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Working as a journalist in Sydney, Rebecca
Gorman became increasingly concerned about
climate change and other big issues facing our
society. Wan�ng to do something concrete to
help, and remembering her rural childhood,
Rebecca decided to return to the land.
Rebecca and her partner John Sevior
purchased ‘Yabtree West’, a property in
Mundarlo, NSW, near where she grew up.
With the support of the 8 families group,

Rebecca studied Holis�c Management and
introduced and experimented with various
methods of ecological improvement including
Natural Sequence Farming. With manager
Dean Hann, they have increased vegeta�on
cover, are hal�ng erosion and survived drought
condi�ons in 2018 through a healthy
func�oning ecosystem. This case study shares
the transforma�on experience of Rebecca
Gorman and her family on Yabtree West.

Overview

Highlights
Mo�va�on for change

Prac�ces and innova�ons

Key Results
• Consistently high levels of vegeta�on cover

• Observed reduc�on of ac�ve erosion due
to an increase of stabilising ground cover

• A demonstrated ecological recovery a�er
the 2018 drought

• High levels of accountability and access to
a “brains trust”, through par�cipa�on in
the 8 families

• Prepara�on of the next genera�on for
succession, through holis�c decision-
making, especially the use of the Holis�c
Management ‘tes�ng ques�ons’ framework

• A strong level of confidence to make and
adjust decisions and cope with difficult
condi�ons on the farm

• High sa�sfac�on with life as a whole

• Undertook ‘whole of farm’ planning through
Holis�c Management

• Introducing Natural Sequence Farming to slow
the flow of water

• Uses �me-controlled rota�onal grazing and
water contours across the property

• Applies Holis�c Management decision-making
to landscape, enterprise and lifestyle planning

• Uses ‘Land to Market’ Ecological Outcomes
Verifica�on™ (EOV) monitoring to know if
ac�ons are leading to ecological improvement.

• Joined the 8 families peer support group to
connect with other landholders taking a
similar approach

• The desire to do something prac�cal to
address climate change

• Re-connect her family with their farming
heritage and offer a place of sanctuary and
connec�on to nature to friends, family and
community

• The need to find decision-making support,
frameworks and guidance



Farm Facts
Farmers

Enterprises

Property Size

Aro-Climatic Region

Location

Annual Rainfall

Elevation

Social Structure

Soils*

*Learn more about soil classifica�ons via www.soilscienceaustralia.org.au/asc/soilkey.htm

Rebecca and John Gorman

Cattle trading and breeding

2263ha

Mediterranean / temperate cool seasonwet

Mundarlo, NSW

558mm

231-378m

Owner and on-farmmanager

Kurosols, Alluvial Rudosols and Vertosols
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Returning to the land. As a journalist,
Rebecca became increasingly concerned about
climate change and other big issues facing
society. During regular catch ups with Mar�n
Royds, an old family friend and another Soils
for Life case study farmer, Rebecca realised
that there were approaches to farming that
did not rely on big machinery and chemical
use and even had the poten�al to help
mi�gate climate change. Growing up on a farm
near Yerong Creek, NSW, Rebecca had o�en
dreamed of returning to the land and realised
that, with her children growing up fast, it was
a case of ‘now or never’.

Rebecca searched for a property near Sydney
without success. Taking one of the family’s
regular visits to Rebecca’s old farm, then
opera�ng as a farm stay, she realised that the
whole area felt like home, and that she
needed to return to the land she grew up on.
Within weeks they discovered Yabtree West.

According to Rebecca, Yabtree West had been
‘really well run by conven�onal standards, but
historically it had been worked pre�y hard’ as
a sheep and ca�le enterprise, especially in the
hill country where a�er long years of set
stocking there was significant gully erosion.

The Yabtree-West Story

‘I knew that there was a way of
managing land that could lead to
these more posi�ve outcomes… but
it was really only when I started
looking at the Allan Savory material
that I made the climate connec�on
and that was just thrilling… It was
going to be the thing that we could
do on this place.’

– Rebecca Gorman, Yabtree West

Phase 1 Pre-2013
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Educa�ng herself. Rebecca was well-aware
that, although she grew up on a farm, she had
never carried responsibility for the land. She
had to ‘play a lot of catch up’ on how to
manage an enterprise. She con�nued to
employ the exis�ng farm manager of 17 years,
Dean Hann who, with his considerable
experience, shared her interest in seeking
alterna�ve farming approaches. She read
widely and they both took Holis�c
Management (HM) and Natural Sequence
Farming (NSF) training courses.

Designing the system. Rebecca and Dean
worked together, using ‘whole of farm’
planning techniques to overlay new design
ideas onto the exis�ng property maps.
Between their training and a visit from Natural
Sequence Farming founder Peter Andrews and
friend Mar�n Royds, Rebecca and Dean began
experimen�ng with contours, intended to slow
the passage of water through the landscape.

As part of the shared Holis�c Context for the
farm, it was agreed that the enterprise and
farm infrastructure should be ‘smooth
running, simple and easy to use.’ Semi-
permanent electric fencing was built for
subdivisions with temporary electric tape used
within those smaller paddocks. A solar pump
and irriga�on specialist installed a solar
pumping system to one of the hills, which then
gravity fed through pipes to troughs in the new
subdivisions.

They began planning their grazing - matching
how much grass was ahead with how many
animals they could feed. All the animals were
joined in one large mob to achieve both be�er
grazing density and allow for longer recovery
�me between grazes. This process, known as
�me-controlled rota�onal grazing, has
con�nued, with Rebecca no�ng that although
it sounds simple, there is a lot of observa�on,
reflec�on and ques�oning to get it right and it
can unfortunately never be a set and forget
system.

Making holis�c decisions. Rebecca
discovered that the key part of Holis�c
Management is wri�ng out a ‘Holis�c Context’
which outlined her exis�ng social, economic
and environmental situa�on as well as her
hopes for the future. Every decision she made
could be tested against that context - using a
set of 7 tes�ng ques�ons.

Before long, Rebecca discovered that two of
her neighbours were also managing holis�cally
and belonged to a Holis�c Management
focused peer support group called the ‘8
families’. Rebecca was ‘keen to connect’ as she
had so many ques�ons, especially on
understanding the how the soils and grasses
responded to varying lengths of grazing and
recovery. She believes it’s her great fortune to
have been welcomed into the group and
mentored so generously.

2014

2013 2014

Purchase
Yabtree West

Combined ca�le into
a single herd and
sheep into a single
flock and began
�me-controlled

rota�onal grazing

Whole of farm
planning for the

first NSF contours,
water system, semi-
permanent fencing

Phase 2 2013-2014
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Reading the landscape. Over �me, in rela�on
to many things, Rebecca has relaxed from the
early impa�ence and excitement of new
knowledge. For example the ini�al a�empt at
slowing the water resulted in a structure more
like a dam than the intended ‘leaky weir’. Local
grader drivers Tony and James Mooney both
underwent Natural Sequence Farming training
and between them all they are now building
ever more subtle structures to reach the same
water-slowing outcomes. As well, it became
clear just how important plant cover and a
good li�er layer was for helping water
infiltrate into the soil rather than running off it.
As Holis�c Management consultant, Mark
Gardener had said in the very first training
Rebecca a�ended, ‘get your ground cover right
through your grazing and so many problems
disappear’. Now when the rains come through,
the water moves out around the hillsides
rather than rushing down the gullies. Rebecca
reflects that she “imagined clear water
trickling through the landscape - and
amazingly we now see that occurring’. Once
the rains came, Rebecca was really excited

to see ‘the water spreading out around the
hillside…water that would have been rushing
down the gullies in the past.’

Too hard and too soon. It also took �me to
develop the grazing management skills. During
ini�al rota�ons, Rebecca realised that she had
allowed too much bare ground to be le� in the
paddocks. The advice from the 8 families
group was that the bare ground may be due to
the ca�le grazing too long in one place. A key
principle of �me-controlled grazing is to
priori�se the grass by keeping the grazing
periods short and allowing adequate recovery
�me, and yet a common challenge when first
undertaking this approach is to know how to
achieve this �ming in prac�ce.

One of the key ques�ons that came up in the
peer-to-peer discussions was how to get the
balance right between animal health (ie,
providing the right kind of grasses for the right
amount of �me to get op�mum weight and
reproduc�on outcomes) and ecological health
(ie making sure plants are eaten, thereby
s�mula�ng their root growth, but also given
enough �me to fully recover).

“The first few rota�ons we did, we
didn't get quite right. I was focused
on not coming back too soon. But as
a result, we were probably staying a
bit long. And so we were probably
not ge�ng the ground cover. We
were ending up with a li�le bare
ground.”

– Rebecca Gorman, Yabtree West

Phase 3 2014-2018
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Le�ng go of the things that don’t work.
Seeing a good business opportunity, Rebecca
and Dean decided to experiment with Wagyu
beef. Based on their ini�al thinking and
informa�on at hand, the decision ini�ally
aligned well with the Holis�c Context.

It allowed for lower birthweight calves,
meaning the first �me calvers, the heifers,
could stay in the main herd for calving. But this
led to alterna�ve management issues,
including the need to separate the heifers for
joining. Another issue was that the only
finishing route available at the �me for the
Wagyu progeny involved a very long stay in the
feedlot - Rebecca was surprised how much this
bothered her.

“I’m not unhappy that we tried it, as the
process was both profitable and extremely
educa�onal. It was a good example of
constantly asking ‘how’s this working out for
you?’ The 8 Families team are so good at
pushing for accountability in these cases but
not being judgemental, so it allows for
changing course.”

This experience of Wagyu beef demonstrates
Rebecca’s adap�ve management. She
reassessed the decision as new informa�on
and insights developed, and she recognised
that any decisions needed to be considered
not only in terms of how well they aligned
with her Holis�c Context currently, but also
with a ‘whole of life cycle’ perspec�ve and
considering poten�al unintended consequences.

“The whole property is set aside for
biodiversity... With the long
recoveries...the grass is so
high...quails are nes�ng in the
grasses.”

– Rebecca Gorman, Yabtree West

2016-17 2017

2016

Trialled Wagyu
Beef enterprise.

Adjusted grazing
to shorter and less

frequent
rota�ons.

Rebecca started
no�cing an increase

in biodiversity.
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Staying on track. Over �me, Rebecca found
that she needed a level of accountability and
feedback to keep her mo�vated and to inform
her ongoing decision-making. The 8 families
group kept her on track with frank reminders
not to get distracted. The group also acted as a
‘brains trust’ of like-minded people with
whom to work through decisions.

In 2018, Rebecca also became a member of
‘Land to Market Australia’. Land to Market
began conduc�ng Ecological Outcome
Verifica�on™ (EOV) monitoring to assess
landscape func�on (via na�ve perennials,
water infiltra�on, groundcover percentage etc)
at paddock sites across the property each year.
This monitoring helped her to priori�se
management adjustments and allowed her to
feel confident naviga�ng challenges such as
the 2018 drought.

Constant evolu�on. Rebecca has found that
she is constantly adjus�ng her approach based
on the results of experiments, changes in the
market and clima�c condi�ons. Rebecca and
Dean began selling stock before it became
obvious that drought had set in in 2018. Their
grazing planning was telling them they would
run out of grass with the amount of ca�le on
hand, so they began selling before the prices
dropped off. This allowed for a manageable
pathway through the long dry spell. They then

fully destocked when prices were high once
widespread rain pushed up demand. Following
a KLR Marke�ng course they decided not to
start breeding again but experiment with a
trading model to give themselves more
flexibility to respond quickly to changes in
condi�ons. This course focuses heavily on
maintaining a balance between stocks of grass,
animals and capital.

Rebecca has accepted that the enterprise is
constantly evolving and probably will never be
‘smooth sailing’. “As my extremely suppor�ve
husband John Sevior says, ‘there’s always
some problem to solve on a farm:” But she
finds using the Holis�c Management decision-
making framework a great tool to be able to
test and re-test decisions as they emerge.

Inves�ng in the future. Believing that there
needs to be more people working and living
on farms, Yabtree West has recently employed
a couple making the move from the city,
hoping to learn and train in holis�c ecological
farming before taking up their own enterprise.

Rebecca takes great joy in seeing the
ecological progress of the landscape and feels
that her family and staff are, in their own local
water cycle way, mi�ga�ng climate change by
increasing plant growth and improving soil
health. The next step is to improve the
monitoring of bird life and na�ve animals.

2018 2017

2018 2019

Joined 'Land to
Market', started
EOV monitoring.

Drought - sold
down numbers

while prices were
high.

Shi�ed enterprise
to trading model.Yabtree West

expanded to 6,000
acres.

Phase 4 2018 - current
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Outcomes*

The primary indicator of ecological func�on for
Yabtree West comes from ‘Land to Market’
Ecological Outcome Verifica�on™ monitoring.
Landscape func�on data was first collected in
2018 (year 0) and has con�nued annually with
addi�onal sites added in 2019 (year 1) and
2020 (year 2). All landscape func�ons – water
cycle, mineral cycle, energy flow, and
community dynamics - increased from 2019 to
2020 (Fig. 2a). Over the three years, most
landscape func�ons have increased overall
(Fig. 2a).

Ecosystem func�on is also assessed through an
Ecological Health Index (EHI) which ranges
from <0 (Low) to >60 (Very High). Comparing
four paddocks, the EHI index has increased
from -15 (Low) in 2018 to +36 (High) in 2020
(Fig. 2b). Subsequently, this increase of EHI in
2020 also corresponds with increased rainfall
experienced in the same year. In 2018 and
2019, Yabtree West was affected by a severe
drought, and this is reflected in the low
landscape func�on indices in year 1 (2019).
The monitoring in year 2 (2020) showed a
recovery of landscape func�on post-drought.

Figure 2a: Indices of ecosystem func�on. Figure 2b: Ecological Health Index for Yabtree West.
Mean taken across four paddocks on Yabtree West between 2018 (year 0) to 2020 (year 2).
Results obtained from Ecological Outcome Verifica�on™ (EOV) provided by Rebecca Gorman.
Rainfall data taken from BOM (Wantabadgery sta�on 73044).
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* The outcomes described in this sec�on are based on best available data from remote monitoring or monitoring
undertaken by the producer. Economic outcomes are based on financial data provided by the producer, while
social outcomes are based on a wellbeing survey.
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Yabtree West sits on the edge of a mountain
range and features Dry Sclerophyll Forest in
the higher paddocks. The naturally high tree
numbers mean that when assessing vegeta�on
levels, tree canopy cover and groundcover
need to be assessed as ‘frac�onal cover’.
Before making prac�ce-changes Yabtree

*Frac�onal cover quan�fies coverage from the sky, classifying any coverage by the uppermost layer. By contrast,
Ground Cover evaluates cover at or near ground level. In other words, bare soil under green tree canopy is ignored
in Frac�onal Cover data because it is overhung by the green cover of the canopy.

West’s frac�onal cover*, according to
VegeMachine satellite imagery, showed
periods both below and above the
surrounding 5km buffer. Since making prac�ce
changes in 2014, Yabtree West’s frac�onal
cover has consistently remained higher than
that of the surrounding area, sugges�ng
higher levels of overall vegeta�on.

Ecological
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Soils at Yabtree West were prone to erosion
under past management. To mi�gate this, a
combina�on of rota�onal �me-controlled
grazing and water contours were applied to
slow the flow of water across the land, as well
as increase and maintain ground cover.

As a result of these prac�ce changes, plants
have re-colonized eroded gullies (Fig. 4a) and
erosion across the property has reduced. The
progression of large headwall or headward
erosion (erosion which moves back up the
landscape in the opposite direc�on to water
flow) is gradually ceasing. (Fig. 4b).

Figure 4a: Recolonisa�on of previously
eroded gullies.

Figure 4b: Hal�ng of headward erosion. For
more detail, see the full ecological and
produc�on report.

Soil



A Soils for Life Case Study

Yabtree-West | Case Study 12

A survey designed to es�mate wellbeing,
through life sa�sfac�on, indicated that
Rebecca’s sa�sfac�on of her life’s
achievements increased by 20% during the
first stage of changes (phase 2) and remained
steady throughout the rest of the period (Fig.
6). Similarly, her sa�sfac�on with life as a
whole increased in the first stage of changes
and plateaued during the second stage of
changes, but has now increased to ‘extremely
sa�sfied’ (scoring a 10 out of a poten�al 10
points) (Fig. 5).

By no�ng her agreement with various
statements on a scale of 1-7 (with 7 being
strongly agree), Rebecca also retrospec�vely
es�mated her rela�onship to farming for each
phase of the transforma�on period (with
phase 1 being ‘before changes were made’,
and phase 4 being ‘now’ (Fig. 7). Her
responses indicated that Rebecca’s
rela�onship with farming has improved
steadily and con�nually since beginning to
implement holis�c decision-making, rota�onal
�me controlled grazing and natural sequence
farming on Yabtree West (phase 2).

Figure 6: Rebecca retrospec�vely es�mated
her sa�sfac�on with “What you are
achieving in life” at each phase of the
transforma�on period, phase 1 being
“before changes were made” and phase 4
being “now”, on a scale from 1-10, with 10
being extremely sa�sfied. The wellbeing
ques�ons were inspired by those used by
the Australian Centre on Quality of Life (2020).

Figure 5: Rebecca retrospec�vely es�mated
her sa�sfac�on with “Life as a whole” at
each phase of the transforma�on period,
phase 1 being “before changes were made”
and phase 4 being “now”, on a scale from
1-10, with 10 being extremely sa�sfied. The
wellbeing ques�ons were inspired by those
used by the Australian Centre on Quality of
Life (2020).

PHASE 1 PHASE 1

0 0

2 2

4 4

6 6

8 8

10 10

PHASE 2 PHASE 2PHASE 3 PHASE 3PHASE 4 PHASE 4

Social

Life as a whole Achievements in life

Yabtree-West
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Her perceived ability to cope with most
difficult condi�ons on the farm increased
through the first and second stage of prac�ces
changes (phases 2 and 3) before plateauing
currently (phase 4). Rebecca’s perceived
abili�es to achieve the things she wants on
farm, and to make the right decisions about

farm management, increased steadily un�l
they also reach a maximum level during the
current period (phase 4). Significantly, her
op�mism about her family’s farming future
reached a maximum level by the second stage
of changes (phase 3).

Figure 7: Rebecca’s perceived rela�onship to farming. Ques�ons were inspired by the Regional
Wellbeing Survey (Shirmer, 2021).
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About Soils for Life case studies

Formore than a decade, Soils for Life has been

producing case studies of farmers’ inspiring stories of

transition to regenerating their soils and landscapes. It

is the largest body of regenerative farming case

studies in Australia.

Each Soils for Life case study is an interwoven story

supported by evidence about innovative, ecologically-

informed landmanagement. The case studies are

holistic, documenting ecological, social and economic

factors and change, with a strong focus on peer-to-

peer support.

The case studies have been used by farmers,

researchers and policy makers around the country to

inspire and inform new ideas and approaches in

agriculture.

Acknowledgements

This project is supported by theDepartment ofWater,

Agriculture and the Environment, through funding from

the Australian Government’s National Landcare Program.

Soils for Life also gratefully acknowledges the

generous contributions of the following people and

organisations: Rebecca Gorman, The 8 families group.

We acknowledge that the contents of this document

do not necessarily reflect the views of these

contributors.

About Soils for Life

Soils for Life is an independent, not-for-profit

organisation that works across Australia to support

Australian farmers in regenerating soil and

landscapes, to build natural and social capital, and

transform food and fibre systems.

Published by Soils for Life

Canberra, ACT, December 2021

© Soils for Life 2022

For further informa�on

info@soilsforlife.org.au

www.soilsforlife.org.au

Copyright statement

Copyright in this publica�on is owned by Soils for Life, except when

content has been provided by other contributors, in which case

copyright may be owned by another person. With the excep�on of

any material protected by a trade mark, and except where otherwise

indicated, these publica�ons are licensed under a Crea�ve Commons

A�ribu�on 3.0 Australia licence. Any use of the publica�on, other

than as authorised under this licence or copyright law, is prohibited.

A�ribu�on

You are free to copy, communicate and adapt the material in this

publica�on, so long as you a�ribute Soils for Life: "This publica�on

may be downloaded at: www.soilsforlife.org.au"

© Soils for Life 2022


