
 

About the newsletter 

This newsletter is distributed bimonthly, and circulated electronically via email. We aim to include exciting 

and inspiring works that are being done nationally in the dairy on-farm NRM area. A copy of the newsletter 

can also be found on the Dairying for Tomorrow website www.dairyingfortomorrow.com.au   

We hope you enjoy it, and feel free to circulate to any interested parties. Future contributions are most 

welcome and can be emailed to us - contact details at end of the newsletter. 
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Melbourne Water - Rural Land Program 

 
Melbourne Water’s Rural Land Program provides assistance and funding to 
landholders to carry out works that will keep soil and nutrients on-farm, 
where they can be used more productively. The Rural Land Program is about 
improving the management of any part of the landscape that holds or carries 
water such as dams, waterways, drains, wetlands, gullies, seeps, soaks, 
springs, low lying or seasonally wet areas. 

The program aims to help landholders better manage run-off from farms to 
reduce the amount of sediment and nutrients – particularly nitrogen and 
phosphorus – that enter our waterways.  Farmers invest a lot of money and 
time in their soils to maintain and improve productivity.  Loss of soil from the 
property reduces the farms production potential as well as some of its capital 
value.  Any loss of nutrients directly affects production potential as well as 
wasting the farmer’s investment in fertilisers.  Implementing farm practices 
to improve sediment and nutrient retention on farm can provide 
opportunities for more effective practices and cost effective applications. 

Other benefits of implementing best practice management include: 

 Preventing stock losses by fencing off waterways and water sensitive 
areas; 

 Improving grazing management and stock health through fencing 
dams and providing drinking troughs; 

 Improving grazing and pasture management through consideration 
of land class when fencing; 

 Improving stock movement through track upgrades and associated 
drainage; 

 Improving nutrient management through development of 
management plans and incentives to increase the application area of 
effluent; 
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Projects funded within the Rural Land program include (but are not limited to): 

  farm track construction, improvement and drainage 

  sediment and nutrient treatment systems 

 erosion stabilisation and protection 

 management of drainage lines 

 fencing off waterways, drainage lines and other water sensitive areas 

 managing native vegetation and grass filter systems along waterways, drainage lines and other water 
sensitive areas 

 establishing shade and shelter away from water sensitive areas 

 some ongoing maintenance  

 training and technical activities (e.g. chemical use certification, development of farm plans , nutrient, effluent 
and pasture management, water quality & drainage management. 

Funds are allocated to successful applicants on a cost-share basis, with Melbourne Water and the applicant sharing 
the total cost. 

Melbourne Water’s Rural Land Program makes financial assistance available to landholders of grazing and dairy 
properties in the Upper Bass, Tarago and Lang Lang catchments in Westernport.  The Program also operates in 
targeted catchments within the Yarra Valley and Upper Maribyrnong catchments in the west.   

Around 20 dairy businesses have received funds to carry out works that will reduce phosphorous, nitrogen and 
sediments coming off land and entering rivers and creeks.  This program is one of the ways Melbourne Water works 
in partnership with communities to improve river health.  For more information about this program please contact:  

 Louise Kerferd on 0429 046 373 or louise.kerferd@melbournewater.com.au Information is also available on 
Melbourne Water’s website: www.melbournewater.com.au 

 

Energy Assessment via Skype 

Pat McDonald’s farm is situated on the fertile river flats country between the Tweed 

and Rous Rivers at Tygalgah near Murwillumbah in Northern NSW.  Pat along with 

his daughter Jennifer run milk 150 Jersey cows all year round on a 50 ha milking 

platform. Even at the age of 80, Pat is always looking at new ways to improve his 

practices to increase efficiency and productivity. 

Through Dairy Australia’s national project “Extending the message of smarter energy 

use on Australian dairy farms” Pat McDonald received an on farm energy use 

assessment, which took place with Chris Harding from NBA Consulting (based in Port 

Macquarie) collecting the required data via a “Skype” video call on a tablet 

computer. 

The assessment took a little over two and a half hours with Pat showing Chris all the 

pieces of machinery required to gather the data to complete the assessment.  

A key benefit of this trial assessment was the data collected could then be instantly 

added to NBA’s energy tool to reconcile energy use against the farms power bill.  

ABOVE: NSW dairy farmer, Pat 
McDonald uses Skype to answer 

questions during his energy 
assessment with Chris Harding, 

NBA Consulting. 

mailto:louise.kerferd@melbournewater.com.au
http://www.melbournewater.com.au/
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During the assessment all areas of the dairy were visited and data collected for water pumping, hot water 

temperatures & volumes, machine running times and milk cooling. The complete assessment via Skype took 2 and a 

half hours and used 1.2Gb of data during the transfer. The internet access and speed was 3 out of 5 bar on a 3G 

network from Pat McDonald’s farm. 

Chris Harding the assessor from NBA Consulting said “I was surprised at how good the picture and audio quality at my 

end was with Skype. The camera truly was my eyes and ears at the dairy.  I think for those farmers who are 

comfortable with using the technology, collecting the data in this way for a dairy energy assessment is a realistic and 

relatively easy alternative to an on farm visit”. 

When asked about doing the assessment via “Skype” Mr McDonald replied. “I thought it was very good way of doing 

the assessment. It was like being on the phone but with the assessor seeing what I am looking at. I think many 

farmers could do the assessment this way and that’s coming from someone my age!” 

Amy Fay of Dairy Australia who manages the Smarter Energy project said “a big challenge of delivering energy 

assessments through this project has been working out the logistics of getting available assessors out on farms across 

Australia, especially in regions where farmers are spread out. Working with Pat and Chris has shown that Skype has 

the potential to help us overcome some of these issues without compromising on the quality of the energy 

assessment. This has been a really exciting development for the project!” 

 

Report to investigate unconventional mining in dairy regions 

Dairy Australia has recently commissioned a report to help inform them around the topic of unconventional mining 

issues in dairy regions.  The purpose of the report is to assist milk companies, national and state farmer 

representative bodies develop informed policy positions in this area. 

 

The desktop review has been designed to understand what unconventional gas mining involves.  It will identify dairy 

regions where unconventional gas mining activities are currently occurring or are being considered in the future.  The 

report will include a summary of the regulatory and other safeguards to protect integrity of aquifers, surface water 

and air quality during and after mining operations. 

 

The report will consider issues in the context of a dairy farm operation such as; safety and security of ground and 

surface water supplies for dairy wash down, stock, and irrigation in the short to long term, fugitive emissions and 

their implications for human or animal health, treatment and disposal of water used or produced in mining 

processes, use of treated mine water for irrigating grazing pastures or forage crops, residue risks in meat or milk if 

mine water is consumed by livestock or used for irrigating pastures and forage crops. 

 

A timeline will be developed to assist dairy farmers understand what to expect at different stages of mining: from 

exploration to project development start-up, operations and decommissioning. 

Further information is available from Claire Miller – Manager, Policy Strategy at Dairy Australia 03 96943739. 
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Tips, tools and pitfalls of on-farm composting 

Last month in South Australia, the Dohnt family opened up their composting trial site for a field day with other dairy 

farmers to learn about some tips, tools and pitfalls of on-farm composting. 

The day included an inspection of the feed pad (source of the base product) and the compost process site at the 

farm. This was followed by a presentation of technical composting information and data from the Dohnt farm trial, 

along with the all-important question and discussion 

time. 

Advisor Robby Zeissig introduced the principles of 

composting and soil biology and explained the 

composting ‘cooking’ or curing process. He said it is 

important to always measure the monetary and time 

cost of producing compost against conventional fertiliser 

practice. Some of the costs of composting include: 

 site set up 

 costs associated with different component inputs 

 turning/management costs (including equipment 

required and time) 

 testing costs 

 spreading costs 

Compost nutrient analysis tests are important to understand the compost’s value and enable measurement against 

normal fertiliser. Robby explained to the group that the compost recipe (the components of your compost) should be 

matched to farm requirements and applications tailored to specific paddocks. 

Site selection is a crucial part of getting composting right: smooth, non-waterlogging, no runoff issues, easily 

accessible by machinery, close to source products, easy to regularly visit and monitor. 

However, the key to composting success is to plan:  WHAT are the source products? WHAT end product are you 

looking for?  WHERE will you make the compost?  WHY are you doing it?  HOW do you have the time, equipment and 

knowledge? 

DairySA’s composting factsheets: ‘Composting on dairy farms: is it for my farm?’ and ‘Making compost on dairy 

farms’ will help with your knowledge about dairy farm composting. They are available at 

http://www.dairysa.com.au/OnFarmAction/HandyTipsandTools/SoilWatermore.aspx  

 

Partnership approach for Fert$mart delivery 
Victoria’s Westernport Catchment Landcare Network (WPCLN) & Dairy Australia joined forces in January 2014 to 

deliver Fert$mart. The Fert$mart project aims to increase the uptake of knowledge amongst the dairy farming 

community with regards to soil and fertility management and to disseminate more widely the information contained 

within the Dairy Soils and Fertiliser Manual published in April 2013.  

ABOVE: Robby Zeissig and Glenn Dohnt at the compost 
site with some of the field day participants 

 

http://www.dairysa.com.au/OnFarmAction/HandyTipsandTools/SoilWatermore.aspx
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Ten dairy farm businesses situated in the Westernport catchment east of Melbourne, participated in this partnership 

approach.  Soil samples were collected by Glenn Marriott of Ag-Challenge Consulting, test results were presented to 

farmers at workshop 1. A 2nd workshop was held to answer questions about individual farm management plans. 

The intended take away measures from Workshop No. 1 were as follows: 

 Is my current approach to fertiliser suitable given my farming operation, soil type and fertility levels?  

 Given the Latest Regional Soil Test Guidelines –  Do I need to apply P-K-S fertiliser? 

 Could I obtain a better return elsewhere? eg more strategic use of nutrients P, K and S with N. 

 Cost of monitoring soil nutrient levels vs uninformed fertiliser use 

The second group Workshop gave farmers a chance to 

take along their individual Farm Management Plans for 

discussion and any other unanswered questions which 

may have arisen since the first workshop. The aim of 

this session was to ensure the individualised plans were 

understood, kept in a prominent place and not filed to 

carry dust.  

Overall the Fert$mart project was very successful in 

delivering on its aim of enabling dairy farmers to make 

more informed decisions regarding fertiliser use.  

 

Uptake rates to participate in the project exceeded expectations with 10 farms participating in the collection of soil 

samples, and 9 of these farms were represented at the first workshop and 8 at the 2nd Workshop.  

If the Fertiliser Management Plans prepared are fully implemented, less nutrient, particularly phosphorus (32 t), will 

be used. The average saving per farm in fertiliser use has been estimated at a value of $18K per year if all plans are 

fully implemented.  

This offers a potentially great on-farm financial saving, especially when there is no expected loss in production. The 

anticipated reduction in imported nutrient on farm also has the impact of reducing the likelihood of it being lost to 

the environment, either through leachate or run-off to waterways. While not an explicit aim of Fert$mart this is a 

very desirable and positive environmental outcome of this project.  

Following the Fert$mart opportunity one participating farmer said “I’m  working with my fertiliser spreading company 

to change my fertiliser program based on the course, I’m moving away from blanket spreading to apply what is 

needed and will be more selective after soil testing.  It was good that the course stressed the dollar savings to be 

made from applying the right fertilisers at the right rates.” 

Another commented “We got such a surprise, the nutrients in our soil were so high, we don’t need to be adding more 

P & K as there is so much there already.  It was very good.” 

All farmers who participated were very happy to recommend the opportunity to others, “I’d definitely recommend it 

to other farmers – soil tests alone were great.” 

Contact Gillian Hayman, Dairy Australia’s NRM Technical Specialist Gippsland 0428345493 

ABOVE: Glenn Marriott of Ag-Challenge Consulting delivered the 
Fert$mart program in the Westernport catchment 
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Smart N ! 

Caring for our Country funding is being used to investigate the 

adaptation of common broadacre precision farming 

technology into intensively grazed pasture systems.  Using the 

concept derived by New Zealand based agricultural innovator 

Craige McKenzie, a joint project between Western Dairy and 

the Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research (TIAR) will 

ground truth the validity of the “Smart N” system.   

 

The Smart N system uses Weedseeker technology to 

strategically apply liquid nitrogen (N) to intensively grazed 

pastures.  The system works in the reverse to a weedseeker 

on a broadacre farm which only turns on the spray nozzle 

when a green weed is detected.  In “Smart N” mode, the 

weedseeker sensors are reverse engineered so that they are 

on the majority of the time, and when a high N / high biomass 

patch of pasture is detected by the NDVI sensor on the 

weedseeker unit, the nozzle is turned off.   

 

Preliminary Results 

Data from the Tasmanian trials is showing some promising 

results. Sites were selected at Ouse, Railton and Yolla, on 

perennial ryegrass dominant pastures.  The table below 

summarises the results from 2 years trials at these locations.  

The target application rate of nitrogen on the Blanket N plots 

was 20 kg/N per ha.  With the Smart N technology employed, 

nitrogen rates were reduced to around 13.5 kg/N per hectare, 

which is close to 36%.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N applied 

kg/ha   

Pasture Growth Rate 

 

kg/ha DM/day 

Site 

Blanket 

N Smart N 

% N 

reduction 

Blanket 

N Smart N UTC 

Ouse 22.3 13.8 37.9% 31.9 34.6   

Railton 20.3 12.1 40.6% 41.4 47.4 27.4 

Yolla 20.3 14.2 29.9% 40.3 39.8 15.5 

Average N reduction % 36.2% 

   

Technology called Normalised Visual 
Differential Index is used to detect 
the level of “greenness” of pasture 
species.  An increased level of 
“greenness” correlates to a higher 
the level of nitrogen found within the 
plant.  Each boom spray nozzle has an 
individual sensor which turns the 
nozzle on or off depending on the 
level of greenness measured within 
the view of the sensor.  This enables 
application of liquid fertiliser, 
predominantly UAN, a 32% w/v liquid 
nitrogen product, to be applied 
between urine and faeces patches 
within a grazed pasture.   

“There are still many unanswered 
questions that need to be resolved” 
said James Hills, the project lead on 
the Tasmanian side of the project.  
“We are still unsure as to how 
sensitive the weedseeker’s are, and if 
they will pick one, two or three 
grazing rotations worth of urine 
patches, and also how soon after a 
urine patch is deposited will it be 
detected.”   
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The selection of pasture types is important, as in WA it was discovered that with quick grazing rotations (circa 14 

days) on Kikuyu dominant pastures, it was not possible to fit the Smart N applications into the grazing rotation 

without significant risk of Nitrate spikes in the pasture becoming an issue.  Also where the practice of “mulching” 

kikuyu dominant pastures is applied every 2nd to 3rd grazing, the resulting dry thatch / dead material left on the 

pasture masks the location of N rich patches and the technology is unable to detect these areas.  Initial applications 

in WA on paddocks that had perennial ryegrass dominance were similar to those results found in Tasmania. 

Trials will continue in WA over the winter on annual ryegrass paddocks to further validate the system on dryland 

pastures.  Further trials in Tasmania will look to evaluate the sensors more closely on pastures with higher clover 

contents, and also look to include untreated plots to determine the long term effects of on pastures of nil, reduced 

rate and blanket rate nitrogen application.   

 

To view a short video of the “Smart N” concept, follow this link YouTube link to the AgriOptics Smart N Promo video:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYpA0gQG5CI 

 

Acknowledgements: Agri Optics New Zealand, Department of Agriculture - Australian Government, Western Dairy & 

Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural Research.   

Further information from Sam Taylor, Dairy Australia NRM Technical Specialist WA 0429332593 

 

Solar options save King Island dairies 
 

King Island dairy farmers are saving money and doing their bit 
for the environment through the use of new solar hot water 
systems for their dairy sheds.      The systems are expected to 
reduce hot water costs, the largest part of any dairy shed energy 
bill for the island’s farmers, by up to 50%. 

Nine dairy farms will have the commercial solar hot water 
systems installed in an initiative funded by the Tasmanian 
Government’s Bass Strait Renewable Energy Program and co-
ordinated by Dairy Australia’s Regional Development Program, 
DairyTas.  The farmers were jointly provided with $202,000 to 
install the evacuated tubes and energy storage systems. 

The project is part of a nationwide move by Dairy Australia and 
the Australian Government to help dairy farmers be smarter 
with their energy use. This includes the delivery of 900 free 
energy efficiency assessments for farmers nationally through to 
June, which most of King Island’s 12 dairy farm operations 
participated in. A second round of free assessments will also 
occur through to June 2015.  

Installation manager for the project, Darren Cooper, said solar 
hot water systems were not the solution for every farm in 
Australia.  Farmers investigating an installation needed to look 

 The solar hot water systems are made 
by Australian owned Apricus 

 Consists of 90 evacuated tubes made 
up of 3 x 30 tube manifolds connected 
in common line 

 The cylinders are 3 x 315 litre units 
connected with even flow manifolds 
and use a hot water pump to move 
water from the cylinders to the 
manifolds and return 

 The pump is controlled by a solar 
control  

 The tubes are frost and hail protected 

 Warranty on the cylinders is 10 years 
and the manifold array 15 years 
including the tubes 

 Additional roof manifolds/arrays can 
be added to the existing array without 
the need for upgrade of the solar 
pump, control or cylinder 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYpA0gQG5CI


 

Issue 25:  Dairying for Tomorrow Newsletter – June 2014       8 

 

at their usage patterns for water, the capacity to hold water in their main cylinder, whether there was a need for the 
farm to boost on peak power or if they could they could heat water at off peak times, he said.  “It’s reliant on the 
tariff you pay for your energy. On King Island there is no off-peak power with a 27 to 28 cent kilowatt/hour flat rate 
so creating hot water is premium all the time and it’s easier to get a payback,” Mr Cooper said. 

“If a farm, for example, had a 1000 litre a day usage and 1200 to 1300 litre cylinder they might be better off 
exploiting their contract and doing all of their water in off peak because the payback on a solar system could be up to 
20 years.”   Mr Cooper said the units at King Island suited farms with less than 250 cows or use about 500 litres of hot 
water per day. 

“Data from one of the units showed that for the first 24 days of use there was a 36 % offset of power for hot water. 
This will fluctuate with the seasons but I think a 50 per cent reduction over 12 months is achievable but we will 
analyse over the next year.” 

Further information from Dr Rachel Brown Dairy NRM Technical Specialist, Tasmania  P: 0409 333 381 

 

New Generation Effluent Tankers and Spreaders 

A new generation of effluent tankers with improved technology now make pond de-sludging faster, more efficient 

and importantly in many cases cheaper.   

This was demonstrated this autumn when the DemoDAIRY dairy farm at Terang used a local contractor with a new, 

large capacity Canadian built effluent tanker to de-sludge the farm’s first pond.  The tanker, a 23,850 litre capacity, six 

wheel machine manufactured by Houle is owned and operated by Logan Contracting of South Ecklin in Western 

Victoria.  It is towed by a 280 horsepower John Deere 7280R tractor and has front and rear axle steering which makes 

it more manoeuvrable and reduces tyre scuffing around corners.   

The pond to be emptied is agitated by a three point linkage articulated Super Pump attached to a 180 horsepower 

John Deere 7530 tractor.  When agitating the pond, effluent at 15,000 litres per minute is pumped through a 

directional agitation nozzle back into the pond.  This Super Pump is also used to fill the tanker via an auxiliary transfer 

pipe that is manoeuvred into position using a hand set.   

 

 

 

ABOVE: New equipment being used at DemoDAIRY to empty and spread effluent 
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Under typical pond conditions, the Super Pump fills the tanker in 2.5 to 3 minutes.  The thicker the sludge, the slower 

the filling time.  In the paddock, the tanker takes around 2 minutes to empty with the width of spread typically being 

about 13 metres depending on how thick the sludge is.  Depending on the distance between the pond and the 

paddock that the sludge is being spread on, the fast turn-around time means that the machine usually carts and 

spreads between 4 – 6 loads per hour.   

For a typical job, the total cost of agitating, loading, carting and spreading the sludge is about $3,000 per megalitre.   

With previous research showing that the cost of desludging ponds being recouped by the increased pasture or crop 

growth within the first six to twelve months, together with the importance of preventing first ponds from becoming 

overloaded with sludge make the use of these machines even more attractive. 

Graeme Ward, Dairy Australia NRM Technical Specialist SW Victoria 0428 573 280 

 

Financial institutions and Climate Risk in Primary Industries 

In early June CCRISPI (Climate Change Research Strategies for Primary Industries) hosted a webinar titled Financial 

Institutions and Climate Risk for Australian Primary Industries.  It is available for download here;  

http://www.ccrspi.net.au/node/169 

Managing climate/carbon risk is an increasingly important issue for Australian primary producers. The climate 

fundamentally impacts business performance and decision making in the short, medium and long term. 

In this webinar Emma Herd, from Westpac Bank, discusses how financial institutions are responding to climate 

change including how they are incorporating climate/carbon risk into risk assessment policies and processes. She 

explains that Westpac released a position statement about climate change in 2008 and this month have released a 

report titled ‘Financing the Transition to a Low Carbon Economy’.  Emma also discusses future directions for lending 

and insurance products and services and the implications for primary producers.  
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