
 

Tilling and soil wetters benefit local crops

March 2 2016, by Tony Malkovic, Sciencenetwork Wa

  
 

  

“At West Midlands, the strategic tillage approach gave superb results—wheat
establishment improved by 60 per cent and yield by 85 per cent an increase of
1.5 tonnes per hectare, compared with the unploughed treatments,” he said.
Credit: United Soybean Board

Tilling paddocks and using soil wetters can dramatically increase the
yield of wheat and barley crops growing in the water-repellent gravel
soils found across much of WA's farmlands.

They're some of the findings from a series of trials undertaken recently
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by researchers from the Department of Food and Agriculture WA
(DAFWA).

In some cases, crops established more quickly and yields increased by
more than 80 per cent with a combination of tillage and wetting agents.

The findings were outlined by DAFWA soil researcher Dr Stephen
Davies at the Grains Research and Development Corporation's grains
research update held at the Perth Convention Centre this week.

The researchers tested the effects of wetting agents to help soils absorb
more water as well as strategic, one-off tilling of sandy gravel soils at
West Midlands (Badgingarra and Moora) and forest loam soils around
Kojonup east of Perth.

Water repellent soils are a concern for farmers as they can reduce
productivity.

More than three million hectares of land in the south-west agricultural
region is considered to be at risk of soil water repellence.

At the GRDC grains research update, Dr Davies outlined the results of
the trials.

"At West Midlands, the strategic tillage approach gave superb
results—wheat establishment improved by 60 per cent and yield by 85
per cent an increase of 1.5 tonnes per hectare, compared with the
unploughed treatments," he said.

"At Kojonup, strategic tillage gave excellent results in forest loamy
gravels and the soil wetters also worked very effectively.

"Strategic tillage on these forest gravels increased establishment by up to
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one-third and increased yield by 50 per cent or more, an actual yield
increase of more than 1.3 t/ha.

"The soil wetters increased barley establishment by 10 to 70 per cent,
depending on the treatment.

They found yield increased from 15 to 30 per cent, representing an
increase of 0.5 to 1.0 t/ha of extra grain yield.

With the sandy gravel soils at Badgingarra, soil wetters did not have a
great effect on plant establishment and yields.

"At this stage, it looks like strategic tillage is one of the better options
for managing repellence on those soils [sandy gravels]," Dr Davies
explained to his audience at the GRDC update.

"With forest gravels [such as Kojonup], it seems the wetting agents are
an exceptionally good option for a relatively low cost," he said.

This article first appeared on ScienceNetwork Western Australia a
science news website based at Scitech.
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