
PAGE 1 OF 2

GroundCover™ is published bi-monthly by the Grains and Research Development Corporation (GRDC) 
to communicate the latest advances related to crop improvement and grain production technologies.

The GRDC is a global leader in grains industry 
research, development and extension. Each year it 
plans, invests in, manages and promotes hundreds 
of world-class RD&E projects. Its focus is on driving 
discoveries and innovations that will create enduring 
profitability for Australian grain growers.  
 
This includes advanced plant breeding and 
biotechnology, on-farm production and innovation, 
new varieties, environmental management, soil health, 
on-farm grain storage and value chain industries.

GroundCover™ is a national print and online 
information platform delivering dedicated and focused 
information covering the three main cropping zones 
in Australia – Northern, Southern and Western 
regions. With each edition directly mailed to over 
38,000 growers, private advisers/ consultants, state 
departmental agronomists, agribusiness professionals, 
researchers and other industry stakeholders 
nationwide, GroundCover™ provides the most 
dedicated and effective platform for advertisers 
wishing to connect with Australian grain growers.
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TERMS AND CONDITIONS
Every advertisement placed in a GroundCover™ publication (whether in print or online) is 
subject to the approval of the Grains Research & Development Corporation (GRDC). 
GRDC reserves the right to refuse to accept an advertisement for publication; or withdraw 
or cancel an advertisement at any time. GRDC will not be liable for any loss or liability (to 
the extent permitted by law) including for consequential loss, whether due to negligence or 
otherwise to Coretext Pty Ltd (Coretext) or the advertiser due to an advertisement not being 
used or published.
Coretext and the advertiser warrants to GRDC that any advertisement that is accepted for 
publication contains information that is true and correct in all respects, is in no way misleading 
or deceptive such that it may contravene section 18 of the Australian Consumer Law or any 
other provision of any law of the State or Commonwealth.
GRDC and its agents accept no responsibility for any error when instructions or copy have 
been taken over the telephone unless GRDC or its agents receive written confirmation of the 
instructions or replacement copy before the normal copy deadline. It is the responsibility of 
the advertiser or agent to notify GRDC or Coretext of any error immediately it appears. Unless 
notified, GRDC and Coretext accept no responsibility for any recurring error.
Advertisers and advertising agencies lodging material for publication in GroundCover™ 
indemnify the Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC), its directors, employees 
and its agents, including Coretext, against all claims and any other liability whatsoever wholly 
or partially arising from the publication of the material and, without limiting the generality of the 
foregoing, indemnify each of them in relation to defamation, libel, slander of title, infringement 
of copyright, infringement of trademarks or names of publication titles, unfair competition, 
breach of trade practices or fair trading legislation, violation of rights of privacy or confidential 
information or licences or royalty rights or other intellectual property rights, and warrant that 
the material complies with all relevant laws and regulations.
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FOCUS GROUPS SURVEY

“ Love the magazine … please keep sending two copies.”   – VICTORIAN GROWER

“ Keep up the good work. Always an excellent publication.” – WA RESEARCHER

“ A great informative magazine. We look forward to receiving it.”  – SA GROWER

“ GroundCoverTM makes interesting reading … whets your appetite.” 
 – QUEENSLAND GROWER

“ We look for this paper and consider it the best.”  – VICTORIAN GROWER

“ Great material in GroundCoverTM – really get a lot out of it!” – NSW GROWER

“ Great informative magazine. Don’t dare stop my subscription.” – SA GROWER

Members of the Compass Agricultural Alliance, formerly the Darkan Farm Advisory Service, which is one of the oldest grower groups in the country. 
PHOTO Evan Collis

BY JO FULWOOD
CELEBRATING almost 60 years since 

its formation, Compass Agricultural 

Alliance (CAA), formerly the Darkan 

Farm Advisory Service, has survived 

and thrived on the evolution of farming 

in this southern wheatbelt district 

and now proudly represents third-

generation farming members.
As one of Australia’s oldest grower 

groups, CAA began life as part of a 

push by University of Western Australia 

academic Dr Henry Schapper to form 

advisory groups throughout WA’s 
agricultural region.CAA is now one of the only remaining 

groups from that era. According to one 

of the group’s early consultants, Bob 

Hall, these advisory groups were the 

Grower group evolves 
with farm businesses
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genesis of the farm consultancy service 

throughout the state.Mr Hall, who continues to work with 

the grower group, believes the success 

of CAA over such a long period has 

been its ability to respond to the needs 

of its member base.“Prior to the collapse of the wool 

price in the early 1990s, only around 20 

per cent of this country was cropped,” 

Mr Hall says.“After that time, to make the budget 

work, many people would sell an aged 

group of wethers for cash flow, and they 

would substitute the wethers for crop.”

Mr Hall says at the time of the group’s 

formation, there wasn’t a crop spraying 

machine owned by anyone in the shire.

These days it is a very different story 

and the group has recently run a series 

of GRDC-funded sprayer calibration 

workshops to help growers maximise 

sprayer efficiency on broadacre crops.

President Steven Hulse says the 

group’s priorities no longer lie with 

livestock profitability alone and 
almost half of the group’s resources 

are allocated to increasing grower 

productivity in the grains sector.
“Looking at the data from our most 

recent survey in 2019, almost 50 per 

cent of land use in this West Arthur 

Shire is now used for grain production,” 

Mr Hulse says.“But it is likely that this will not 

increase further, given that some of our 

paddocks are unsuitable for cropping.”

Based in a region dominated by forest 

gravel soils, this area in WA’s southern 

wheatbelt regularly receives more than 

500 millimetres in annual rainfall, yet 

crop production potential has been 

limited by this challenging soil type.
Mr Hulse says growers are now looking 

to match rainfall with yield potential, but 

understanding the limitations of plant 

available nutrients, water repellency and 

compaction in these soils has been a 

challenge for many.With the move into increased grain 

production in this very specific and 

difficult soil type, researchers are also 

very interested in helping growers 

achieve the most from these gravel soils.

A GRDC-invested research project 

managed by the University of WA’s Soils 

West group is hoping to understand 

how ironstone gravel particles change 

plant available water and act as a buffer 

for phosphorus supply. FEATURE: PAGE 11
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BY JO FULWOOD
THE tragedy of the COVID-19 virus 

that has swept across the globe since 

the beginning of the year could deliver 

at least one ray of hope – an economic 

boost for Australian wheat growers.
Softening international wheat prices 

very early this year, resulting from supply 

chain uncertainties and an anticipated 

large Russian winter wheat harvest, 

have now been largely cushioned by a 

significant depreciation in the Australian 

dollar against the United States dollar 

and a lift in international wheat prices 

triggered by wheat export restrictions in 

some countries.Australian Export Grains Innovation 

Centre (AEGIC) chief economist 
Professor Ross Kingwell says the 
impact of the virus on the Australian 

economy stemming from the lockdown 

of the Chinese economy and its global 

consequences had devalued the 
Australian dollar about 20 per cent 

between January and March.
Professor Kingwell says Australia is 

particularly vulnerable to any downturn 

in the Chinese economy and there had 

been a diminished demand by China 

COVID-19 cloud may have silver lining for grain growers
for some goods and services produced 

or offered by Australia.“For example, tourism and education 

are hugely important economic sectors 

in Australia and because both of these 

have taken major hits, among others, 

the value of the dollar has not been 

sustained,” he says.“The devalued dollar has provided 

grain growers the opportunity to lock in 

some very favourable wheat prices for 

part of their 2020 harvest.
“As the world commences its economic 

and social recovery, combined with the 

harvest of the northern hemisphere’s 

grain crop in July and August, grain prices 

are less likely to be as attractive during 

our end-of-year harvest period as they 

have been during the early months of 

2020 – so many farm consultants have 

recommended growers lock in prices for 

at least some of their crop.”
Also, global oil prices collapsed as a 

result of crude oil supply continuing to be 

maintained by Russia and Organisation 

of Petroleum Exporting Countries, 
despite a reduction in demand. In mid-

April, however, oil exporters finally agreed 

to lessen their supply to cause a modest 

lift in oil prices. 
CONTINUED: PAGE 2

Companion cropping is a long-term investment in soil biological health for South Australian grower Grant Pontifex.  PHOTO Matt Turner

BY CLARISA COLLIS 

FOR the Pontifex family – Grant, Ben, 
Jodie and Sarah – companion cropping is 
part of a multi-layered strategy to boost 
soil health on 7100 hectares spread across 
three properties in South Australia. 

Two of these properties, totalling 
4700ha, are located at American River 
and Vivonne Bay on Kangaroo Island, 
while a third property comprises 2400ha 
at Paskeville on the Yorke Peninsula. 

Grant says companion cropping 
is one of five measures aimed at 
improving soil biological health, 
particularly soil organic carbon content 
and water-holding capacity. 

Other components of the family’s 
integrated strategy implemented in the 
past 15 years include organic fertiliser 

Soil health strategy 
prescribes crop diversity
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applications (chicken manuring), ground 
cover cropping and zero-till practices 
with emphasis on crop residue retention. 

It is a combination of cultural 
practices that, to date, has increased 
soil organic carbon from 1.5 to 2 per 
cent (soil organic matter) and boosted 
crop water-use efficiency from 12 to 18 
kilograms per millimetre, he says. 

Of this “long-term investment” in soil 
health, Grant says companion cropping 
makes an important contribution 
to crop species diversity which, in 
turn, promotes more-productive and 
profitable winter grain crops. 

Illustrating this effect, the Pontifex 
team found that canola grown as a 
companion to broad beans yielded 
about 300 kilograms per hectare 
more than where it was grown as a 

monoculture during the 2019-20 season. 
This yield gain across 1200ha of 

ironstone buckshot gravel over sand on 
Kangaroo Island was consistent with 
the findings of Grant’s 2018 Nuffield 
scholarship examining farming systems 
in the UK, France, US and Canada.  

In addition to canola with broad 
beans, the mix of companion crops 
planted on the family’s mainland and 
island farms over the past three years has 
comprised chickpeas with linseed, and 
wheat with lentils. They are also trialling 
linseed with faba beans this season. 

The Pontifex team partner a 
nitrogen-fixing legume with a cereal, 
oilseed or flaxseed to encourage 
nutrient and moisture exchange 
between companion planted species. 
This approach helps capitalise on the 
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He estimates that the soil moisture 
and nitrogen which pulses supply to the 
following cereal can lift yield potential by 
up to half a tonne per hectare. 

BY JO FULWOOD

THE tragedy of the COVID-19 virus 
that has swept across the globe since 
the beginning of the year could deliver 
at least one ray of hope – an economic 
boost for Australian wheat growers.

Softening international wheat prices 
very early this year, resulting from supply 
chain uncertainties and an anticipated 
large Russian winter wheat harvest, 
have now been largely cushioned by a 
significant depreciation in the Australian 
dollar against the United States dollar 
and a lift in international wheat prices 

triggered by wheat export restrictions in 
some countries.

Australian Export Grains Innovation 
Centre (AEGIC) chief economist 
Professor Ross Kingwell says the 
impact of the virus on the Australian 
economy stemming from the lockdown 
of the Chinese economy and its global 
consequences had devalued the 
Australian dollar about 20 per cent 
between January and March.

Professor Kingwell says Australia is 
particularly vulnerable to any downturn 
in the Chinese economy and there had 
been a diminished demand by China 

COVID-19 cloud may have silver lining for grain growers
for some goods and services produced 
or offered by Australia.

“For example, tourism and education 
are hugely important economic sectors 
in Australia and because both of these 
have taken major hits, among others, 
the value of the dollar has not been 
sustained,” he says.

“The devalued dollar has provided 
grain growers the opportunity to lock in 
some very favourable wheat prices for 
part of their 2020 harvest.

“As the world commences its economic 
and social recovery, combined with the 
harvest of the northern hemisphere’s 

grain crop in July and August, grain prices 
are less likely to be as attractive during 
our end-of-year harvest period as they 
have been during the early months of 
2020 – so many farm consultants have 
recommended growers lock in prices for 
at least some of their crop.”

Also, global oil prices collapsed as a 
result of crude oil supply continuing to be 
maintained by Russia and Organisation 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries, 
despite a reduction in demand. In mid-
April, however, oil exporters finally agreed 
to lessen their supply to cause a modest 
lift in oil prices. CONTINUED: PAGE 2

effect in which a legume ‘trickle-feeds’ 
nitrogen to its companion crop.

Other important considerations 
shaping the family’s companion cropping 
program are harvestability and storage. 

For example, broad beans and 
canola can be harvested simultaneously 
because the disparity in crop seed size 
can be thrashed effectively through the 
header rotor sieves. 

On-farm experimentation has also 
shown they can store broad beans and 
canola together in 200-tonne silo bags.

Grant says there was no moisture 
transfer between the different grain types 
in storage, even though these crops have 
different maximum moisture content 
requirements – 14 per cent in broad 
beans and eight per cent in canola.

     FEATURE: PAGE 4

Nuffield scholar Stuart McDonald is hosting a replicated NSW Department of Primary Industries experiment on his grain and livestock farm. PHOTO Nicole Baxter

BY NICOLE BAXTER

THE preservation of ground cover has 
become a non-negotiable aspect of 
farm management for New South Wales 
mixed farmer Stuart McDonald.

Stuart says the 17 weeks he spent 
visiting other growers, with GRDC 
investment through a Nuffield 
scholarship, pushed him out of 
his comfort zone and inspired 
experimentation and change on his 
1363-hectare family farm.

Now, ground cover is prioritised on his 
Canowindra property to cool the soil over 
summer, reduce moisture evaporation 
and speed rainfall infiltration.

“I have become less enthusiastic 
about making hay and overgrazing 
since seeing the benefits of ground 

International 
study tour inspires 
practice change

BY JO FULWOOD

THE tragedy of the COVID-19 virus 
that has swept across the globe since 
the beginning of the year could deliver 
at least one ray of hope – an economic 
boost for Australian wheat growers.

Softening international wheat prices 
very early this year, resulting from supply 
chain uncertainties and an anticipated 
large Russian winter wheat harvest, 
have now been largely cushioned by a 
significant depreciation in the Australian 
dollar against the United States dollar 
and a lift in international wheat prices 

triggered by wheat export restrictions in 
some countries.

Australian Export Grains Innovation 
Centre (AEGIC) chief economist 
Professor Ross Kingwell says the 
impact of the virus on the Australian 
economy stemming from the lockdown 
of the Chinese economy and its global 
consequences had devalued the 
Australian dollar about 20 per cent 
between January and March.

Professor Kingwell says Australia is 
particularly vulnerable to any downturn 
in the Chinese economy and there had 
been a diminished demand by China 

COVID-19 cloud may have silver lining for grain growers
for some goods and services produced 
or offered by Australia.

“For example, tourism and education 
are hugely important economic sectors 
in Australia and because both of these 
have taken major hits, among others, 
the value of the dollar has not been 
sustained,” he says.

“The devalued dollar has provided 
grain growers the opportunity to lock in 
some very favourable wheat prices for 
part of their 2020 harvest.

“As the world commences its economic 
and social recovery, combined with the 
harvest of the northern hemisphere’s 

grain crop in July and August, grain prices 
are less likely to be as attractive during 
our end-of-year harvest period as they 
have been during the early months of 
2020 – so many farm consultants have 
recommended growers lock in prices for 
at least some of their crop.”

Also, global oil prices collapsed as a 
result of crude oil supply continuing to be 
maintained by Russia and Organisation 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries, 
despite a reduction in demand. In mid-
April, however, oil exporters finally agreed 
to lessen their supply to cause a modest 
lift in oil prices. CONTINUED: PAGE 2
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cover overseas and at home in dry 
seasonal conditions,” Stuart says.

“I want to avoid compacting the soil 
surface so it can take in the maximum 
available rainfall over summer.”

To preserve available ground cover, 
Stuart is building containment yards 
to accommodate up to 2000 sheep 
whenever grazing conditions do not 
benefit animals or paddocks.

Stuart says his travels have 
encouraged him to trial some of the 
tactics he saw overseas growers using 
to add diversity to his mixed farming 
system. One tactic he has tested is 
companion planting.

In 2019, Stuart sowed wheat and 
chickpeas together in two 17ha 
trial paddocks that had been sown 
previously to a mixed-species summer 

forage crop. While the wheat-chickpea 
mix established well, producing good 
levels of biomass, the companion crop 
ran out of moisture when the season 
turned dry.

“I had hoped to harvest the 
chickpeas, but they were droughted out 
by the wheat and died,” he says. 

“We harvested one light 17ha wheat 
crop and lightly grazed the remaining 
17ha.”

Stuart says that he would trial the 
mix again if it was planted into a 
paddock that had been fallowed over 
summer. 

Dry conditions take away a bit of the 
experimental enthusiasm, he says, but 
there is potential for a wheat/chickpea 
mix to produce grain in a high-rainfall 
season.

When GroundCover™ spoke to 
Stuart earlier this year, he planned 
to expand his PBA HatTrick (PBR) 
chickpea plantings.

LRPB Kittyhawk (PBR) wheat 
and RGT Planet (PBR) barley were 
earmarked for planting on paddocks, 
previously sown to canola or chickpeas, 
where ground cover was low following 
dry seasonal conditions.

Additionally, he hoped to bulk 
up LRPB Mustang (PBR) wheat as a 
replacement for AGT Condo (PBR). 

He says the decision was made after 
NSW Department of Primary Industries 
trials, with GRDC investment, showed 
early termination of a mixed-species 
summer forage crop enabled the winter 
crop to yield 2.15 tonnes per hectare of 
grain.  FEATURE: PAGE 27
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