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Watson Family Awarded the 

2014 Brownhill Cup  
 
On Wednesday 1st April the North West Local Land 
Services with speakers from NSW DPI, UNE, and NW 
LLS hosted a field day "Kilmarnock" to celebrate,     
congratulate and recognised the Watson's for their 
outstanding efforts in trialling and implementing new 
on-farm innovations designed to improve sustainability 
while maximising productivity and profit. The Watson 
family operates a 3000 hectare mixed farm of dryland 
and irrigated cotton, as well as wheat, canola and 
chickpeas. 
 
Evaporation and seepage are always challenges       
whenever growers store water. Learning how to use their 
irrigation and manage their farm has really made a     
difference for Andrew and his family. They have         
increased the frequency of their watering cycles, which 
sounds like it should use more water, but it doesnôt. Their 
water usage has reduced by about 20 per cent over the 
past 11 years, while their yield is up by about 30 per 
cent. Andrew discussed the following benefits from his     
irrigation development:  
 

¶ 240 ML of water savings  

¶ a reduction in moisture stress and             
waterlogging  

¶ improved nutrient management because the 
roots are shallow where fertilisers are       
absorbed  

¶ easier fertiliser application with the option of 
being able to water straight after the          
application or apply fertiliser through the 
sprinkler system itself  

¶ reduced labour costs  

¶ improved management of rainfall events  

¶ easier management given that the lateral 
moves can be controlled from a smart phone 
so when something goes wrong he gets an 
instant notification.  

 
 
 

Picture: Watson Family with Gordon Brownhill  
 
Also in attendance was Dr Rhiannon Smith from UNE. 
The Watsons acknowledged their commitment to     
ecological and economic sustainability, which includes 
initiatives ranging from on-farm research and            
development, to involvement in the Climate             
Champions program, which Dr Smith has been        
involved in over the past 10 years.   
 
Dr smith discussed how birds, bats and beneficial      
invertebrates provide natural pest control services to 
cotton growers who can provide habitat for them. Her 
study investigated the abundance of insectivorous 
birds, microbats and beneficial invertebrates on cotton 
farms near Boggabri, Maules Creek and Narrabri. She 
explained that cotton farms with lots of non-crop         
vegetation and farms with little were compared to look 
at landscape-scale differences in natural pest control 
providing organisms. Within each farm, insectivorous 
birds, microbats and beneficial invertebrate             
communities were surveyed in native remnant      
woodland vegetation, tree plantings, grasslands and 
cotton crops. She showed that habitat complexity at 
the site scale was more important than the degree of 
non-crop vegetation at the landscape scale in deter-
mining the abundance and community composition of 
insectivorous birds, microbats, pests and beneficials  



This indicated that for maximum biodiversity conservation 
and natural pest control, a range of different vegetation 
types is just as important as the amount of non-crop     
vegetation at the landscape scale.  
 
A vegetation assessment methodology was created as 
part of this project to encourage landholders to look at 
how they can improve their native vegetation to maximise 
biodiversity and natural pest control services. 
 
The Brownhill Cup is sponsored by the Commonwealth 
Bank (CBA) with representatives attending the field day. 
Thank you to the Watson Family for hosting a great day. 

An irrigation infrastructure       

modernisation initiative for       

New South Wales  

Sustaining the Basin: Irrigated Farm Modernisation 
(STBIFM) is a program being delivered by the NSW      
Department of Primary Industries (DPI). The Australian 
Government are providing $111M of funding from the 
'Sustainable Rural Water Use & Infrastructure' program. 

STBIFM will improve the long term sustainability of        
regional communities by allowing irrigators to adapt to 
reduced water availability and update irrigation             
infrastructure  in the NSW Border Rivers, Gwydir, Namoi/
Peel, Macquarie/Cudgegong and NSW Barwon Darling 
water management areas. 

STBIFM aims to achieve water savings by improving     
on-farm water use efficiency (WUE) and reduce the direct 
extraction of water from each valley. 

New funding rounds  
Funding for Rounds 4 and 5 open on Monday 2 March 
2015. 

Under the new funding rounds, this program has           
expanded the eligible areas to include the Barwon ï      
Darling catchment and expanded eligible entitlement 
types to include: 

General security (Class B), high security and                
supplementary entitlement in the NSW Border Rivers 

General security, high security and supplementary        
entitlement in the Lower Namoi, and 

Unregulated (Class B and C) entitlement in the Barwon 
Darling. 

The installation and upgrade of water meters can be          
funded through the STBIFM program. Those undertaking 
an infrastructure project through the program are required 
to have compliant metering operating on their system   
before the project is finalised.  As a result, STBIFM       
provides an excellent opportunity for irrigators to ensure 
their water metering will be compliant with the future      
requirements of the National Water Initiative.  

The only difference between Round 4 and Round 5 is the 
length of the round.  Infrastructure Applications which     
relate to projects that are ready to proceed as soon as 
possible should be submitted under Round 4.  Round 5 is 
intended for those projects which require further          
preparation before proceeding. 

Round 4 closes on Wednesday 13 May 2015 and 
Round 5 closes on Wednesday 29 July 2015 

 

 

Andrew pointed out that whilst STBIFM helps irrigators 
fund capital intensive, high tech infrastructure that this 
also creates high tech problems.  ñUnderstanding and 
learning how to use high tech equipment and training staff 
to do the same shouldnôt be overlooked in the planning,ò 
he said.  STBIFM provides fully subsidised training        
opportunities to support irrigators and their staff in the 
change to different irrigation systems and achieve the 
projected water savings. 
 
Andrew found the process of applying for the STBIFM 
funding quite straight forward and the implementation of 
his projects to date has been routine. "The most difficult 
thing was fitting the change to the lateral move system 
into the existing crop rotation without causing too much 
disruption,ò he said. 
 
For further specific enquiries on STBIFM please 

email: IFM.Info@dpi.nsw.gov.au  

Case Study : A comparison of 

maturity types across              

sowing dates  

 
 A trial from Tamworth, highlights the benefit of targeting 
the early sowing window with the correct genotypes.    
Results from 2014 at Narrabri and Breeza on the            
Liverpool plains, also report the yield penalty from sowing 
varieties too early and or outside their maturity/sowing 
window. 
 
 Although earlier maturing varieties have the potential to 

perform well from earlier than optimum sowing dates, for 

example the 2012 Tamworth experiment. The yield      

advantage is often small (e.g. Yield difference; Spitfire vs. 

Lancer or Suntop not significant) whilst the potential yield 

penalty shown in the Table, brings the risk management 

considerations into focus.  

Table: Grain yield (t/ha) and gross economic returns 

($/ha) of selected wheat varieties sown at four sowing 

times at Narrabri 2014  
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Table: Grain yield (t/ha) of selected wheat varieties 

sown at three sowing times Tamworth 2012  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variety selection to best match sowing date and variety 

needs to be considered in the context of a risk              

management strategy. Trial results show the importance 

of targeting varieties to their appropriate sowing window, 

taking into account potential yield penalties of early      

sowing or delayed sowing, past the optimum window. 

Genotype yield response curves also help to quantify     

varietal response to sowing date and can assist in varietal 

selection. Given the variability of the seasonal break and 

hence sowing window in any given season, growers 

would be encouraged to retain a number of varieties with 

a range of maturities (yield response curves), to ensure 

that yield potential is maximised and risk is minimised. 

Importantly, when considering variety selection, growers 

and advisors need to consider a wide range of information 

including long term NVT trial analysis results, market    

demand and disease ratingsΦ 

How do good farmers achieve 

top yields of wheat, sorghum 

and chickpea?  
With Agripath 

Better wheat and chickpea yields will result from 
sound rotations to manage disease, nematodes and 
weeds 
 
Good rotations can manage crown rot, and if wheat has to 

be sown after wheat, it should be planted into the middle 

of the old wheat rows for up to 9% extra yield (Verrell 

2014). New varieties of wheat, such as Suntop, offer     

potential to suppress nematode populations and avoid 

heavy losses from these pests, not only in wheat but in 

subsequent legume crops. Rotation plans which include 

some fixed cropping plans and long fallows can pave the 

way for increased use of residual herbicides to help      

reduce costs and to better manage glyphosate resistance. 

Manage profit margins with well-planned rotations 
and decisions based on soil stored moisture  
 
Long fallow crop sequences can be more profitable than 

double crops. Do the sums! A double-crop of chickpea 

with a yield of 1.2 t/ha followed by wheat yielding 2.7 t/ha 

might have a combined margin of less than $200/ha. A 

chickpea crop on a long fallow with a yield of 2.6 t/ha, 

should have a margin close to $500/ha and could help to 

double farm profit. Good margins are important and too 

much opportunity cropping can result in reduced margins 

over the longer term.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table: Margins from a double-crop sequence compared 

to a long fallow. 

Maximise legume opportunities and yields  
 
Faba beans, chickpea or other legume crops may          
improve farm profit if profitable in their own right and they 
provide soil and rotation benefits. If the legume is grown 
one year in three and provides half the nitrogen             
requirements of the following cereal crop it will halve      
nitrogen fertiliser costs.  
 
Good seed and inoculation techniques can pay dividends 
if yield and nitrogen inputs are enhanced. Investment in 
water injection for inoculation may be profitable. 
 
 Extra soil water storage can double profit 
 
 An extra 20 mm of soil stored water could add 400 kg/ha 
to yield ï enough to double the profit in some situations! 
Soil moisture storage improves with soil health, which is 
about building soil organic matter with plenty of           
earthworms. This can be destroyed by tillage, compaction 
or low soil cover. Controlled traffic in combination with 
zero tillage improves infiltration which results in less       
runoff and more even moisture storage across a paddock. 
Good soil structure can also reduce waterlogging and its 
effect on crop yield and nitrogen losses.  
 
More nitrogen for higher yields in better years  
 
Sorghum has the potential in better growing areas to yield 

more than 8 t/ha in three years out of ten. It will usually 

not reach these higher yield levels because it runs out of 

nitrogen. Wheat also can benefit from adjusting fertilizer 

according to yield potential. Some farmers have            

developed ways to put more N on at planting time or soon 

after, while for wheat, urea is reasonably efficient, with 

around 5% N loss, when broadcast at tillering (Schwenke 

2014), to match extra yield potential. Feedlot manure is 

another way to provide sorghum extra nitrogen in a good 

season, due to the faster mineralization of the nitrogen it 

contains in an organic form. Seasonal forecasts are not 

helpful in most years, but when there is a strong signal, 

such as the 2010-11 La nina, changes should be made to 

the nitrogen management of sorghum.  

Develop planters to create results and more timely 
planting opportunities 
 
 Timeliness of planting can often result in more than a 

10% improvement in water use efficiency and yield ï      

potentially doubling crop margins. In some years, it may 

be the difference between a crop and not planting at all. 

Planters need to be fine-tuned to obtain reliable results 

from the deep planting of wheat, sorghum and chickpea.  

 

 


