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Rural Leader of the x { '
o | o

Year Rob Egerton-
Warburton with
daughters Lucinda
and Zara at his sheep

and cropping property
in Kojonup, WA,
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ROB EGERTON-WARBURTON »
BACK. THE RURAL LEADER OF -

AS NEVER

'HE YEAR HAS A CLEAR-CUT VISION FOR AGRICULTURE, AND
IT DOESN'T INVOLVE FOLLOWING T E RULES.

LET NAY-SAYERS OR TRADITIONALISTS HOLD HIM

STORY + PHOTOS FLEUR BAINGER

HIS NEIGHBOURS often shake their heads and say he's

crazy. He never intended to work the land. He doc
he survived cancer at 29 and he helps

hot pink flowers. Meet Rob
Rural Leader of the Year

It's fair to say this sixth-generation farmer is
ordinary. At 40 years old, the West Austr
state’s Sheep Industry Leadership Council, he’s the youngest
member of the country’s Cooperative Research Centre (CRC)
for Sheep Industry Innovation and he regularly tweets to an
international following. A self-described introvert, his mantra
is for greater diversification, communication and youthful
leadership in agriculture, and if his latest award is anything to
go by, the Nuffield scholar’s message is being heard.

Rob and his wife Jennifer run 3000 hectares in Kojonup in
Western Australia’s Great Southern region, carving the land
into zones dedicated to Merino sheep, canola, wheat, barley
and native wildflowers called everlastings. The couple and their
two daughters, Lucinda and Zara, live almost four hours’ drive
from Perth and half an hour from the nearest town.

“Korellup”is the same property where Rob spent his. childhood,
but it’s not where he thought hed end up. After being sent to
boarding school, farming felt like more of a”chorc tha‘?]’a .ﬁln)ttl.rc
vocation. “Every school holidays was worlf, he says. V‘ ‘fn
crutching sheep since I was 13.1 just couldn' see th.c att‘r.am:):.hc

Adventure sports held more appeal than uanCffll?'trlwmr
took a job in Sydney as a trainee outdoor-cducz.llt:ion uk:l 1kiné
After a year of taking 14-year-old students !11 ng, v |

= = , SAS officer in Western
and scuba diving, he joined a former e
Australia and assisted with hard yakka lcad.c]rs.hlPtl:cUI’:US]I] =
trips for executives. Staff would be dropped in ar old would
and the then-19 year 0 |
e okay “These 40-year-od gy
awful their
“T'heyd

sn't eat meat,
his wife grow hectares of
Egerton-Warburton, the current

anything but
alian chairs the

limited supplies and a map,
track them to ensure they we ; yu how
would be crying on your shoulder, telling y('  eoeon
life is and I thought, ‘I don't want »m. l.):'.y;':lu'lrc in that.”

| U)Uld“t':’ltnut his future and when
' re out what he

have no life and no family.

The experience left him puzzled o
his father suggested he come h”m% “')g‘ -'}:nl turning point.
wanted to do, he ugrccd. It was ‘:l 5111 l“.' hallenge and the
“Because | had the farm to myself ,l 5;1\.&" l lf' l:(' ;;l)’h. ‘I decided
business of farming, not the drenching part, he

n
J wanted to give farming 4 go.

[t's perhaps no surprise: agriculture courses through Rob's
veins. Generations before him, British soldier George Edward
Egerton-Warburton pioneered the pastoral industry near
Albany in Western Australia’s Mount Barker region. According
to the history books, he made good use of the 1850 introduction
of convict labour and by 1856 he held 12,150 hectares of land.
stocked with 1500 sheep. He was equally industrious on the
home front, marrying twice and fathering 12 sons.

Over time Egerton-Warburton men spread across the region.
Rob’s grandparents continued the sheep-farming tradition
through the 1950s, as did Rob’s father Kent, though he took
it to another level, developing a farm-accounting computer
program in the 1980s. He'd bought the state’s first personal
computer at a cost of $7500. “One thing we've always had in
the family is innovation,” says Rob, the youngest of Kent and
Mary’s three children. “We’re science-based Innovative farmers.
We're always looking for new and better ways for doing things.”

Which perhaps explains Kent's non-negotiable condition that
his son complete a business degree before settling into farming.
Three years of Marcus Oldham education and Rob was back.
joining his brother Dave in taking full control of the property
so their father could focus on his popular Agrimaster computer
program. At 23, Rob was gung-ho. “I plunged straight into it.”
he says. “Our neighbour had died so my brother and 1 decided
to buy his place. I'd only been home three weeks. but we went
out and borrowed $1 million and bought the farm.”

When the price of wool plummeted that same year, in 1995,
the pair wondered if they were perhaps a little hasty. “Our first
wool clip was $2.50 per kilogram, in the bank.” Rob says, “These
days it’s close to $6/kg. We had all this debt and all these sheep.”

In order to stay atloat, the brothers diversified into cropping
and began farming more intensively, putting their entire
sheep flock onto only halt of the farm, devoting the rest to
grain production. The strip-grazing experiment worked, “We
still generated the same amount of income but we slashed
the costs,” Rob says. “Those years were really good. We 2ot
ourselves out of a hole and made a go of it,”

The lesson in thinking outside the box has informed Rob
decisions ever since and is, according to Kent, the driver of his
success, “larming 1s a conservative Occupation, ch-.mgc hdppcns
gradually,” Kent says, “The CSIRO and Ag Department used
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An Egerton-Warburton family catch-up in 1999: (I-r) Rob’s sister Megan McCracken, paren
with Rob. ABOVE RIGHT: Rob playing polo in 2001. OPPOSITE: Rob wi

farmers whod be willing to pick them up and spread the word.
['d put Rob in that three percent )

But there were more hurdles in store. In 2001, a year after Rob
married his soil-scientist sweetheart, Jen, and took over the family
aem from his brother, he was diagnosed with cancer. Hed noticed
a lump in his throat and an ofthand question about it saw him oft
‘o Perth for a CAT scan. Having started seeding, Rob was in no
—ood to be told he'd have to hang about for further scans. “When
he doctor came out with the results he said, ‘1 think voud better
it down’. All I was thinking about was getting home and going
seeding. Then he said, "You have a massive thing in your chest,
which goes from your neck down to your stomach. You need to
be admitted to hospital right now’.” The rest i1s a blur. “1 just about
blacked out,” he says. “1he next night 1 was n;wnul up so they
could take a biopsy. It was | [odgkin’s lymphoma.”

His bride of 12 months was told the cancer was inoperable
and to prepare for “a year of hell”, with chemotherapy and
.'.u‘.zlt.)th(;r';ip\ his best opnorn. The [‘\rt'(ht.tlun of a l('ll;’_}l tame was
more prescient than the hospital could h».l\'(' known. Jen had been
diagnosed with multiple s lerosis just before the pair was married.
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th wife Jen and daug

Hers is the relapsing remitting kind

be lucrative

a different time of the vear, she

is,” he says. “We're very driven people.”

thevre the onlvy farmers in

teedback. “This is a business where we own the e

we talk to the customers.” he savs.
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Royal Agricultural Society of NSW

Enjoy 14-day VIP access to the
Show and exclusive members areas.

also enjoy great benefits throughout
the year, including members-only
access to ANZ Stadium,

IOIN NOW and receive $60 food & beverage
Vouchers to use at the Lounge Café’

You'll

% Join now at:
ww.mnsw.com.au/membershlp.htm

Quote RMW44

* Offer ends 28 February

‘~\l\\ l dum ‘t\H')\\

the hard-to-source pl.mt. Thev devoted halt a

it and within a year produced 70kg of seed, hai

1 1
29

|
]

AN

1
L

header fashioned for the job. The niche market has
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Jen is proud of her husband’s approach to farming ‘W
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hters Lucinda, 10, and Zara, 6.
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beach house, get rid of debt and take things easy. “But thats not

Enter Lucinda’s Everlastings, the wildflower business t
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Neighbours thought the wheat would die and more than a few

old him his ideas were verging on insane. But it worked. “I don't
<ten when }m‘»p'l(' tell me I'm crazyv with what I'm doing,” Rob
avs. “Now we graze everything and so does everyvone else. It’s this
.zr;.,.<7'zr‘.‘g feed base we've \mhh'n‘i'\' got, and it’s invaluable at that
Hme of }'c.lr." ] ]()W('\'L'I, the (iz\u»\'('r_\' could have come at a bettes
ime: that same year the Egerton-Warburtons lost 2500 newly shorn
sheep in 2 freak weather event and suffered a bout of black frost

that decimated their wheat crop. “1hat was nght after we'd bought

another farm,” Rob says. “It took us five years to get over that,”

Bv the time the business recovered, Rob's derring-do had led
to 2 Nuffield Scholarship, where he further investigated the
crop-grazing concept. While travelling through South America,
his belief in using what's at hand and pushing diversity on farm
was cemented. “It’s looking for opportunities,” he says. “You

don't have to invest a lot of money, it's just realloc ating resources Rk
: ‘o,"' "
!’{f‘-b’b

\ . .
It

P\H.h 1S NOW 4 Hl(_'ll'l}\lfl' ()f. Yh(' .\'H”‘H'](i f\ll‘n“".l]ll.l l“).ll'(l .IH\] $ 15 ' A v

within the business to m.lk(' f}'li!!u“\ work.”

his scholarship report has led to a ministerial appointment, In
2011, the pro-live export, pro-genetically modified and politically  prepared to listen and work with him, he'll go a long way
shy farmer became chair of Western Australia’s Sheep Industry

Leadership Council, where he's just driven the creation of a

Two of Rob’s ongoing bugbears are the lack of younger tarmers
in leadership positions and the inability of many farmers to

blueprint for the sector’s next two decades Hm"n'x\ul that no such  express themselves positively to the public. He aspires to have

5 i » ’
torward planning existed, he hopes 1t will inform future research, the sheep industry valued by the West Australian community
5 ' i ,],(. SAME way mining 1s .md, t}lr«)ll;gll his '-.h'\\.miwlnp of the

f"""d“f’”ﬂ‘nt and growth decisions, boos! sheep numbers and

double the financial value of Western Australia’s sheep industry
Fellow CRC member Peter Trefort, who collaborates with
SS12T £145 million of research

l,('.l(l('l\lll]‘ ('mm\‘ll, he }'”l“"‘ to create a gencration of leaders
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% thev're invested 1n “T'hev're the ‘\('()‘\[(‘ we want \.lu‘.ukllug [O1
Rob and other board members to as .

oriculture, not the guys in tweed jackets with grey hair,” he says
(LY, .

H('('(i('(‘ to reimnvigorate | |
“We shouldn't be asking people whove retired from agriculture to

unding, SAYS Rob has the sort of get-go thats
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It sheep industrv. “I see Rob as a visionary, Peter |
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WHY PURCHASE THE R66
TURBINE FROM HELIFLITE:

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF HELIFLITE'S EARLY SLOTS

FACT 1: CURRENT R66 PRODUCTION LEAD TIME - JUNE 2013
FACT 2: CURRENT HELIFLITE R66 STOCK FLY AWAY - IN STOCK

Most experienced distributor since 1977

Full-Australasian network coverage
o Largest inventory of Robinson helicopters

Largest inventory of Robinson spare parts

Larpest and most experienced service and support te

il
Authorised Rolls Royce RedOl cervice centre
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