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SANTFA R&D continue to deliver a range fully funded innovative projects

https://us9.campaign-archive.com/?u=06a4156c9e24e6db56529f607&id=43e4a86ff9

4 of 21 5/01/2021, 7:29 am



5 Recent Insights into the Emerging
Importance of Plant Root Exudates

Joel Williams | Integrated Soils
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Figure 1: Aerial roots on maize excreting carbohydrate-rich mucilage

containing specific exudates now known to recruit N fixing bacteria.

Source: Van Deynze et al [2018].
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Table 1: Potential functional role of root exudate components identified

from different rhizospheres. Source: El Zahar Haichar et al [2014].
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Hay in a CTF and No-Till System
By Melissa Pouliot

Scott Blurton

Grey loam with sodic subsoil

Continuous cropping since 2006

Disc seeder since 2011

Hay on CTF since 2013

When Streatham farmer Scott Blurton decided he wanted to increase hay

production as a non-chemical alternative to weed control and added income

stream in his no-till Controlled Traffic Farming system without compromising

soil health, he had nobody to ask for advice except himself.

Five years later he feels he’s now got the hang of it, and that he is definitely on

the right track, literally.

Scott is an international pioneer of growing hay in a CTF, no-till system with

many others around the world now looking to him for guidance and ideas.

“When I started looking into this there was nobody in the world doing it. It took a

lot of thought, a bit of working out, but I wanted to produce more hay without

going against the soil health benefits I was starting to see from my no-till, CTF

system.”

Having stopped burning his paddocks, getting out of sheep and implementing a

no-till cropping system in 2006 to improve his soils and build a more robust

cropping enterprise, Scott’s initial motivation to produce more hay was to shift

away from chemical weed control.

“We were struggling with rye grass which made it difficult to grow any legumes

profitably, and we saw hay as a non-chemical alternative to weed control. It

also got us away from relying so much on grain by providing a different income,

therefore making the farm a bit more robust.”

Because their rotation was heavily cereal-based they also had too much straw

which was hard to manage, and hay became an important part of their rotation.

Summer covers

The real kicker though for taking his hay production to a new level by
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converting it to no-till CTF was what he observed on his paddocks when he

started growing summer covers. Through his involvement with VicNoTill, the

concepts they were introducing to maintain all-year cover and grow different

groups of crops for underground soil biology benefits had caught his interest.

“I started growing covers to get diversity and biology into the soil, plus extra

cover on my paddocks. The summer covers wouldn’t germinate on the

tramlines but they had no trouble germinating in the paddocks. That set this up

for me in my mind. We wanted and needed to keep producing hay for a whole

range of reasons, so I had to find a way to do it without driving all over my

soils.”

He says most people told him it would be too hard, and he’s not pretending that

it hasn’t been.

“It has taken a lot of working out and thought, and it been expensive to get into

but now that I’m set up it’s working really well.”

Limited sun

Scott’s family settled ‘Tara’ in 1947 in an often cold, wet and cloudy part of

Victoria. Scott refers to his system as ‘no-till cropping below the 45th parallel’

where you can go for up to two months in winter and not see the sun.

Although they get plenty of winter rainfall, their grey loam soils with sodic

subsoil limits their ability to capitalise on the rain in spring. This year was a

classic example, with a wet winter but the driest September and October on

record. The result: a disappointing grain fill. But thanks to the hay being able to

capitalise on the winter rainfall, the year has still turned out well.

“The hay has gotten us away from relying on grain because it gives us a

different income and makes the farm more robust overall,” he says.

Straw overload

Another reason for moving into the hay was trying to better manage their

heavily cereal-based rotation.

“On a three-year rotation we are looking at 15 tonnes of straw per hectare in

those three years. With this comes a lot of problems with establishing canola

such as slugs, earwigs and all the other straw-related problems.

“The hay sets things up for canola seeding very nicely. It is an important

management tool within our system from several perspectives.”

Another key motivator for producing hay was to stop fighting so much with

Mother Nature in the paddock.

“Essentially you can end up making money out of something you’re spending

big money on trying to control. I see it as more working with nature rather than

against it.”

Weed control
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Scott says the proof is in the results.

“I’ve had a soil scientist come out and he said rye grass roots were good for

building fine soil particles. That’s where the hay is great because nobody wants

rye grass in their crop because it’s such a fierce competitor but you can make

some money out of it in a hay crop.

“In terms of weed control, it has been really good. We were finding by the end

of our rotation, by the time we got back to the canola, there was very high weed

pressure and we were relying on chemicals to control the seed bank. Now that

we have very low weed numbers out of the hay, it takes off the chemical

pressure, and getting rid of that bulk our canola germination is better.”

More robust

Scott says hay production is also a way for farmers to get all their eggs out of

the one basket.

“I have definitely built a more robust system, now we’re getting through the

initial high purchase outlay, it’s getting better all the time. I’m really happy with

how it’s working.”

He’s also happy with the amount of cover he still has on the ground.

“My soils aren’t bare and exposed, there is still plenty of cover in my hay

paddocks. I’ve got the rotary rake set up so we can hold the fingers up off the

ground, and so we’re keeping our cover.

“Also, by sticking to the tramlines, we’re not compacting our soil and therefore

not disturbing what we’re trying to achieve in our no-till system.”

Multi-species

He is also trying multi-species hay and has found that oats and clover go well

together.

“The broad and narrow leaf go well together, we’ve just had to do some fine-

tuning with the oat rate as they tend to choke out the clover. There are a lot of

benefits to the multi-species such as a clean seed bed the following year, which

sets us up for canola seeding very nicely.

“It also getting diversity into the soil which is good for our underground biology.”

Disc benefits

Sowing with a disc means they have no clods, hence they have clean hay.

“The disc definitely helps from the perspective of no clods. In this environment

we do have some challenges with the disc when it gets muddy and damp.

When the disc is working well it does an amazing job.”

Scott trialled a stripper front several years ago but felt it wasn’t quite the right fit

for his system.

“The stripper straw would provide too much shading, which I know sounds a bit

strange when you speak to growers on the other side of the divide who are
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wanting as much shading as they can. But you really need to experience our

climate to understand it; we are more chasing the sunlight than trying to shade

our crops from it.”

Farmers helping farmers

Scott generous with sharing what he’s learnt and is still learning. He says the

value for him of being part of VicNoTill goes well beyond how to incorporate

more diverse crops into your system and opening his eyes to CTF.

It’s also the network of other growers to call upon and share ideas with.

Growers who have turned to Scott for advice include Luke Rethus, who farms

near Horsham with his father Geoff and brother Tim.

Luke says the value of the VicNoTill network was invaluable when they wanted

to set up for CTF hay. “You can ring someone up, have a chat about certain

things, if I’m starting something new you can ring up someone and they’re

always happy to help.  Like Scott with the hay.”

Scott agrees. “It’s good to bounce ideas with others and it’s been good to see

others making it work. I can learn from others too, like the Rethus’s, and keep

updated on how they’re making it work in their system.”

Long-term

The real motivator for what he’s doing comes in the form of two little boys,

Oscar 8 and Sam, 5.

“I’ve got two boys who are really interested in the farm and I’d like to hand it

them in a better condition than what it is. And the way to do that is to keep

improving my soils and farm in a way that is more in tune with nature and not

against it.”
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Cattle wearing ESHEPHERD collars enabling graziers to monitor animals

and control movements remotely
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