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INTRODUCTION: RENEWED OPTIMISM FOR THE SEASON
AHEAD

Welcome to the March 2026 UNFS newsletter.

Some very welcome rains have provided renewed optimism for a wet seeding

after several years of dry sowing, helping to replenish subsoil moisture across the

region. Rainfall totals have varied, but there is widespread gratitude for stored

moisture as we head towards seeding.

At UNFS, we were pleased to welcome Sarah Voumard to the team as Project

Officer in February. We also congratulate Stefan and Jade on expecting their

second child in June, with Jade commencing maternity leave for the second half

of this year.

Several projects are currently approaching completion, including:

MLA PDS – Improved Pasture Management Systems

Break Crop Suitability Across Landscapes

GRDC NGN – Demonstrations of Residual Summer Weed Control for the Mid

and Upper North, South Australia

We are excited to commence a number of new projects this year, ranging from

one-year initiatives to longer 3–5-year programs. These include:

NGN GA Precision Ag Soils Focus Group

Innovative Management Solutions to Enhance Crop Productivity in Heavy

Soils in the Southern Region; Drought

Climate Resilient Sheep Farms and Landscapes Tailor-Made for Low Rainfall

Farming Regions

Drought Resilience in Novel Emerging Dryland Farming Practices – A

Scientific and Economic Basis (STRAP – Stress Testing Regenerative

Agricultural Practices)

GRDC NGN Managing and Mitigating Dry Saline Soils (magnesia patches) in

South Australia

Alongside these, we continue to progress our current projects and look forward to

sharing project information and findings through our events, newsletters and

social media.

Our Pre-Seeding Meetings are coming up at Booleroo (13 March) and Nelshaby

(31 March). We are fortunate to have Professor Chris Preston presenting on weed

control, alongside Leet Wilksch, Dr Marg Evans and local agronomists Dustin

Berryman and Stefan Schmitt. We hope to see you there to discuss weeds and

management strategies for seeding and the season ahead.
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UNFS UPCOMING EVENTS

UNFS Pre-Seeding Meeting

Friday, 13 March 2026 - Booleroo Sporting Complex

 

UNFS & Nelshaby Ag Bureau Pre-Seeding Meeting

Tuesday, 31 March - Napperby Tennis Club

See all UNFS coming events
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Welcome Sarah Voumard - UNFS Project Officer

Growing up on the family farm North of Jamestown, Sarah is involved with sheep

work and wool classing on the mixed farm, as well as tree and shrub plantings

which are increasing shade and shelter for stock and adding biodiversity to

grazing paddocks.

Sarah is tertiary qualified in Environmental Policy and Management and

Agribusiness. She has been working with farmers in the Mid North, on the Eyre

Peninsula, and Pastoralists for over a decade, delivering projects and services in

the agriculture sector.

You may have seen Sarah in the audience at an UNFS event, she is keen to chat

with you and is excited to be working closely with Ag Bureau’s to deliver projects

this year.
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UNFS PROJECTS UPDATE

Pulse Suitability Project Update
By Jade Rose

The Pulse Suitability Project led by UNFS, funded by Droughthub in collaboration

with the SARDI Clare Agronomy team, and AIR EP, has established a series of

paddock-scale demonstration sites across three Node regions to investigate break

crop suitability across variable landscapes. At Melrose and Jamestown,

demonstrations focused on lentils and intercropping systems to assess their

potential in areas where lentils have traditionally struggled due to heavier soil

types, waterlogging risk and frost exposure. These demonstrations aimed to

improve knowledge around break crop establishment, agronomy and risk

management to help growers make more informed decisions when integrating

break crops into challenging environments.

Melrose - The Melrose demonstration site was located on a grey clay to clay loam

soil typical of heavier Upper North soil types, likely a calcareous clay profile. Soil

testing indicated moderately alkaline conditions with some salinity and sodicity

issues within the soil profile. These characteristics can contribute to structural

constraints such as reduced infiltration, waterlogging risk and restricted root

growth in parts of the paddock. This was reflected in crop performance, where

biomass and yield were lower and more variable across zones compared with the

Spalding site. Biomass ranged from approximately 2.0 to 3.6 t/ha, with grain yield

between 1.4 and 1.7 t/ha, indicating strong spatial variability likely driven by soil

constraints. For lentil production, these soil characteristics present several

challenges, as lentils are particularly sensitive to waterlogging, poor soil structure

and salinity. As a result, crop establishment and early growth may be inconsistent

in these environments, highlighting the importance of understanding landscape

variability and exploring management options such as variety selection,

intercropping or targeted paddock placement to improve reliability.

Spalding - The Spalding demonstration site was characterised by a brown clay

loam soil, which is generally lighter and more uniform than the Melrose soil type.

Soil testing showed near-neutral pH with minimal salinity or sodicity constraints.

Organic carbon levels were slightly higher, supporting improved soil structure

and water infiltration. These soil characteristics were reflected in crop

performance, with higher and more consistent productivity across the paddock.

Biomass ranged from approximately 3.2 to 3.8 t/ha, while grain yields were

between 2.1 and 2.5 t/ha, indicating a more favourable growing environment and

less spatial variability. These conditions are generally more suitable for lentil

production, as lentils perform best in well-structured soils with good drainage and

minimal subsoil constraints. The Spalding site therefore provided a useful

comparison for assessing how lentils may perform in soils with fewer physical and

chemical limitations.

Together, the Melrose and Spalding demonstration sites highlight how landscape

variability and soil type strongly influence break crop performance and suitability.

While lentils can offer valuable rotational benefits such as nitrogen fixation and

improved weed management, their reliability is closely linked to soil structure,

drainage and subsoil constraints. The heavier, more constrained soils at Melrose

demonstrate the challenges lentils can face in environments prone to

waterlogging, salinity or poor soil structure, whereas the more uniform clay loam

soils at Spalding provide conditions that are generally more favourable for lentil

establishment and growth.

By comparing crop performance across these contrasting soil types, the project

aims to improve understanding of where lentils are best suited within Upper

North farming systems, and to explore management approaches such as

intercropping and paddock selection to help reduce risk and improve break crop

resilience across variable landscapes. Further economic evaluation will be

conducted by Pinion and released in the 2025 UNFS Results Compendium.
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NEW PROJECT

NGN GA Precision Ag Soils Focus Group
By Rachel Trengove

Breezy Hill Precision Ag Services will partner with Upper North Farming Systems

(UNFS) to deliver the ‘NGN GA Precision Ag Soils Focus Group’ in the Redhill

region, supporting the next generation of growers to better understand and

manage soil variability.

Precision agriculture (PA) adoption is often driven by access to local expertise and

technical support. Regions with strong advisory networks have historically

achieved high uptake, and this project aims to strengthen that capacity in the

Upper North.

In recent years, the grains industry has invested heavily in research and

technology to help growers better understand and manage soil constraints in

three dimensions across their paddocks and properties. As a result, several

advanced tools and commercial products are now available that use machine

learning to map constraints such as sodicity, pH, salinity, and gravel content, as

well as identify the depth at which these factors begin to limit plant available

water capacity (PAWC). This level of insight allows growers to make more

informed variable rate (VR) soil management and input decisions.

Building on previous soil variability work in the region, as well as momentum

generated through the UNFS GRDC Grain Automate Day in 2026 and 3D soil

mapping initiatives, this new focus group will provide practical, locally relevant

learning opportunities for growers in the Redhill and Crystal Brook districts.

Led by Jessica Koch (photo: right) and Michael Wells (photo: left) of Breezy Hill

Precision Ag Services, the project will establish a farmer precision ag focus group,

deliver hands-on workshops and demonstrations, and support participants to

develop paddock-specific VR management plans. Learnings will be shared more

broadly through UNFS extension activities, building regional confidence and

accelerating adoption of precision ag technologies across the Upper North.

SAVE THE DATE

Precision Ag Soils Focus Group - Workshop 1

LIMITED SPOTS AVAILABLE! Register via link below

LIMITED SPOTS AVAILABLE - Register here 
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NEW PROJECT
Targeting Heavy Soil Productivity

By Jade Rose

Heavy soils, commonly found across the GRDC Southern Region and including

Sodosols, Vertosols, Calcarosols, Chromosols and Dermosols play a major role in

regional cropping systems. These soils often present management challenges due

to physical and chemical constraints such as poor structure, low infiltration, hard-

setting surfaces and waterlogging. While significant RD&E investment has

improved productivity on sandy soils in recent years, heavy soils have received

comparatively less attention, particularly in the Medium and Low Rainfall Zones

where expensive subsoil amelioration is often uneconomic.

To address this gap, GRDC is investing in a new collaborative research program

focused on improving the productivity and profitability of heavy soils across the

Southern Region. The program aims to deliver a 10% increase in grain yields on

heavy soils by 2030, relative to the 2020–24 baseline.

The project will focus on four key areas: improving understanding of the major

constraints affecting heavy soils and identifying management options; testing

promising strategies through large-scale demonstration trials across low, medium

and high rainfall zones; delivering practical guidelines and decision-support tools

to growers and advisors through targeted extension; and monitoring adoption

and impact through an ongoing evaluation framework.

The project is led by CSIRO in partnership with the University of Melbourne and

Adelaide University, with strong regional delivery through grower groups and

advisors including Upper North Farming Systems, Birchip Cropping Group, Field

Applied Research Australia,Trengove Consulting and Soil Function Consulting.

Economic analysis will also be undertaken with Pinion Advisory to ensure

strategies are both practical and profitable for growers.

UNFS will host a trial site on the western side of the region at Wandearah,

focusing on a grey loam clay soil with several known production constraints. These

include salinity issues, surface salt accumulation, low pH, and elevated boron levels

at depth, all of which can limit crop establishment and root growth. The site will

be used to investigate a range of potential management strategies aimed at

improving crop performance and soil function under these conditions.

Together, this collaboration aims to develop cost-effective management solutions

and provide growers with the knowledge and tools needed to improve

productivity on heavy soils across the Southern Region.
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FEBRUARY EVENTS

Nelshaby Ag Bureau Bus Tour
6 February - Wandearah East, Crystal Brook & Belalie East

The Nelshaby Ag Bureau hosted a successful bus tour in February, visiting four

livestock enterprises across Wandearah, Crystal Brook and Belalie East. Each

business has invested in feeders and confinement-feeding infrastructure over the

past five years, giving the group a look at how different operations are setting up

their systems. The day offered a valuable look at livestock infrastructure and set

ups, feeding approaches and operations in action.

The tour began at Brett Reid’s shearing shed at Wandearah East, where a Haynes

Engineering modular shearing shed set-up demonstrated an efficient workflow for

shearing sheep. A raceway leads to two base modules that hold sheep upright and

at the entrance to the stand, cutting out the usual shearers ‘catch and drag’ from a

pen. The result is faster sheep flow, less strain on the shearing team and increased

outputs. This set-up has worked well running 1,500 lambs through the shed.

At Nick and Andrew Grieg’s, the group saw a large consignment feeding and

stock-spelling facility. The impressive double ramp can unload 18 decks in an hour!

The facility can hold a up to 400 cattle or 1,500 sheep. A highlight was the Grieg’s

Foodtech auto-feeder system, with 15,000 litre capacity bins, suitable for pellet or

grain-based feed and can feed up to 800 sheep per unit. The hosts discussed the

feed they use, the benefits of molasses additives to encourage intake and the

importance of securing feed orders months in advance due to lead times.

At Belalie East, Neville Jacka outlined how their feedlot manages incoming sheep,

including vaccinating, worm-testing and shearing woolly lambs on arrival. An

Optiweigh unit and eID tags helps them track stock weights and they adjust feed

to prevent weight loss. They discussed how their auto-feeder system support

lambs from paddock feed onto grain. Neville also discussed The Shepherd auto-

feeder and noted a few maintenance considerations for producers looking at

similar setups. Producers were interested in the effective solar-powered water

aeration system and use of chlorine tablets that has reduced trough cleaning from

daily to every three days in the confinement pen.

The final stop was Broad’s cattle confinement feeding operation, where the group

saw large-scale yard infrastructure, ramps with air-operated brakes, auto head bale

and large on-farm grain storage. The yards have the capacity to store up to 3,000

cattle overnight.

Overall, the tour offered a valuable look at practical, innovative infrastructure and

on-farm systems in action. It was a great opportunity to see and discuss these

operations and share insights that other producers can draw on when making

decisions for their own businesses.

The Nelshaby Ag Bureau and UNFS thank all host farmers who welcomed the

group to their property’s and shared their operations and learnings.

Thank you to SA Drought Hub funding and making this event possible.
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AWI Extension SA Sticky Beak Day

18 February - Merriton

UNFS hosted an AWI Extension SA Sticky Beak Day at the Combe family’s

shearing shed in Merriton on 18 February. The session focused on rebuilding ewe

numbers for productivity and profitability. Presenters Nathan Scott of Achieve Ag

Solutions, Deb Scammell of Talking Livestock and Chris Scheid of Moore Australia

shared practical planning, strategies, nutrition and financial decision-making of

flock rebuilding.

The group explored flock rebuilding options such as buying in dry or scanned in

lamb ewes, retaining older ewes, joining ewe lambs and accelerated joining. Each

option was discussed thoroughly, with considerations around cost, Fit to Join

assessment, pasture availability, management, biosecurity, nutritional needs and

long-term flock structure.

Nutrition was a strong theme, with discussion on ewe condition scoring, energy

requirements through pregnancy, feed quality and testing and the nutritional

value of stubbles.

Chris demonstrated how a simple ‘partial budget’ financial tool can help compare

flock-building scenarios by weighing additional income (new income + costs

saved) against additional costs (new costs + income lost). When the income

outweighs the cost, it is an indicator of surplus cash to the business from

introducing the partial change. Chris is happy to share this budget tool with any

interested producers and can be contacted via email chris.scheid@moore-

australia.com.au.

Other highlights from the day included a discussion on technology such as

Optiweigh, as a useful way to capture real-time weight data in the paddock and

support decision making around feeding and nutritional needs of the stock. The

Combe family also showed the group their feedlot set up, the practical layout,

trough placement and shade availability.

The presenters provided growers with practical knowledge and options to rebuild

flock numbers while balancing risk, cost and flock performance. UNFS thanks the

Combe family for hosting and AWI Extension SA and partners for supporting the

valuable and well-attended event.

Further insights about 'Rebuilding the Flock' from the presenters are available via

the links below, thanks to AWI Extension SA.

Buying Ewes - Nathan Scott, Achieve Ag Solutions

Flock Build Up, Important $ Considerations - Chris Scheid

Retaining Older Ewes or Mating Ewe Lambs - Deb Scammell
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Carbon Farming Workshops in the Upper North

In February, Ruth Sommerville and Ed Scott partnered with UNFS to deliver three

Carbon Farming Outreach Program workshops in Burra, Laura and Melrose. The

sessions were tailored to the farming systems of the Mid North and provided a

practical introduction to carbon cycles, the use of CO₂ equivalents as the global

standard for reporting greenhouse gas emissions, and the principles behind

carbon farming. Ruth and Ed also explored farm-based strategies to manage

carbon within production systems, highlighting opportunities to improve on farm

efficiency and future market access.

Click on the link below to access a full overview of the workshops along with tools

and resources to support carbon farming.

Full Overview - Carbon Farming in the Upper North
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Succession Planning Session - 2 March

Nelshaby Ag Bureau members were joined by Tony Catt and Lauren Brinkmann

from NEXT Transition for a practical and thought-provoking session on succession

planning this week funded by N&Y Landscape Board and SA Drought Hub.

A key message was that land value can complicate succession discussions. In

farming, “equal” and “fair” are rarely the same thing - and equal simply doesn’t

exist in most farm businesses. With cropping land often returning only 2–2.5% on

assets, Tony challenged the room to think about fairness in terms of income, not

asset value. A $3 million share portfolio and a $3 million farm may look equal on

paper, but they can generate vastly different incomes. As Tony noted, income

drives lifestyle - not assets - and as many farmers are well aware, it is possible to

hold significant land value with little cash flow. The biggest challenge is keeping

expectation and reality aligned.

Succession planning is about defining an exit plan, not leaving everything to be

sorted “when I’m dead”. Tony highlighted the “3 D’s” - Death, Divorce and

“D#$%heads” - as risks every plan must consider. Importantly, families must

balance not “handcuffing” the next generation while also protecting other family

members, particularly off-farm siblings. Provision for off-farm children needs to be

addressed early, not deferred.

Lauren emphasised that communication is critical. Succession planning should be

a standing agenda item, discussed regularly - just like a cropping plan with your

agronomist. Plans should integrate with day-to-day business decisions and include

four core elements: an exit strategy, an operationally sound business plan, and

clear pathways for both on-farm and off-farm children.

Tony reminded attendees that “succession planning is an art, not a science” - and,

importantly, “hope is not a plan”.
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Managing Medic Pastures after Drought
By David Peck & Lee Barrett - SARDI

Annual medics pastures provide high quality and high protein feed to livestock

and fix nitrogen which lifts the yield and protein levels of the following crops. A

long-term drought project is searching for annual medic genotypes that are

better able to handle droughts. The research question is do annual medic

accessions collected from climates similar to low rainfall areas of South Australia

in 2030-2050 outperform current cultivars. Sites are located at Black Rock and

Palmer. While genotypes have the potential to increase medic drought resilience,

the focus of this article is how to manage your medics after a drought.

Annual medics are grown in rotation with grain crops, with the medics grown

every two, three or sometimes four years. Medics regenerate from soil seed

reserves and need to have suitable levels of a seed dormancy called

hardseededness to persist through 1-3 years of cropping. The number of medic

plants that regenerate is dependent on the size of the soil seed pool and the

hardseededness levels. In drought years, less seed is added back into the seed pool.

After a drought year, consider bringing a paddock back into medic sooner than

usual. If you usually practice 1:2 rotations, you can do 1:1 rotations. To balance this,

after a wet year you can lengthen the rotation.

Early in the growing season, medic paddocks can be monitored for plant numbers

and allocated to poor, OK or high productive paddocks. This can be done by

simple observation (figure 1) or more formally by counting number of plants in a

small quadrat (e.g. 0.1 m2 and multiple by ten to get plants/m2). Plant number per

m2 > 500 can be allocated to good, 200-500 as OK, and < 200 to poor. In average

and wet years, when demand for feed is lower, the poor and OK paddocks can be

managed for increased seed set. Strategies to consider include: 1) best practice use

of herbicides to minimise competition; 2) reduce grazing from first flowering

onwards; 3) delay spray topping. Increasing the seed set in the poor and OK

paddocks will improve their subsequent performance and hence the farming

systems benefit they provide.

This project received funding from the Australian Government’s Future Drought

Fund. We thank Tom Kuerschner for hosting the Black Rock trail and the UNFS for

assisting us in extension of the project.
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Onion Weed Biocontrol - Regional Working Group
Luke Ellery - Orroroo, SA

Onion weed continues to spread across the Upper North, reducing grazing

capacity, contaminating grain and rapidly expands following poor seasons or

groundcover decline. Chemical control is unreliable on mature plants, and tillage-

based control conflicts with soil conservation in fragile country.

While onion weed’s declaration was revoked in 2015, PIRSA has confirmed this

non-declared weed can still be included in biocontrol programs. CSIRO has already

isolated a rust fungus (Puccinia barbeyi) from France and successfully cultured in

CSIRO laboratories. Although this biocontrol concept has been presented to

industry, progress has stalled due to lack of coordinated producer backing.

Government and industry stakeholders have indicated they are willing to support,

if regional leadership emerges.

UNFS supports the formation of an Upper North Onion Weed Working Group to

coordinate regional input and pursue onion weed biocontrol. To express interest to

join this working group, please contact Luke Ellery, Orroroo, SA on 0428 308 272

or email: lukeellery24@hotmail.com.
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Kick off Ya Boots

Kick Off Ya Boots is offering regional groups the chance to host a 2025/26 Movie

Dinner event, showing a filmed version of the popular production that blends

humour, music and storytelling to spark conversations about farming life, mental

health and community wellbeing.

Press on the link below to see the prospectus, that explains the show “tells the

story of the Conner family… struggling with the issues of drought, finances,

succession and family communications,” using an engaging, relatable approach to

support rural communities.

Would you or a community group you're involved with like to host a Kick off Ya

Boots movie dinner in the Upper North? You can run the night in a format that

suits your community and use it as a fundraiser, while Ifarmwell provides the film,

tech support and on-site assistance.

Contact John Gladigau on 0428 874 315 for more information.

Kick off Ya Boots Prospectus
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Find out more - Business 2 Business Drought Program
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Press here for more info - Coordinated Fox Control
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Join David Cornish and Cam Nicholson as they cut through the noise on carbon,

methane and net zero with straight answers grounded in evidence and on farm

reality.

Session 1: Busting the myths

6pm AEDT, 24 March

Session 2: From theory to on farm action

6pm AEDT, 26 March

Register here!
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THANK YOU TO OUR RESEARCH PARTNERS
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Formed in 2001, the Upper North Farming Systems

(UNFS) Group conducts research trials and provides

extension and networking opportunities for farmers,

agronomists, researchers and primary industry.

The UNFS Group covers a diverse geographical area in

the Upper North Region of South Australia. The region

is bordered to the north and east by the pastoral

zones and extends south to the higher rainfall zones

and encompasses the towns of Booleroo Centre,

Crystal Brook, Hallet, Jamestown, Laura,

Peterborough, Nelshaby, Orroroo, Quorn and

Wilmington.

The group aims to undertake regular events for its

members and the broader agricultural community in

the region including workshops, crop walks and Hub

events. The feature event on the calendar is the

annual member’s expo. In 2025 this will be a Grain

Automate Expo held at Melrose Showgrounds and

delivered by SPAA and UNFS. 
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