defending their advice and livelihoods.  The facilitator played a valuable role in managing these rivalries and the FSS Project Team counselled the facilitators to be sensitive to these issues and on strategies to manage them.
The key lessons learned from the project so far include:
· FSS Reference Group members (including experienced farmers) have been very effective in advising and mentoring facilitators

· The project is quite demanding for the FSS project team (CMA managers and FSS coordinators) and it is a tight schedule to deliver the project ahead of the growing season each year
· Trusted local community members perform the best in the role as group facilitator. Facilitators who are strongly connected to their local communities are successful in strengthening social networks particularly during periods of adversity caused by drought.
· An effective partnership between FSS facilitators and CMA project leaders is critical to the success of the project.
· The FSS Project team has learnt to be careful of professional rivalries and to actively manage these when they occur

· Bringing independent experts to the groups for events is highly valued by participants and key to the success of the project.
· The demand-based FSS model is successful in encouraging farmers to accept the responsibility for developing their own local soil plans and trialling techniques that will lead to sustainable management of their land and their neighbours land
· Key factors to successful engagement include a focus on local soils, on farm soil pit investigations and bringing in a range of perspectives (from both within and outside the region) on soil management to the groups
· Group to group learning has also been valuable with members attending each others activities
· Results from a CSU region wide survey of landholders in the North Central region found that Soil Health group members rated their knowledge higher in 6 out of 7 categories related to NRM and were more likely to implement each of three management practices linked to improved soil health outcomes.
· FSS groups are therefore an effective platform to engage farmers in dialogue, learning and adoption of soil improvement practices
· The FSS project team recognise that a stronger commitment is required to establish an improved understanding of how farming communities are responding to the FSS project. This is in the context of gaining the skills, knowledge, experience, and motivation they need to develop and adopt sustainable management practices that lead to improvements in soil health   
6.4 Key evaluation questions analysis
The results of the Mid Term Review assessed against the key evaluation questions in the MERI Plan are summarised in Table 6.1.  A scale rating of High Medium and Low performance is used to indicate the level of progress.
Table 6.1: Key evaluation questions responses

	Key evaluation questions
	Assessment of performance (H, M & L rating)

	APPROPRIATENESS

To what extent were the program activities appropriate?
· Is the community-based model meeting the needs of farmers?

· Is the FSS project and model the best way to address the protection and enhancement of regional soils?  
·  Are the land management practices adopted by participating farmers adequate and effective in delivering soil health? 

· Did the project and the activities delivered by the group align with the needs and expectations of the community FSS groups?   

· Did the project provide the level of knowledge and skills farming communities required to adopt/change to more sustainable practices?
	· High

· High

· Unknown at the present time
· High

· Medium to High

	EFFICIENCY

To what extent were the project funds spent efficiently?
· Is the FSS project cost effective in engaging local farming communities in soil health programs that secure productivity and ecosystem services? 

· Are the project resources being used well?  
	· Medium
· Medium to High

	EFFECTIVENESS

How much of the planned outputs (activities) were achieved?
· Did each of the FSS groups develop a soil management plan (blueprint) setting out the activities that need to be addressed to progress the sustainable management of soils in their local area?  
· To what extent have FSS groups executed their Local Area Soil Plans?

· Have participating farmers been motivated to explore and trial new ideas leading?
	· High
· High

· Medium to High

	IMPACT

What impact has the program had on

 - participating farmers?

- the soil resource?

· Did the expected impacts flow from the project activities?

· To what extent have participants improved their knowledge and skills?

· To what extent have farmer attitudes and practices changed?

· What changes in soil condition are occurring or are likely to occur through farmer involvement in the FSS project?  
	· High

· High

· Medium to High

· Unknown at the present time

	LEGACY

What will be the long-term impacts of the project?

· To what extent will soil protection groups remain viable when they are no longer main-stream participants in FSS?  
	· Low to Medium


6.5 Continuous Improvement

The project undertakes a continuous improvement process through the lifespan of the project. As groups undertake activities, each is to be assessed in terms of results achieved and progress towards realisation of project outcomes.
In September each year the FSS project team will utilise the evaluation survey results from events and trials, improvements observed by participants in either the soils groups or at events and progress captured by the CMA project team and soil group facilitators to reflect upon the project and ensure any improvements are made whilst developing the next series of soil plan proposals and before the next growing season for the soil groups.

7 Future activities 

For the remainder of the project the focus will be on facilitating the formation of a new FSS group at Glenloth East and supporting the remaining funded groups operating at Smeaton, Pyramid Hill and Timor West; to implement the remainder of their three years of activities.
Delivery of the FSS project over the past seven years has seen the development of a large network of farming communities with a focus on soil health. The principal challenge is no longer on motivating farmer involvement in the FSS project and the attainment of community ownership of soil health.  Instead, it is increasingly concerned with managing a large regional network of FSS farmers.  

FSS groups continue to be active beyond their three years of informal involvement in the project, however, there is a need to consider how the project might build upon the progress made in recent years. The new Glenloth-Wycheproof FSS alliance is one opportunity to explore the potential for existing FSS groups to partner with new groups. Under this model, farmers new to the project will learn from the experiences of peers involved in established groups. 

There are also clear opportunities to extend community involvement in the FSS project by encouraging highly motivated members of the FSS groups to become soil health advocates.  This opportunity mirrors the experiences of the Sims family at Lockington including the award of the Weekly Times farmer of the year to Grant Sims of the Lockington FSS group. The encouragement afforded by the award has seen Grant become a principal advocate and keynote speaker on matters of regional soil health.       

In March 2018 the FSS project will bring members of each of the community groups together with other people with an interest in soil health.  An FSS conference or symposium will reflect on the activities and achievements of each of the groups. The assembly will draw together the key lessons learnt from phase two of the project and consider how the project might best proceed in continuing to deliver soil health outcomes throughout the region.  

8 Evidence chart

The following series of charts (Figures 8.1 to 8.4) provide a record of the key supporting documents cited within this report.  They are stored on the North Central CMA document management system or where otherwise stated.   
Figure 8-1: Evidence chart A - Local Area Soil Plans and Annual Activity Schedules
	Table Reference
	Subject
	Evidence type
	Reference or narrative validated
	Author or custodian
	Document Reference
	Temporal coverage
	Spatial coverage

	1


	Soil Plans developed for Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups 
	Soil plan reports 
	 CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North Central CMA 
	NCCMA-63-34274

NCCMA-63-34270
	2013-14
	FSS Groups area 

	2


	Soil Plans updated for Lockington and Charlton
	Update Soil Plans 
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North central CMA
	NCCMA-63-34272

NCCMA-63-34280
	2013-14
	FSS Groups area

	3


	Soil Plans developed for Pyramid Hill and Smeaton FSS groups
	Soil plan reports 
	CMA Standing Grants Panel 
	North Central CMA
	NCCMA-63-40276

NCCMA-63-40290
	2014-2015
	FSS Groups area

	4


	Soil plans updated for Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups
	Update Soil Plans
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North Central CMA
	NCCMA-63-40278

NCCMA-63-40274
	2014-2015
	FSS Groups area

	5


	Soil plan developed for Timor West FSS group
	Soil Plan reports
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North Central CMA
	NCCMA-63-47270
	2015-2016
	FSS Groups area

	6
	Annual activity schedules developed for Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof, and Paradise FSS groups
	Activity schedules 
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North central CMA
	NCCMA-63-34273

NCCMA-63-34282

NCCMA-63-34278

NCCMA-63-34271
	2013-14
	FSS Groups area

	7
	Annual activity schedules developed for Pyramid Hill and Smeaton FSS groups
	Activity schedules 
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North Central CMA 
	NCCMA-63-40279
NCCMA-63-40542
	2014-2015
	FSS Groups area

	8


	Annual activity schedules developed for Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill, Smeaton and Timor West FSS groups

	Activity schedules 
	CMA Standing Grants Panel
	North Central CMA
	NCCMA-63-47380

NCCMA-63-47269

NCCMA-63-47278

NCCMA-63-47363

NCCMA-63-51694
	2015-16
	FSS Groups area


Figure 8-2: Evidence chart B – Baseline soil assessments, field based events & workshops with technical experts, on-farm trials & demonstrations
	Chart Reference
	Subject
	Evidence type
	Reference or narrative validated
	Author or custodian
	Reference or narrative documented
	Temporal coverage
	Spatial coverage

	9
	Baseline soil assessments for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof and Paradise
	Laboratory reports
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS
2013-14
	2013-2014
	FSS group area

	10


	Baseline soil assessments for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid hill and Smeaton
	Laboratory reports
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS
2013-14

2014-15
	2014-2015
	FSS group area

	11


	Baseline soil assessments for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill, Smeaton and Timor West
	Laboratory reports
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS
2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2015-2016
	FSS group area

	12


	Workshops with expert knowledge providers at Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof and Paradise
	Events logged in 
I-map

Event evaluation surveys

Final review reports prepared by RMCG
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2013-14
	FSS Group Area

	13


	Workshops with expert knowledge providers at Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill and Smeaton
	Events logged in 
I-map
Event evaluation surveys

Final review reports prepared by RMCG 
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2014-15
	FSS Group Area

	14


	Workshops with expert knowledge providers at Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill, Smeaton and Timor West
	Events logged in 
I-map

Event evaluation surveys

Final review reports prepared by RMCG 
	Project Manager
	North Central CMA and FSS Groups
	SharePoint – FSS

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2015-16
	FSS Group Area

	15


	Trials and demonstrations established by the Lockington, Charlton, Wycheproof, Paradise, Pyramid Hill, Smeaton and Timor West FSS groups
	Trials logged in I-map

Documentation and justification within annual Activity Schedules

Final review reports prepared by RMCG
	Events logged in 
I-map
Results presented in Final review reports for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof and Paradise (prepared by RMCG)
	North Central CMA
	SharePoint – FSS 

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16 
	2013-16
	FSS group area 


Figure 8-3: Evidence chart C – Annual participant surveys & exit interviews
	Chart Reference
	Subject
	Evidence type
	Reference or narrative validated
	Author or custodian
	Reference or narrative documented
	Temporal coverage
	Spatial coverage

	16
	Farmer participant interviews at conclusion Lockington and Charlton FSS groups
	Formal assessment of Lockington and Charlton FSS groups (2014) 
	Final review reports (prepared by RMCG)

Formal reports will be filed within the CMA document management system
	North Central CMA
	To be filed in SharePoint
	2012-2014
	FSS group area 

	17

	Annual survey of FSS group participants to ascertain the effectiveness of the project - building the knowledge of farmers and motivating them to explore sustainable management strategies 
	Completed annual surveys of FSS group participants 
	Results entered into Survey Monkey

Results presented in Final review reports for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof and Paradise (prepared by RMCG)
	North central CMA
	SharePoint – FSS 

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2013-16
	FSS group area 

	18


	Review & analysis of all annual survey results


	Formal assessment of Wycheproof and Paradise FSS groups (2016) 
	Results presented in Final review reports for Charlton, Lockington, Wycheproof and Paradise (Prepared by RMCG)

Formal reports will be filed within the CMA document management system
	North Central CMA
	To be filed in SharePoint
	2013-16
	FSS group area 

	19
	Attendance at FSS events
	Attendance records
	
	
	SharePoint – FSS

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16
	2013-2016
	Central & northern Victoria

	20
	Analysis North Central region wide landholder survey 
	Independent analysis
	CSU survey
	
	SharePoint – FSS

2015-16
	2013-2016
	North Central CMA region


Figure 8-4: Evidence chart D – Project awareness

	Chart Reference
	Subject
	Evidence type
	Reference or narrative validated
	Author or custodian
	Reference or narrative documented
	Temporal coverage
	Spatial coverage

	21
	Project awareness
	Stories of change
	Case studies: Gary Pollard, Wycheproof; Grant Simms, Pinegrove; Ben Fawcett, Cambelltown
	
	??
	2013-16
	Wycheproof, Pinegrove (near Lockington), Cambelltown

	22
	Project awareness
	Media articles
	
	
	
	2013-16
	Central & northern Victoria

	23
	Project awareness
	Web page – no. of hits
	
	
	
	2013-16
	Central & northern Victoria


Appendix 1: Program logic
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North Central Catchment Management Authority











Motivation for change: 


Moisture efficiency.


To get more yield from limited rainfall


Innovations: 


Focus on soil health


Development and application of liquid chemical application to soils at the time of sowing


Using deep rooted crop to break hard pan


Results: 


Improved moisture efficiency


Improved soils health and soil structure


Improved crop yields


Improved profitability





For the full story, go to web link


Ctl-click:  � HYPERLINK "http://bit.ly/2fjrw7L" �http://bit.ly/2fjrw7L�














“One really good thing about the local FSS group is that we can have trial plots in our own district.  We need local knowledge about how to manage our soils. The Birchip Cropping Group (BCG) does trials but they have loamy soils, and their crops can go down to a metre. Our soils need different management”. 


“I don’t want to deep rip.  I know I have good cracking in my subsoils and I don’t want to disturb it.  I would just like to get an extra two inches of useable topsoil.  Rather than go out and use a heap of fuel I would rather do it naturally with big-rooted crops and can break through the hard pan and then we’ll be right”.


“The FSS group has resulted in us doing more soil tests and seeing the importance of the information resulting from the tests. I also now apply trace elements because of my involvement with the group”.








Farm facts: 8 km south Wycheproof, 375 mm rainfall, 2,800 hectares, broadacre dryland cropping & self replacing merino ewes








Motivation for change: 


To operate a more natural farming system less reliant on chemicals


To improve soil health, increase soil cover, phase out livestock and be more profitable


Innovations: 


Focus on soil health & cover cropping to build organic matter and nitrogen levels


Farming with beneficial insects and reduced reliance on insecticides and fungicides


Development and application of liquid chemical application to soils at the time of sowing


Results: 


Improved soils health and soil structure


Improved crop yields


Improved profitability





For the full story, go to web link


 (Ctl- click):  � HYPERLINK "http://bit.ly/2fx2qY8" �http://bit.ly/2fx2qY8�














“We sow legumes and vetch with our crops and then spray before they get to flowering so that we are getting the maximum N into the soil and getting our money back.  We are exploring the option of roller crimping to get away from having to spray the cover crop”.


“Last year we sowed faba beans under wheat, hoping the beans would feed the wheat with nitrogen and it seemed to work.  We don’t spread urea anymore.  We prefer to feed the crops naturally using nitrogen-fixing plants”.


“We have not used fungicide or insecticide for five to six years. We are trying to minimise our use of chemicals and that’s our next big challenge.  But it’s pretty hard.  We don’t want to work the ground so we need to use a knockdown. We have gone to a disc seeder to minimise soil disturbance. We hope these cover crops will suppress a lot of weeds and we won’t need to rely so much on our weed control”.


“I have been reading a book on farming with beneficial insects and we have been setting up some natural vegetation along the edge of the crops, trying to join up patches with existing vegetation, using native trees and shrubs, to provide habitat for the beneficial birds and insects.”








Farm facts: 42 km west of Echuca, 400 mm rainfall, 2,200 hectares owned, 1410 ha share farmed, 110 ha irrigated (350 ML water), irrigated and dryland cropping








Motivation for change: 


To move away from a farming system that relied on chemicals to a more natural system


To be more resilient in dry times and to be more profitable


Innovations: 


Focus on soil health, cover cropping and holistic grazing management


Development and application of biodynamic farming, commencing in 2000


Value adding by milling grain on farm and retailing packaged biodynamic flour


Results: 


Improved soil health


Improved pasture growth


Improved animal health


Improved profitability and marketing edge from certified biodynamic status





For the full story, go to web link


Ctl-click:  � HYPERLINK "http://bit.ly/2fcVKg6" �http://bit.ly/2fcVKg6�


 

















“There were several early meetings to set the direction for the group. Two thirds of the group members are under 40 and one third is older.  The group is clearly farmer directed.  It was put back to the group at the last meeting “what do you want to do and where do you want the group to go?”


“The Smeaton FSS group has met every two to three months.  Hopefully now that we have some soil test results coming in we can meet more frequently – say every six weeks.


The timing of the FSS Smeaton group is right. There is much more interest in soils today.  There are more farmers out there who really want to know the answers now.


“Everyone is there for the right reason.  They all want to learn. They are not there because there is a beer or a sausage sizzle at the end of it.  They are there because they want to know what is going on with their soils”.


“Farmers need to stop worrying about what other people think and start getting together and sharing their knowledge.   The Smeaton group is providing this opportunity”.











Farm facts: 38 km south west of Castlemaine, 500 mm rainfall, 1,200 hectares, biodynamic crops, sheep (wool & meat), processed flour, spelt pasta
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