News release 







February 11, 2003

SA farmers hear of no-till successes

The spectacular adoption of no-till farming in WA, which has been associated with improvements in crop production levels, will continue, according to consultant Bill Crabtree.

Mr Crabtree, who has just completed a five-year project with the WA No-Till Farmers Association, said last week that about 75 per cent of the cropping area in WA was sown using the no-till method and most of the move to no-till had occurred during the 1990s.

“Some farmers have only discovered in the past three years, just how good no-tillage is in drought-proofing their farms,” he said.

Speaking at the annual conference of the SA No-Till Farmers Association at Tanunda, which was supported by the SA Grain Industry Trust, Mr Crabtree said no-till farming resulted in improved water harvesting and so crop yields were higher.

He said that in no-till farming, rain moved into the furrow created by the knife point rather than into the soil of the “undisturbed inter-row”. 

As well, the knife-point loosened the topsoil and provided a path of least resistance for heat from the subsoil to escape and as it did, it had brought subsoil moisture to the surface in some cases.

Mr Crabtree said that no-till farming coupled with improvements in agronomic practices by farmers had seen wheat yields increase in WA by nearly 0.5 t/ha in the past decade.

“It has been a dynamic and exciting period of agriculture and despite the great gains made, there are more to come,” he said.

Mr Crabtree said these gains would occur through measures such as:

· The more precise placement of nutrients, pesticides and herbicides facilitated by a no-till cropping system. The supply of nutrients to crops via liquid fertilisers was likely to increase.

· The move towards wider crop row spacings for crops like lupins, as research had shown that this resulted in reliable yield increases.

· Improved crop sowing techniques including the use of machinery guidance systems which could reduce soil compaction, and new stubble handling equipment.

Mr Crabtree said there were also challenges facing no-till farmers.

“While it is not proven it is a widely held view of many good no-till farmers that no-tilled crop are more frost-prone and there is an urgent need for farmers to reduce their exposure to frost damage.

“In higher rainfall areas no-tillage retains more soil moisture and in this environment farmers need to grow high water-use crops in the rotation, or adopt raised-bed farming.

“There are also some weeds that have benefited from no-till and farmers have had to resort to cultivation to help manage them. New herbicides and herbicide mixtures have become available and are effective, too.

“Where there are high stubble levels, slugs are causing significant concern to no-tillers and changing the crop rotation is likely to be the most effective control method.”

ENDS:  Further information from Bill Crabtree (0417) 223 395. bill.crabtree@wn.com.au
bcnrok

