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Intensive cropping providing best returns
Farmers in low rainfall areas planning future cropping strategies could do well to study research results emerging from the Mallee Sustainable Farming Project.

This GRDC-supported research project has been operating in the mallee country of SA, Victoria and NSW since 1998 and some enlightening figures are emerging.

One of these is that a high input, intensive cropping system is the most profitable and robust farming system for low rainfall areas, not the traditional low-input wheat/pasture system.

Figures to back this up were given at a 2003 SAGIT-supported Farmer Update at Karoonda by the CSIRO’s David Roget.

He said that while intensive cropping increased the potential for losses in the one-in-five bad seasons experienced in the region, an analysis of returns from paddock-scale trials showed that over the long term, the financial and environmental benefits accruing from this system far outweighed the potential losses in a few bad seasons.

“For example, in 2002, which was a one in 10 years drought at the Waikerie trial site, losses in the high input system were $115/ha compared with $66/ha for the low input wheat/pasture system,” he said.
“That reduced the cumulative gross margin for high input, opportunity cropping from $900/ha for the four years to 2001, to $785 after the 2002 season.

“In the low input district practice system the smaller $66 loss reduced the cumulative gross margin from $400/ha in 2001 to $334 after the 2002 loss.”

The point that Mr Roget was stressing, and after taking into account the 2002 drought, was that the high input, intensive system at this trial site has a gross margin over five years of more than double the other.

“Researchers have shown that an intensively cropped, stubble-retained system increases the amount of plant material to the soil,” he said.
“This leads to a significant increase in soil micro-biological activity which results in greater nitrogen mineralisation and retention of nutrients, natural suppression of root diseases and improved soil stability.”

Mr Roget said the potential for losses arising from the implementation of a high-input, intensive cropping system, should the change be made in a poor season, made the timing of such a move important.

“The time to make a change is when the seasonal outlook is good and you have adequate financial resources and arrangements in place in case of a bad season in the first year or two,” he said.
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