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Oli (00:17.486)
Welcome back to GRDC In Conversations. Today I'm joined by Loretta Serafin, who is joining us from Tamworth. She works as a research agronomist with the New South Wales Department of Primary Industries. Loretta, welcome to GRDC In Conversation.

Loretta Serafin (00:43.45)
Thanks, Oli.

Oli (00:46.094)
Loretta, are you able to tell us a little bit about kind of where you're joining us from? And what is it about your neck of the woods that you love to call a home?

Loretta Serafin (00:57.146)
Yes, so I'm as you've said I'm a research agronomist in Summer Grains based with the New South Wales Department of Primary Industries out of Tamworth. So I work out of their Tamworth research station and my husband and our family and I live locally just 20 kilometres out of Tamworth on property here and we pretty much I suppose migrated here some years ago. But for my work environment, I pretty much run research trials based from Breezer on the Liverpool Plains up to Mangandai and the Queensland border across northern New South Wales.

Oli (01:44.622)
And so at the moment we're recording this in late April. We know that there has been a few rain events, which is a blessing for winter crops for some of the people in the summer grains industry, slightly more challenging. But this time of year, is it busy for you or is it right now kind of a bit of a quieter period?

Loretta Serafin (02:05.146)
Right now it's actually getting to the end of our season. So we typically start planting our trials or taking our initial set up sampling for our trials in July and then we pretty much start planting in early August and hopefully we plan to finish planting by Christmas and then usually our harvesting period takes us from the middle of January through to about the end of April and this season has been challenging for us. I've been kind of referring to it locally within my team is kind of the biblical season where we've seen everything. We've had you know a kind of drought at start to the season and we're ending up with a flood in some of our locations so our last remaining trial is actually currently flooded and so we'll be waiting about another month to be able to get into that paddock to harvest and we've seen a bit of a bit of everything this season. We've had a few visits from a bit of wildlife, so some pig damage, birds, a few locusts and a couple of mice. So I think we've pretty much covered it all. And yeah, we're right at the end now where we've pretty much only got two trials left in the field to harvest. And so for us, that means that we now switch over to going through the processing of samples and that means a lot of grain quality testing and a lot of processing of all the plant cuts that we've taken during the season and of course the very important data. So getting to the point where I'm looking at all the data, analysing it and then writing it up into pretty much papers or trial reports that go back to growers and advisors within the industry.

Oli (04:04.942)
It's not too often that you can say that you literally get everything thrown at you in one season. What is it, I guess, about your team that you guys have been able to kind of keep on pushing through this year? And dare I even say seeing the optimistic side of it?

Loretta Serafin (04:24.506)
Well, that's a really good question. I lead a small but fantastic team here. So there's myself and three other staff. I think as a team, it's probably a good mix of personalities and skills. And certainly everyone in my team has a really strong personal investment and interest in the work that we do and I think that really you know makes it what it is that everyone's very committed to the final goal which is that we want to produce quality research results for growers and so sometimes you know well not sometimes, often working in agriculture is challenging. That's no different to whether you're in research or whether you're in private advisory or the farmer themselves. There's always those elements and I suppose over time, I've just looked at it as well. It's just something else that's happening. It's a new problem. It's a new challenge. And how can we go best around trying to address it? And and sometimes I jokingly say here that, you know, it's character building. And I think, you know, every experience is something new and we take home something from the experience, whether it's been good or bad. Sometimes, you know, trials don't make it and that's disappointing because you've put in a lot of effort and then you don't have any results to report on. But you just have to get going forward because you want to produce the best results for the industry at the end of the day.

Oli (06:11.982)
And this love of plants that you've got now, it can be traced back to your childhood. Like what is it about plants? Like if you think back to the childhood you had, what was this fascination of them that has really made you quite passionate about it? So much so that you've pursued multiple degrees in and around it.

Loretta Serafin (06:34.01)
Yeah, that's a really good question. I'm not from a farming family. So I grew up in Western Sydney and my parents actually just had a couple of acres. My father was a concreter. My mother was a housewife and I think probably a bit of my interest came from both of my parents. My father had immigrated to Australia from Italy. He was from a farming family over there. And my mum had just this natural love of plants. And so I remember spending a lot of time with her as a child going to the local nursery and buying plants. And as I grew up, I just remember thinking. I really liked visiting there and I just really liked the environment, which probably sounds a little bit weird, but I just found that actually watching plants grow and looking at the different types of plants was something that I found just like a very calm and reassuring space for me that I just really, really enjoyed being in that environment. And I suppose that's not changed in the last 25 years.

Oli (07:50.926)
So how did agriculture come into it? I guess through those later years of high school, given that if plants were the interest, you could have been a botanist or a horticulturalist or anything. Why agriculture?

Loretta Serafin (08:11.13)
Good question. I had a really quite, I think I'd say eccentric, but very passionate agriculture teacher through high school. And she was certainly very encouraging that I should pursue a career in agriculture.

And so I did follow agricultural studies through high school and then obviously through the HSC. And it just seemed like a kind of natural progression to go into an agricultural degree after that for me. And I must admit when I received my results from year 12, I'd done quite well and so I was kind of questioning if I should go into agriculture because the requirements to enter university when I finished were quite low and I had really good marks and so I kind of thought maybe I should go into doing law and then I just thought no I think I'm just going to stick with what I love and and that was yeah that was where it started and this is where it is now.

Oli (09:16.494)
It's amazing, isn't it? And I often think back to like those early influences on your life. And teachers are such a huge part of it, aren't they? You get the right one. And it can really, I guess, make the difference between what you pursue as a career and what you don't.

Loretta Serafin (09:37.242)
Yeah, I think I think absolutely that teachers do and then you know the mentors that you meet along the way really guide your path in your career So, you know even from when I finished my degree You know, I've been working through my university assignments probably more in a catchment management and environmental side and then when it came to applying for jobs, the Department of Primary Industries had an advertisement for trainee extension agronomists and I applied for that as the same time as I applied for a position within a catchment management authority and New South Wales DPI came back first and offered me a trainee position with them and I thought, well, let's just give that a go and yeah, it just followed on from there.

Oli (10:31.502)
Here we are 20 odd years later, isn't it?

Loretta Serafin (10:38.522)
Yeah, yeah, so just a couple of weeks ago, I just clicked over 25 years with New South Wales DPI, which I don't know where that time's gone. But yeah, it's it's a pretty significant milestone and certainly a large obviously it's been a very long life. Yeah.

Oli (10:49.71)
It’s extraordinary.
Yeah, that's incredible. How have the different jobs, I guess, presented themselves to you? Like you say, you started off as a trainee, but then what has that career pathway been like inside DPI and how have the different areas, I guess, presented themselves to you?

Loretta Serafin (11:16.538)
Yeah well certainly when I started the agreement basically it's kind of an unwritten agreement as a trainee was that you were positioned at a research station one of their three major locations so when I started it was Tamworth, Orange or Wagga. I picked Tamworth because my parents had purchased a small property in Tamworth but I you know it was it had a manager it was kind of operated by someone else and so I hadn't had much involvement but it was the only town I really had any links to and I'd worked on a farm here locally for a few weeks during my university degree. So I said let's go to Tamworth. I was based here for about 10 months as a trainee and then in those days what happened was that the chief of our division would ring you up and say I've now got a vacancy at whichever district it was across New South Wales and in my case it was Moree East and he said I expect you to to be there in eight weeks time to just take up a position as district agronomist Moree East and that was in the beginning of 2000. So I'd started in ‘99 with DPI and moved to Moree at the beginning of 2000 and and then had a period, a couple of years working at Moree and then I applied for a transfer back to Gunadai and I was successful in obtaining that and moved back down to Gunadai on the Liverpool Plains as a district agronomist there and I was really happy there, really enjoyed that district but in that time my parents, certainly my father, had reached retirement.

He had this property sitting at Tamworth and he said to me one day, look, you know, you're the only child in the family interested in agriculture. If you want to get involved with a farm, you better get yourself back across to Tamworth. And so my husband and I kind of went, okay, well, this is what we want to do. So we applied for, well, I applied for a position in Tamworth and that came up in 2005.

And so I moved back across to Tamworth and operate as the district agronomist here until 2013, which was when New South Wales DPI went through a significant restructure and decided that they no longer wanted to have district agronomist positions across New South Wales. So they offered a round of redundancies.

Oli (14:03.854)
And how have you been involved with the GRDC over different areas? And I think we can get to talking about Summer Grand specifically, but yeah, the GRDC influence across your whole career.

Loretta Serafin (14:19.674)
Yeah, that's a really good question. I'd always been involved with agricultural research, you know, running some kinds of trials as a district agronomist since I started with DPI, but I wasn't in a research role. I was in an extension role. So my job was primarily to, I suppose, be like general inquiries office. So any farmer advisor could ring up and ask questions about any pasture crop or soil or anything agriculture related and it was my role to try and assist them. And so as part of that, I would always be accessing information provided by GRDC projects, which, you know, we're obviously, because GRDC is not the research organisation, they're the co -investor. So the research projects were conducted by government agencies or universities or or private partners and yeah, so I started accessing their information early and then really once I got to about 2009 or 10, I started getting involved with doing more specifically Sorghum research and the chair of the Northern Panel at that time was James Clark and he he provided a lot of encouragement to me in honesty. He was, he was a very passionate and very strategic leader of the Northern Panel. And he approached me and said, look, I'm looking for, you know, always looking for new panel members and people, you know, interested in research. And, you know, I think that you should consider applying. And at the time, I remember quite distinctly that I just laughed at him and said, look, I don't think I'm suitable for that kind of position.

And he said, no, I'm serious, you should think about it. And that was pretty much the start of me considering that, you know, I would move more into research with GRDC and I applied to be a GRDC Northern Panel member and was successful. And so that probably really became the start of my, you know, strong relationship working with GRDC.

Oli (16:41.326)
How did being one of the members of the Northern Panel, I guess, benefit your day-to-day work as well, being able to mingle with those other people?

Loretta Serafin (16:54.138)
I really enjoyed the panel experience and I think the greatest thing for me was actually seeing a lot of other people's research that I wasn't exposed to within my area. So you would not only have to work with a panel of people from across Queensland and Northern New South Wales who were agronomists or plant breeders or chemists that were just in all different fields, but you would also interact with with people from the southern and western regions and so that gave you a much broader approach to agriculture. And I think in that role, and I really would recommend it I think to a lot of people, that what you are forced to consider is beyond your own little area. And so while I might be very passionate about the area of research that I'm involved in, I was then thrust into an environment where I was contributing to decisions about which competing area or priority should receive funding. And so you were really forced to step away from the area that you loved so much and to look really at the greater good for the industry. And that's part of, I think, the most important part of the role is that your interest and your work within the industry might be in a specific area, but overall it's my love of the industry as a whole and wanting it to succeed that really, you know, positions like being on the Northern Panel have helped foster.

Oli (18:29.294)
Did you have any like a-ha moments like when you were looking at it? And I'm just, I guess, curious from the point of view of day to day, very much your role in the nitty gritty of research and that side of things. But then the practicalities of one like, yeah, how are we going to get farmers to uptake it and how are they actually going to do it practically with the seasonal conditions and all the other, I guess, competing factors? Was there any like, yeah, moments that you just had the the light bulb go off and go, hadn't thought about it that way.

Loretta Serafin (19:09.082)
I suppose yes and no. Within any role you'll be working in your day-to-day focus and you're kind of just ingrained in getting the job done. After the department went through the restructure in 2013, I think myself and a lot of other staff who had been working as district agronomists, some for many, many years, multiple decades were asked to, you know, obviously reinvent themselves and for me, you know, many people chose to leave the department or moved into other roles with Local Land Services and that, you know, those job opportunities were there for me as well, or the option was to apply for a research position with DPI. And when I moved across, actually, applied for a position and it was as a leader. So it was in a kind of middle management position where I was still involved with research, but it was more about, you know, the researchers. My role was to kind of work with them and I was still conducting a bit of research on the side myself, but my primary role was to work with those researchers. And after I'd done that for a few years, I thought, you know, as much as I like people, I just didn't enjoy that side of it. My real love was for working with growers and advisors on our trials. And so I thought, well, you know, if that's what I love, then that's where I'm best placed to be. I think as my role in the industry is trying to actually generate independent research data that's available to everyone so that every grower and advisor has access to that. And so when I kind of realised that, that was the moment when I went, okay, I'm better off getting out of this middle management role and going into a research agronomist role and pursuing that.

Oli (21:17.294)
It's great that the DPI specifically has been able to create those different opportunities. And I guess it's one of the benefits, isn't it, of being in what is a larger business is you can really work out what are those areas of focus and then concentrate in on it.

Loretta Serafin (21:36.378)
Yeah, definitely. I mean when you're in a large organisation you you know, there's obviously pros and cons to every organisation and and certainly it's unusual now to have someone who has stayed with the same organisation for 25 years and you know a lot of the the junior agronomists that have come through or technical staff that have worked with me you know change companies multiple times and that's more typical. But yeah, I think, you know, DPI, you know, I've invested my time and my love of agriculture with this organisation because I believed very strongly and still do believe very strongly that every farmer should have the right to be able to access information, regardless of whether they're a very large farmer or a very small farmer, they're still that they should have that right to be able to access independent information to improve their business. And that's my role is to provide that information and then how they take that on board and implement it within their business is obviously a very personal decision for them and how their business is structured. But for me, I've been, I just think I've been so fortunate to have worked with a lot of growers and advisors who have given me their time and for so many growers that I've had trials with that have been willing to allow me to use an area of land on their farm to run trials and sometimes I'm sure we've run trials on things that they've thought this concept is never going to work but they've still given me the opportunity to run the trials and test the concept and test the theories on their properties and being really interested and engaged in the work that we've done.

Oli (23:37.166)
And I think that point around that access to information is so important, isn't it? Cause it's like, well, there's no reason then not for people not to be accessing it because it's there and it's, and it's readily available. And then from that it's going, okay, well, yeah, at the end of the day, you're running a business, you're making your decisions. If you, you can choose how you want to utilise it or not, but at least you know that the ability for them to get access to that best information is, is definitely there.

Loretta Serafin (24:06.49)
Yeah, absolutely. I mean, it's this there's so much information available these days that I think probably the biggest challenges for people are one sourcing quality information. So trying to sort the wheat from the chaff, so to speak, to access the best information that they can and something that they know is reliable and that it is quality when they look at it.

And then the other component I think is really about how they interpret that information and how they apply it to their own farms. And you know, you see, I see some growers who obviously, you know, do a lot of research themselves and have access to that information, but it's really how they interpret it and how they apply it to their own farming system that makes the big difference.

Oli (25:00.494)
You've started your PhD, I was looking at it. At what stage in your career did you decide you were going to go down the PhD path?

Loretta Serafin (25:13.53)
Late, way too late. So yeah, I still haven't finished.

Oli (25:16.078)
But then, oh, I'm interested in that as well. Like, so around, like, yeah, obviously you say it was late, but way too late, but then also how's that benefited?

Loretta Serafin (25:32.09)
I say it jokingly that it was way too late because I'm still working through my PhD and there are certainly many people who have not done a PhD until much later in life than me. But I made the decision to start a PhD when I was in my early 40s. My youngest child was only like six months old. So my my kids are still very young now, relatively speaking, they're only 10 and almost eight. And so it's a struggle. And I wanted to do the PhD because I write a lot of extension type material, just I suppose general publications that people pick up today and and read and then next year there's a new version. So things that you know are turning over quite rapidly in the scheme of agricultural research. But I've done a lot of work certainly on trying to improve the reliability of sorghum in the the northwest area of New South Wales, so west of Moree, that Ngunin Dye environment. And I started doing that in about 2009 running first trials out there and I kind of came to the reality that I wanted to package the whole thing up for growers and advisors and kind of put it together in a neat package so that they could then look back at the research for their specific region and say well look all this work's been done in the past and we can access it and so for me it was about trying to almost like put a bow on it. I wanted to just put it all together in one package and make sure that it was preserved, that the data would be available for everyone going forward and that it would be neatly put together so that anyone could kind of get some very easy to adopt messages from the research work that we've done. So so, you know, I'm still working through that process and certainly, you know, if I wasn't working full time with a couple of kids and a couple of part-time farms, you know, probably it would have been a lot quicker than it has been. But, you know, someone said to me yesterday, you know, we know you'll get there because you're so stubborn. And I was like, yeah, that's probably a fair kind of summary of of me really so yeah so it might take me longer than it really wanted to but yeah eventually I hope to get there and finish it in the next year so yeah.

Oli (28:23.79)
So that was the real reference to later than what you wish because if you'd started earlier, you might've finished it now. But also, it's not like you've been sitting on your hands and just doing the nine to five, which I know it's not, but just doing the day job as well because you also received a Churchill Fellowship as well, which in itself is a mountain of work. What was that experience like?

Loretta Serafin (28:57.21)
That experience was amazing. So I received a Churchill Fellowship back in 2006. And so I had the opportunity to travel overseas for about eight or 10 weeks. Looking at that time, I was just purely able to go and look at minor summer crops, so alternative summer crops for Australia. And and that was, it was a real eye-opener to travel through America and France and Italy, looking at these different crops and speaking with a range of different people within the industry and just really built on my networks, I suppose, on an international basis. I'd been overseas for, well, previously for a couple of conferences and and you know during those times it always spent a couple of weeks after a conference looking at other agricultural things when you're overseas. But yeah the Churchill Fellowship was really the one time where I've been given kind of eight weeks or a very significant portion of time to just go and research and just actually talk with people about their ideas and and the way that they operate in what are sometimes quite similar environments. Like it's sometimes a little bit like you've been standing in North Dakota in America and I was looking around going, I could be just standing anywhere on the Liverpool Plains here. They're very similar in many regards and then also so vastly different. But yeah, it was just a very unique experience. And I think the Churchill Fellowship, what makes it so unique is that the fellowships themselves are offered to so many different disciplines, not just agriculture, but right across a whole range of different disciplines. And so when you actually meet that group of people, you kind of have a lot more reality about there's so much going on outside your own small world that people are interested in and researching.

Oli (31:14.798)
Yeah, no, I've looked at it and I think it's so interesting and I think that's, it's one of those bucket list items, which I'd love to get to at some stage because as you kind of say there, I think having chatted to a couple of people who have done it, they really do say it's that power of network, but it's also that uncommon kind of network of what you traditionally find in the agriculture circles.

Loretta Serafin (31:42.842)
Yes, and I think, I mean, agriculture is still, as much as it's such a large industry, it's a really small industry and everyone kind of knows you or knows someone who knows you at the end of the day because even across a broad geographic spread, it still has very strong links and networks within the industry.

Oli (32:06.574)
And I think the thing which really sticks out to me in your work, it was in obviously front and centre in the Churchill Fellowship as part of your PhD and your day-to-day work now as well, but the beneficiary of everything that you're doing really is the grains industry and the summer grains industry specifically. What is it specifically about summer grains that really, I guess, has your heart and makes you so passionate about it?

Loretta Serafin (32:37.466)
Hmm, well, you know, the first response I almost always come up with is the fact that I hate winter.

Oli (32:42.51)
Haha. That's a great response.

Loretta Serafin (32:48.922)
So, you know, that's been a very strong point, you know, probably not what you're expecting, but straight up, I've always just, I just hate the cold. And so, you know, it's a natural inclination to want to work where it's warm and sunny, but I must admit everyone who has worked at Mungandai in summer would probably, you know, agree with me that that's a bit extreme for a lacking of summer when it's, you know, 40 plus degrees and you're cutting plants in the middle of the day. No one is loving it, including me. But why do I love summer grains? I think initially I started off primarily working with sunflowers as a summer crop and what really drew me to that crop was the fact that they were such a minor crop and that they were so under supported and and so I felt that it was really important that these minor crops shouldn't be forgotten, that growers should have information about more than just wheat, barley and canola. And, you know, that those other crops, they had a lot of people researching in them and, you know, they have a lot of history. And that was what really probably drew me to summer crops initially was the fact that there was less people working in those areas and that I felt there was a real opportunity to encourage those crops as alternatives for growers and that they had a lot of benefits to offer our farming systems. I mean, certainly in the north here, we're in a summer dominant rainfall zone. So, you know, it just tended to make sense that we should increase our focus on summer grains and, and, you know, not taking away from what the winter grains offer is that they are always the underpinning of our farming systems here. But we need to diversify and we need to have crops that are offering you know break crop options for disease and herbicide and all of those really important base factors.

And so, you know, as time has gone on, I suppose my love of sunflowers has never diminished, but the crop area has has receded and sorghum has replaced that as as my number one love because of the same reasons that I felt that there was so much more potential for it as a crop from a rotational point and also from a point of view of profitability for growers that we could try and improve their yield so much more and that certainly in regions like the Liverpool Plains where sorghum was established as a crop, it was the opportunity to try and push that yield level higher and in environments, Moree and west of Moree in that Mangandai environment, it really was that I wanted people to be confident in being able to try and grow that crop that there was another option for them and that's really driven I suppose my love of summer cropping has been the fact that I just wanted to give people the opportunity I suppose always offering them another opportunity.

Oli (36:11.47)
And I think that's definitely, yeah, it's definitely obvious in terms of where that research is hitting the ground with, with grower uptake. If, if we'd get a little, um, maybe a teaser, what, looking into the future, what are some of the trends or something that's exciting you about where the summer grains industry is going or any sneak peeks to any research behind the scenes that you just want to let people know about as well.

Loretta Serafin (36:43.706)
I think Summer grains for me is still an exciting place because there's still not a lot of people working in this area and sometimes you know I would say that that it's a bit lonely working in Summer grains because there aren't that many other people working in this space but I think looking forward there is more interest and there's definitely more opportunity for us to expand the area of sorghum and the region it's grown in. And you see glimpses of that in some seasons when growers will contact me from well outside the typical summer grains region. So, you know, the Central West has got a bit of interest. And certainly I've had growers in the Upper Hunter.

Murray Warren's Scone kind of environments expressing interest and then way down in southern New South Wales you see an increase occurring in summer grains production. So I think the primary areas there have been in terms of that potential for growing the crop and the region of its production to spread the production and the opportunity for growers to include a summer crop in their rotation.

That's definitely one component. But looking forward, I think the major things that I see coming for us is a much stronger focus on the way that we manage those crops, particularly for water use efficiency and trying to improve our returns from the amount of rainfall that we get. And then how can we tweak the system to provide those additional yield benefits and certainly over the last five years a lot of people have seen and heard my work on early sowing of sorghum which has been a real team effort with the University of Queensland and QDaf and NSW DPI and GRDC all in one big investment.
And now moving forward from that, it's really about trying to push the system further. Like we know we have a great suite of hybrids available on the market. So there's excellent yield potential in those hybrids. I think we've just got to put the package together better in each of those regions so that the crop can reach its full potential. And I don't think we're there yet. And I'm sure I don't have all the answers, but I'm very happy to be able to continue working in that environment and working with growers and advisors who have openly shared their thoughts and had conversations with me about where we think the crop can go and what most importantly I suppose have told me that our research has made a difference to the way that they operate and I think there's nothing more rewarding than the fact that someone would say to you that your research has helped them implement change which has improved their farm.

Oli (39:52.366)
Oh that would be so powerful and such incredible feedback to get and I think it would be happening every single day and every single month, every single planting when people are putting crops in the ground. So I think on behalf of the listeners, I just want to say thank you Loretta for the work you're doing and continue to do and good luck finishing that PhD. And it's been great to chat today.

Loretta Serafin (40:19.77)
Yeah, thanks, Oli. I mean, yeah, look, I don't work in this field for the thanks. I do it for obviously the love I have of the industry and seeing people improve themselves and their farms. That's really all the thanks you ever need. And it's never just me. It's always the team that I work with and the fact that they are so supportive and really push together as a team to try and run great trials. And that's really the biggest driver in our work. And I am ultimately very hopeful of finishing my PhD so that I can close that door, I suppose, and move on to other things. Yeah.

Oli (41:08.398)
Thank you so much for joining us for a chat. 

Loretta Serafin (41:17.114)
Anytime. 

Oli (41:14.894)
Thank you.

