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New farming system showing promise
There are two things which will drive the fledging Precision Agriculture (PA) movement for grain growers – one is finding low-yielding problem areas in paddocks that can be fixed and the second, dealing with problems that cannot.
This is the view of Stockport farmer, Mark Branson, who was one of the keynote speakers at last week’s Australasian Precision Agriculture Symposium held at the University of SA in Adelaide.

Farmer interest in PA is growing because it offers the opportunity to increase yields and reduce input costs associated with grain production. Those embracing it are using yield monitors and mapping equipment to pinpoint high and low yielding areas in paddocks and soil tests and other technology to determine the causes of yield variations.

Mr Branson told the 220 symposium delegates that soils on his farm were highly variable and this showed out in the yields being achieved – the difference between two soil types, for example, being 0.6 t/ha of wheat.
He said that two of the soil problems that could be fixed were sodic soils which responded to gypsum applications and acidic soils made more productive by liming.

“Also manures have been used to re-activate ‘dead’ soils,” he said at the symposium which was organised by the Australian Centre for Precision Agriculture and Southern Precision Agriculture Association, whose activities are supported by the SA Grain Industry Trust.
“The second driver of PA is dealing with problems that cannot be fixed including shallow soils with limestone near the soil surface, and deep sodicity,” he said.
“This is where variable rate technology comes in with management zones being created in paddocks and inputs varied according to the potential yield of the created zone.”

Mr Branson explained that machinery able to apply variable amounts of inputs such as seed, fertiliser and chemicals was becoming available to farmers. This would allow, for example, a wheat crop sown on a shallow soil to be fertilised at a lower rate than where there was a more fertile soil.
“Another use of variable rate technology is to attempt to out-compete resistant weeds by increasing the crop seeding rate significantly in patches where resistant weeds are showing up,” he said.
“Last year we variable-rated a paddock of peas and used high sowing rates where resistant ryegrass was growing, and a lower fertiliser rate on poor soil patches. This was successful, with good crop competition in the ryegrass patches and no yield reduction in the poorer soil patch where a lower fertiliser rate was applied.

“Our farm management has gone from putting 125kg/ha of fertiliser over the whole farm every year to fertilising patches within the same paddock differently. The future aim is to fertilise the farm using variable rate technology according to crop type, land class, soil type, elevation and potential water holding capacity of the soil.”

ENDS: Further information from Mark Branson at 0417 832776
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