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n Wimmera grower David Jochinke, 34, was 

not going to let the frustrations of a sodden 

summer hold him back. He pounced on 

the full soil moisture profile, dusted off the 

district’s farm history and planted sunflowers.

David’s 90 eye-catching hectares (a sparkling 

yellow panorama crowned by a rainbow when 

Ground Cover visited) mark a retro-crop 

revival for the region, where sunflowers were 

widely grown in the 1970s when summer 

rain was more common. Other growers are 

watching the results in case sunflowers can 

again offer a double-cropping option after 

decades of having to exist on a single crop.

David, from Murra Warra about 30 

kilometres north of Horsham, planted the 

sunflowers as an ‘opportunity crop’ to 

offset losses from downgraded grain and 

weed control during the wet summer. 

However, he says introducing sunflowers 

to the cropping sequence – wheat, barley, 

lentils, chickpeas, canola, safflower and 

faba beans – might also benefit future cereal 

crops by increasing beneficial soil microbes, 

particularly vesicular arbuscular mycorrhiza 

(VAM), and reducing leaf diseases.

“We’ve had to think differently because this 

is the first year in my farming career that I’ve 

seen a full moisture profile,” says David, who is 

treasurer of the Victorian Farmers Federation.

Although sunflowers are common in the 

northern grains region as a summer crop, 

a small but increasing number of southern 

growers are starting to sow sunflowers in 

the December-January planting window. 

NSW Department of Primary Industries 

acting technical specialist for northern farming 

systems Loretta Serafin says the area sown to 

sunflowers in southern NSW increased by about 

280ha and by about 190ha in Victoria in 2011. 

 Ms Serafin says no-till systems that better 

retain moisture have made the ‘thirsty’ crop a 

more viable alternative for southern growers.

David sowed two hybrid varieties for 

the polyunsaturated oil market into the 

stubble of oaten hay harvested in December. 

Lower-than-usual planting densities, seeded 

at a rate of 1.7 kilograms/ha, were used 

so the sunflowers could reach maturity 

solely with the available soil moisture.

Apart from the cost of transporting the 

harvest to one of the few southern sites 

equipped for drying and receiving sunflowers, 

David says the cost of seed, at $64/ha, was 

the largest expense and he was expecting 

the crop to return $500 to $600 a tonne.  □

– Clarisa Collis

�more information: david Jochinke,  

david@jochinke.com.au; loretta serafin, 02 6763 1147

by Melissa Marinon The full potential of dual-purpose crops 

– wheat, barley and canola that can be 

grazed in the early vegetative stages before 

continuing on to produce grain – is to be 

explored in an extensive review of the 

GRDC’s research investment in this area.

Dual-purpose crops, mostly developed in 

the 1990s, have been popular for more than a 

decade in high-rainfall zones, providing winter 

stockfeed before continuing on to produce 

normal grain yields. But the trend back to 

incorporating livestock into cropping regimes 

is making dual-purpose crops increasingly 

popular in all grain-growing regions. 

This has prompted the Dual-Purpose 

Crops Review, headed by GRDC project 

managers Tom Giles and Tanya Robinson. 

The review began in June with a grower/

adviser survey across Australia’s mixed-

farming zones as the precursor to developing 

a national research strategy for these crops.

The review will seek to determine how 

and where dual-purpose crops are being 

grown across a range of cropping regions 

and, from this, also ascertain growers’ 

plant breeding and agronomy priorities.

Mr Giles says the survey was a 

crucial starting point for building a 

research strategy because it has allowed 

growers and advisers to help shape what 

is subsequently put into practice.

The review marks the first time a ‘lens’ of this 

revIew to booSt natIonal role of dUal-pUrpoSe cropS
magnitude has been cast across the subject of 

dual-purpose crops and Mr Giles says it comes 

at an opportune time. He says in recent years 

there has been growing demand for information 

about dual-purpose crops from growers and 

agronomists – and increasingly from areas 

beyond the high-rainfall zone for which they 

were originally bred and traditionally sown.

The GRDC is already planning to 

extend dual-purpose crop investment, but 

Mr Giles says a clearer picture of their 

use across the country is required. 

“Out of this review we want to get a good 

idea of who is actually utilising this type 

of system to determine what they need and 

how we can improve it for them,” he says. 

Ms Robinson says the review will 

identify the gaps in dual-purpose cropping 

knowledge and help set the GRDC research 

agenda in terms of breeding, agronomy and 

extension. It will cover all crops that can 

be grazed, including oats and triticale.

Driving increased interest in dual-purpose 

crops is their potential to be used as a cropping 

and risk-management tool as well as a winter 

feed source, Ms Robinson says. “A very big 

selling point is that you can use grazing as 

a management tool to extend your growing 

period,” she says. “Sow earlier, harvest later 

and reduced frost risk are additional benefits.”

In the traditional grazing region of 

Goulburn, NSW, for example, graziers are

‘opportunity crop’ takes a rain bow
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again offer a double-cropping option after 

decades of having to exist on a single crop.

David, from Murra Warra about 30 

kilometres north of Horsham, planted the 

sunflowers as an ‘opportunity crop’ to 

offset losses from downgraded grain and 

weed control during the wet summer. 

However, he says introducing sunflowers 

to the cropping sequence – wheat, barley, 

lentils, chickpeas, canola, safflower and 

faba beans – might also benefit future cereal 

crops by increasing beneficial soil microbes, 

particularly vesicular arbuscular mycorrhiza 

“We’ve had to think differently because this 

is the first year in my farming career that I’ve 

seen a full moisture profile,” says David, who is 

treasurer of the Victorian Farmers Federation.

Although sunflowers are common in the 

northern grains region as a summer crop, 

a small but increasing number of southern 

growers are starting to sow sunflowers in 

the December-January planting window. 

NSW Department of Primary Industries 

acting technical specialist for northern farming 

systems Loretta Serafin says the area sown to 

sunflowers in southern NSW increased by about 

280ha and by about 190ha in Victoria in 2011. 

 Ms Serafin says no-till systems that better 

retain moisture have made the ‘thirsty’ crop a 

more viable alternative for southern growers.

David sowed two hybrid varieties for 

the polyunsaturated oil market into the 

stubble of oaten hay harvested in December. 

Lower-than-usual planting densities, seeded 

at a rate of 1.7 kilograms/ha, were used 

so the sunflowers could reach maturity 

solely with the available soil moisture.

Apart from the cost of transporting the 

revIew to booSt natIonal role of dUal-pUrpoSe cropS
magnitude has been cast across the subject of 

dual-purpose crops and Mr Giles says it comes 

at an opportune time. He says in recent years 

there has been growing demand for information 

about dual-purpose crops from growers and 

agronomists – and increasingly from areas 

beyond the high-rainfall zone for which they 

were originally bred and traditionally sown.

The GRDC is already planning to 

extend dual-purpose crop investment, but 

Mr Giles says a clearer picture of their 

use across the country is required. 

“Out of this review we want to get a good 

idea of who is actually utilising this type 

of system to determine what they need and 

how we can improve it for them,” he says. 

Ms Robinson says the review will 
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n The saying, ‘the best-laid plans of mice and 

men’ originates in a Robert Burns poem about 

a farmer uncovering (and collapsing) a mouse 

nest while ploughing his field – an apt epigram 

in many southern grain districts this season. 

However, for Coonamble grower Alexander 

Burnheim, the disappointing turn-of-events 

earlier in the year came not from mice, but from 

his venture into a late-sown mungbean crop – 

which did at the time seem a ‘best-laid plan’.

The Burnheim property was inundated 

during the December floods and 

560 hectares of mungbeans seemed a good 

way to utilise the surplus soil moisture 

and recoup some of the flood losses.

“Our chickpeas were pretty much wiped 

out so we saw this as a chance to recover 

something … and with the full soil moisture 

profile this was as good a time as any to 

try our hand at mungbeans, which we’d 

never grown before,” Alexander says.

After sowing in early January, the crop 

(inoculated seed) got off to a good start, 

tolerating a heat wave, and all it needed 

was a little in-crop rain, which never 

eventuated – and, as it has turned out, a 

portend to how 2011 was to unfold.

“Basically, it didn’t get enough of a 

kick along for the roots to reach the subsoil 

moisture, which was about 25 centimetres 

down. Just 30 millimetres of rain would 

have been enough … but we didn’t get it.”

Alexander is, however, philosophical 

about the experiment and still sees enough 

merit in the crop to consider trying again 

this year, but sowing much earlier.

“We got enough off the crop for seed so 

depending on how this season pans out we 

might try again, but with a late September or 

October planting. Summer cropping in the 

Coonamble area is an opportunistic venture.”

Alexander’s attraction to mungbeans 

is that they are a legume and legumes 

are important in their rotation, which is 

otherwise based mostly around wheat and 

chickpeas. Legumes and periodic lucerne 

crops are their sole nitrogen source. 

“And I’m not a huge fan of sorghum in 

this area, so mungbeans could be a good 

option if we can make them work,” he says.

Alexander reported that the start to 

this year’s winter cereals program was the 

latest he had known: “If it wasn’t for the 

stored soil moisture we’d technically be in 

drought. By July we’d had almost no rain, 

so it’s that retained soil moisture that is 

going to be what we’re relying on.”  □

– Brad Collis 

Feature: Page 37

By gio Braidotti

n The stem rust strain causing global 

concern, Ug99, has spread along Africa’s 

east coast and reached South Africa. That 

movement increases the chances of Ug99 

reaching Australia, but experts still rate the 

likelihood of an incursion as extremely low.

Professor Robert Park, the GRDC 

Chair of Cereal Rust Research who heads 

Ug99 global monitoring efforts, says rust 

spores can be carried on high-altitude 

winds from Africa to Australia. Two stem 

rust pathotypes that first a
ppeared in 1969 

are believed to have been transported to 

Australia from central Africa in this way.

However, years of preparation – including 

at the international level through the Durable 

Rust Resistance in Wheat initiative – have 

left Australian farmers in a strong position 

should Ug99 cross the Indian Ocean.

“Currently, I would say Australia is fairly 

well placed,” Professor Park says. “We have 

resistant wheat varieties and we continue to 

develop DNA markers for resistance genes 

that are broadly effective against Ug99. 

“But rust can possess other features 

we don’t fully understand that can make 

a pathotype more dangerous than we 

realise. So there are some gaps in our 

understanding of what is likely to happen.”

This seems to be the case in South Africa, 

where Professor Park says stem rust generally 

has become a bigger problem since the arrival 

preparation to Be teSted aS ug99 edgeS cloSer 

of Ug99. It was certainly the case with the 

Western Australian stripe rust incursion in 2002. 

“Based on its virulence, we did not 

expect stripe rust to be as serious as it 

was in WA,” he says. “That pathotype 

turned out to be aggressive and adapted 

to higher temperatures and as a result 

was a bigger problem than expected.”

That interplay of factors and pathogens 

means researchers are more likely these 

days to view Ug99 as just one part of a 

greater challenge posed by crop diseases. 

That means diseases other than Ug99 are 

the focus of concern, with Professor Park 

ranking it alongside exotic threats such as 

stripe rust of barley, Karnal bunt, Russian 

wheat aphid and leaf rust of durum wheat. 

Nationally, there are concerns with stem 

rust generally, with Professor Park noting 

YitpiA ’s vulnerability and the build up of stem 

rust inoculum over the past 12 months in the 

wetter weather. The season has also already 

recorded its firs
t incidence of stripe rust.

“Conditions currently are ripe for problems, 

especially in south-eastern Australia,” Professor 

Park says. “If wet conditions continue, we 

are quite concerned. It highlights that Ug99 

is not happening in isolation and needs to 

be viewed along with other threats.”

That was the view taken at the Borlaug 

Global Rust Initiative workshop recently 

convened at the University of Minnesota by

Mungbeans don’t follow script but lessons learnt
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nest while ploughing his field – an apt epigram 

in many southern grain districts this season. 

However, for Coonamble grower Alexander 

Burnheim, the disappointing turn-of-events 

earlier in the year came not from mice, but from 

his venture into a late-sown mungbean crop – 

which did at the time seem a ‘best-laid plan’.

The Burnheim property was inundated 

was a little in-crop rain, which never 

eventuated – and, as it has turned out, a 

portend to how 2011 was to unfold.

“Basically, it didn’t get enough of a 

at the international level through the Durable 

Rust Resistance in Wheat initiative – have 

left Australian farmers in a strong position 

should Ug99 cross the Indian Ocean.

“Currently, I would say Australia is fairly 

well placed,” Professor Park says. “We have 

resistant wheat varieties and we continue to 

develop DNA markers for resistance genes 

that are broadly effective against Ug99. 

“But rust can possess other features 

we don’t fully understand that can make 

a pathotype more dangerous than we 

realise. So there are some gaps in our 

understanding of what is likely to happen.”

This seems to be the case in South Africa, 

where Professor Park says stem rust generally 

has become a bigger problem since the arrival 

preparation to Be teSted aS ug99 edgeS cloSer 
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n It was an anxious wait for a wet spring 
finish in many parts of south-east Australia 
after a promising start; mice notwithstanding. 
Then just when the parched soils of 
regions like the Mallee and Wimmera were 
causing hopes to fade, the skies opened.

For growers in the Mallee and Wimmera, 
an eleventh-hour rain-front at the end of 
September signalled the difference between 
a below-average and an average season.

Mallee farmer Roby Leathbridge says 
summer rain at the start of the year and 

subsequent high levels of subsoil moisture had 
heralded a promising start to the cropping season. 
But the inevitable challenges soon mounted with 
low rainfall around germination, compounded 
by the worst mouse plague in decades. 

“The rain came in dribs and drabs. We 
recorded a reasonable August rainfall of about 
56mm, but there was no substantial follow-up.”

The topsoil had dried out completely by 
late September, putting a question mark over 
the 4000ha of cereals, oilseeds, legumes and 
pasture grown by Roby, his father Don and 
nephew (Don’s grandson) Andrew McDonald.

Then on 28 September the Mallee received 
a timely 24mm. The difference will bring 
crops closer to their full potential. “The wheat 

and barley now have the potential to fill – 
we could go four rows of grain on the head 
instead of two,” Roby says. “The moisture 
will also help the canola pod up with quality 
seed and the peas should flower longer.”

The Leathbridge farming business comprises a 
2600ha family property at Lalbert supplemented 
by share farming and leased land. The cropping 
program includes 970ha of MaceA spring wheat, 
740ha of YitpiA and 480ha of GBA RubyA. About 
320ha has been planted to HindmarshA barley, 
190ha to Potoroo grazing oats and, for the first 
time since 2000, 250ha to canola (Pioneer 44C7).

About 600ha is routinely sown to field 
peas – a rotation ‘break crop’ well suited to 
the property’s red sandy loam. Roby says the 

Alma and new late-flowering KaspaA varieties 
have easily produced a 2.5t/ha average in 
recent years, despite seasonal challenges.

In addition to their agronomic value – 
nitrogen fixing and breaking the cereal root 
disease cycle – the peas provide a consistent 
market for the Leathbridges in an otherwise 
volatile environment. That security comes from 
a long-standing association with Australian 
food company Ward McKenzie. “We have been 
selling peas to Ward McKenzie for more than 
30 years,” Don says. “The relationship is built 
on mutual support; we need each other.”  □

– Melissa Branagh-McConachy 
Feature: Pages 24-25

By Melissa Marino

n A new multi-million-dollar research 
centre to optimise prospects for Australia’s 
grain growers and exporters in world 
markets has begun development.

The Australian Export Grains Innovation 
Centre (AEGIC) brings together research 
in areas identified as important to growers, 
exporters and international buyers and 
will help ensure breeding programs (and 
consequently growers’ harvests) meet the 
quality attributes customers require. 

Targeted scientific programs on grain quality, 
genetics and disease as well as processing and 
storage will run hand-in-hand with research on 
key business priorities such as grain economic 

analysis and strategic market intelligence. Quality 
testing services are also expected to feature.

The AEGIC will be one of a network 
of five National Centres of Research 
Capabilities specialising in grain production 
and economic research disciplines under the 
new Grains Industry National RD&E Strategy 
in which the GRDC is a major driver.

The strategy, says GRDC managing 
director John Harvey, is designed to reduce 
research duplication and fragmentation and 
the centres will help ensure there is adequate 
infrastructure and expertise to meet the 
needs of growers and the grains trade.

Those needs, he says, were identified through 
the establishment of the national RD&E strategy 
and an extensive ‘capability audit’, which 

NEw RESEaRcH cENTRE TO alIGN EcONOMIcS aNd BREEdING
identified knowledge gaps where more research 
was required. Key among them is the need 
to ensure Australian grain meets customers’ 
quality requirements, plus the development 
of more grain products with new and unique 
functions such as high-amylose wheat.

“There is also a clear need for more 
economic analysis to underpin our investments 
and to ensure that what we’re investing in is 
going to give growers the best possible return 
and that’s absolutely critical and something 
I’m quite passionate about,” he says.

Mr Harvey says AEGIC is a significant 
advance in creating a synergy between 
scientific and economic research. “One of 
the objectives is to try to create a critical 
mass and foster the synergy that you can get 

between disciplines,” he says. “It’s a really 
substantial development and people probably 
don’t realise the significance of it yet.” 

Particular benefits are expected to flow 
from the aligning of breeding technology 
research with market intelligence, ensuring 
growers are producing a product best suited to 
customers’ needs, he says. This is especially 
important post-deregulation to ensure the 
Australian grains industry retains its position 
as a premium exporter, particularly to Asia.

The Perth-based AEGIC is a partnership 
between the GRDC and the Department 
of Agriculture and Food, WA (DAFWA), 
operating for the benefit of growers and 

Eleventh-hour rain restores season’s hopes
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Southern Mallee farmer Roby Leathbridge (centre) with his father Don (left) and nephew Andrew McDonald. The family has been growing peas for Ward McKenzie for more than 30 years. Photo: Brad Collis
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