The grazier’s friend 
“Anything is possible when attitudes are changed.” Agribusiness leader Terry McCosker is talking about grazing, but he might just as well be talking about his life. The 57-year-old educator from Yeppoon, near Rockhampton in Queensland, is best known as the father of cell grazing but he is now forging a role as a pioneer in carbon trading.

“I don’t think many have the privilege of being able to positively influence on a large scale how others do things, but I often get calls from people who are applying the principles they learned from us and changing their lives for the better,” Terry says. “The change I see in people in people gives me my greatest buzz. It is their feedback that gives me energy to continue helping people.”

More than 4500 leading producers from around Australia have been through Terry’s Grazing for Profit (GFP) courses and other programs run by his Resource Consulting Services. “Some people think Grazing for Profit is about cell grazing, but it is much more than that. Its primary purpose is to begin the process of change by giving people an educational and motivational experience that they have never had before.” 

It was back in the 1950s and ‘60s growing up on a mixed farm at Proston in south-east Queensland, that Terry’s attachment to the land was fostered by his mother. His father saw no future in it and told Terry to get an education and become a farm advisor instead. At 17, he joined the Department of Primary Industries and has been on the same path in various guises for more than 40 years. After a decade in the department and another decade running the largest privately funded research project in the northern beef industry at Mt Bundey Station in the Northern Territory, Terry had learned how to synthesize information and data from many sources and develop it into practical, profitable outcomes. Then in 1989, inspired by the work of Zimbabwean scientist Dr Stan Parsons, he launched the GFP school, which included the concept of cell grazing, also known as time-control grazing, which involves rotational grazing and rest for pasture. It was dismissed by departmental scientists at the time. “Now, 18 years later, everyone knows that rotational grazing and spelling pastures maximises productivity but then it was quite controversial,” Terry says.    

CSIRO scientist Andrew Ash says although Terry McCosker is often linked with cell grazing, it is his whole-farm approach that has revolutionised the way northern Australia’s rangelands are managed. “More effective grazing management is achieved when producers consider environmental, land management, production and economic factors, and in this way Terry’s approach has proven to be very beneficial to the beef industry,” Dr Ash, director of CSIRO’s newly formed Climate Adaptation Flagship Program, says. 
After working with Terry in 1990, Western Australia Department of Agriculture and Food project manager Greg Brennan says he knows nobody who has had such a big impact on the grazing industries. “He has an exceptional ability to work beside leading producers to combine the best of scientific research with the best of practical experience. This is a rare talent in any industry and one that we need a lot more of as agriculture faces future challenges.” 
Mt Gambier producer Nic Kentish says one of the key lessons he learned from Terry was “how to take over the family farm and still hug your dad”.  He says coming home into the business was a bit of challenge because he didn’t want to make waves, but did want to change and progress things. “Conventional farming uses an unsustainable level of inputs to maximise returns from the land, but the GFP school challenged our conventions,” Nic says. “Terry’s great skill is to gently challenge the conventions of agriculture, to ask what if we implemented something which is seemingly impossible but would make a fundamental difference to our business. Many conventional farming families often have a D-Day of sorts, when a ‘takeover bid’ can become hostile between father and son. Terry encouraged us not to go down the hostile path when making changes.”

North Queensland producers Jim and Terry Lindsay attribute Terry with teaching them how to understand land management to improve the profitability and sustainability of their business. They run cattle and sheep at “Landsborough” and “Kentle Downs” south of Hughenden, with most of that now being managed in small paddocks under cell grazing or in larger paddocks using rotational grazing. “Terry is a big-picture thinker who is really good at equipping people and businesses with the knowledge and skills to be able to move forward and challenge themselves,” Jim says. “He has influenced thousands of people in the grazing industry to adopt a proactive way of thinking so that instead of being reactive to events, such as droughts, they can make adjustments before it grips them. Traditionally, we on the land let circumstances dictate our situations, when in reality we can take control and be prepared to handle changes, if we are equipped to do so.”

Terry has soil carbon and the opportunities and threats of carbon trading on his agenda because of the carbon cycle’s potential as a future viable business. When carbon trading becomes the norm, he says many landowners may switch their focus from livestock and crop production to carbon farming, with agricultural production becoming a by-product.

“Putting a value on carbon will mean that for the first time ever, good land management will be financially rewarded,” Terry says. “This can only be a good thing.” When people think carbon, they usually think trees, but in reality 75 percent of carbon in, and on, the Earth’s land mass is in the soil. To this end, Terry set up a pioneering soil carbon company CarbonLink Pty Ltd as a foundation accumulator and broker on the Financial and Energy Exchange (FEX) which was officially opened last year by climate change crusader Al Gore.
Although Terry’s work is mainly in other parts of Australia, about a third of his time is spent on the central Queensland coast where he and wife Pam have raised three girls, now adults, and grow rainforest timbers on their acreage block on the outskirts of Yeppoon. “Pam is my rock and my backstop who keeps everything functioning,” Terry says.

As well as getting buzz out of innovating and developing ideas that can influence people, Terry has a passion for flying which he has done for more than 30 years. “When I go to Western Australia, I will often fly myself because it is easier to get around more properties that way,” he says. He’s set a target for this year which is getting his instrument rating, while his dream is to own a nice aeroplane – a twin-engine Aztec perhaps.  

Terry is also interested in vibrational kinesiology, which he describes as “the study of human energetics.” “In the last few years, I’ve also become a bit spiritual, and I don’t mean religious,” he says. “I’ve sought to understand how the world operates, which is on an energetic or spiritual level. I’m a calmer person now … I don’t get upset about anything.” He laughs, “I’m a little bit deeper than cell grazing.” 
