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Harvest is off and racing with the first load for 2024 
delivered into Esperance in early October. It has been a 
roller coaster year which saw crops across the port zone 
surviving hand to mouth for much of the season. The skies 
finally opened in August but, reminiscent of 2023, spring 
was again short lived with a dry September and October. 
It is, however, valuable to reflect on how modern farming 
practices and varieties continue to evolve to make sure we 
can harvest a crop despite all the challenging conditions 
thrown our way each season.
I encourage you to keep an eye out on the SEPWA 
website as harvest progresses. Andrea will be working 
hard to upload the variety trial results as soon as they are 
harvested.
Finally, I would like to thank all our members, trial hosts, 
sponsors, collaborators, project partners and staff for 
their work with SEPWA in 2024. Your efforts are greatly 
appreciated as we continue to work towards improving 
the profitability and sustainability of grain growers in the 
Esperance port zone.
Best wishes for a safe and sensible harvest.

Jodi Duncan 
SEPWA President 

Current SEPWA projects 
Project & Demonstration  
Site Location Project Donor

NGN North Mallee Non-Wetting Sand Management 
– 1 site

Salmon Gums GRDC, Host Grower & 
SEPWA

Riskwi$e  – 1 site

Grass Patch GRDC, Host Grower & 
SEPWA

Dam Catchment Liner Demonstrations – 2 sites

Mt Ridley Community Water 
Supply Program, Host 
Growers, DPIRD & 
SEPWA

Salmon Gums

NGN Comparison of nitrogen demand and banking 
strategies to aid N decision making in Esperance -  
4 sites

Cascade

GRDC, Host Grower & 
SEPWA

Grass Patch

Scaddan

Beaumont

More effective control of pest snails in Australian 
grain crops  – 1 camera monitoring site and 
predator fly release sites

Coomalbidgup
GRDC, SARDI & SEPWA

Myrup
 

SEPWA President Jodi Duncan flanked by SEPWA Executive Committee 
members Greg Campbell (l) and Murray Ayers (r).
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Cascade farmer Chris Roberts was 
founding President of SEPWA from 
1994 to 1998 and an integral driver 
of the passion, the vision and 
the energy of the grower group’s 
founding Executive Committee. 
Collectively they believed it was 
possible to form a grower group 
that would support grain growers 
in the Esperance port zone. 

The Esperance area at that time had 
a reputation from the sole wheat grain 
marketer, AWB, as the producer 
of wheat of doubtful quality and, 
as Chris himself said, “as growers 
we needed to be proactive and do 
something to improve and strengthen 
our position into the future.” 

Under Chris’ leadership they set 
to work identifying and prioritising 
issues that needed to be addressed, 
corralling science, infrastructure 
investment, and capability to bring 

about the change in mindset both 
from growers and the broader 
industry to drive this change.

During the 80’s and early 90’s all 
research was slowly withdrawn from 
the area. Esperance wheat growers 
had to rely on eastern states varieties 
to plant their crop and the WA 
Department of Agriculture’s wheat 
breeding program was focused on 
the Wheatbelt, their varieties poorly 
adapted to the south coastal region. 

With the belief that the region had 
the potential to produce 2.5 million 
tonnes of wheat, the Executive 
Committee thought the south 
coastal region was being neglected 
and breeding programs grossly 
underfunded. They realised that 
they as a committee had to educate 
themselves to better understand 
this very complex wheat industry; 
the grass root issues for growers, 

breeding, grain quality, end user 
requirements and grain marketing 
and then try to pass on more 
information to members so they 
could understand better market 
requirements. No small task!

Chris was also a Director of COGGO 
from its formation until February 2011 
and remained very interested in 
farming long into his ‘retirement’.

SEPWA will be forever grateful for 
Chris’ drive to test the boundaries 
and to search for opportunities. He 
embodied the selfless dedication 
to the farming sector that forms 
the bedrock of the success both 
SEPWA and grain producers in the 
Esperance port zone have achieved 
over the past three decades.

It is an honour to call him our 
founding President. 

Remembering 
SEPWA’s Founding 
President

Chris Roberts (L) and Jamie Hart (r) enjoy a conversa-

tion at the SEPWA Harvest Review

Chris Roberts (r) and Mark Biven (l) 
look at different bread products 
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Bill Sharp has called time on his 
15 years with SEPWA, making the 
decision to leave the SEPWA Variety 
Trials Coordinator role.

After 25 years with the Department of 
Agriculture, Bill moved to Esperance 
in 1998 to join the Esperance District 
Office as Senior Technical and 
Certification Officer.

In 2004, he formed his own seed 
production company, Multiseeds.

Despite already running Multiseeds, 
Bill’s wife Kym encouraged him to apply 
for a  SEPWA Variety Trials Coordinator 
role advertised in the Esperance 
Express in April 2009.

“At the time I’d set up Multiseeds, I’d 
been helping Kevin Young and my 
wife Kym suggested I get another job 
because I’d been spending too much 
time watching TV,” he said.

“So I applied and went in to the 
interview and got the job – they rang 
me about an hour later because of my 
experience with the Ag Department and 
trials.”

Although he didn’t know it at the time, 
setting up Multiseeds bought about 
a new era in the SEPWA variety trials 
program, although he was initially wary 
of having a conflict of interest.

“I didn’t want to have a conflict because 
I was affiliated with seed companies, 
so I didn’t want a conflict but because I 
knew the seed industry because of my 
company, I was able to get access to 
new varieties.

“It’s wheat and barley but it’s also 
included canola trials and we’ve even 
dabbled in oats and pulses.

“So having Multiseeds has helped 
SEPWA get access to new varieties and 
also helped the breeding companies, 
because they could liaise through 
me. I could contact them and set up 
the system where we could get new 
varieties in for growers to look at over 
large-scale trials, so that’s how that 
happened. An ad in the paper.”

Bill Sharp and former 
SEPWA Executive 

Committee member 
Andrew Heinrich 

assessing grain prior 
to use in the SEPWA 

Variety Trials program.  

Bill Sharp 
farewells 
SEPWA after 
decade and  
a half
By Liam Ducey
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Over his 15 years, Bill has seen the 
industry change, mainly with farmers 
planting earlier, which has bought about 
its own set of problems for the variety 
trials program, as well as getting the 
grain to Esperance in the first place.

“There is a lot of work involved in setting 
up these variety trials and making sure 
that seed gets here and that’s one of the 
biggest hassles, now growers are going 
in earlier, it’s trying to get canola seed 
and wheat seed into Esperance of the 
new varieties so they can go into trials. 

“A lot of the varieties are hybrids and 
obviously there’s limited amounts. 

“Some varieties get here quickly, but 
others you’re just on the borderline if 
growers are sowing in April there’s still 
seed arriving in April, especially canola. 

“Wheat and barley seem to be a little bit 
easier because they’re not going in as 
early, they go in at the end of April and 
we get seed here by the end of March, 
but yeah that is one of the challenges.”

However, he said 
consistent support for 
SEPWA’s variety trials 
from farmers has been 
invaluable, especially in his 
early days in the role.

“One of the comments I’d 
make, some farmers the 
whole time I’ve been doing 
the trials would be doing 
SEPWA variety trials each 
year which has given a lot 
of consistency to the data 
collected.”
Now after 15 years, Bill said his decision 
to leave SEPWA was driven by the fact 
that, living in Australind, he couldn’t give 
the role the attention it deserved.

“I just don’t think I’m servicing SEPWA 
as well as I would if I was living in 
Esperance. 

“Plus the fact I’m 68 now, I think I need 
to start slowing down a little bit on 
what I’m doing. I’m still making myself 
available if my input is needed, I don’t 
want to just leave it because I put a fair 
bit in to getting the SEPWA variety trials 
program to where it is, and I’d hate to 
see it slowly disappear. 

“They’ve always been one of the 
strongest aspects of SEPWA, the 
variety trials and for farmers to see new 
varieties of wheat and barley and now 
canola, pulses and oats, and see them 
in big-scale trials rather than in 1.2 
metre-wide plots.”

Bill’s role will now be taken on by 
current SEPWA project officer Andrea 
Carmody.

Bill Sharp collecting variety trial grain samples during harvest.

SEPWA R&D Subcommittee Chairperson 
and Treasurer Dan Sanderson, SEPWA R&D 
Coordinator David Cook, SEPWA Project 
Manager Andrea Carmody and SEPWA CEO 
Michelle Handley came together to farewell 
SEPWA Trials Coordinator Bill Sharp (centre).
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Pipe by pipe and tank by tank, Scott 
Wandel is improving water storage 
and operational efficiency on his farm, 
with the aim to have the capacity 
to store 10 million litres in roofed 
tanks strategically located across 
his property.  He believes this will be 
enough water to operate comfortably 
through three consecutive dry years. 
Scott farms ‘Ridley Plains’, a 10,500 
hectare property predominantly 
producing wheat, barley and lentils in 
a region with an annual rainfall of under 
500mm.

While he says the timing of the rain is 
more important than the amount, he also 
concedes it’s been a tough start to the 
year.

“I don’t study the rain that much,” he said.

“You can have a really good year with 
170mm if it all falls at the right time, it’s 
timing more than the amount. 

“Our last big rainfall event was 90mm in 

July last year.

“This summer here we’ve probably lost 
300mm a month through evaporation, two 
metres of water out of the dams because 
it was hot and dry from September to the 
end of May.

“It was a long time, and we didn’t get any 
summer thunderstorms. I work on getting 
25mm a month for summer, and you’ll get 
that in two rains, and we just didn’t get 
anything.

“This year’s just an abnormal one, that will 
change.”

Increasing Rainfall Captured
Historically sheep and cattle traffic would 
have compacted the dam catchments 
across ‘Ridley Plains’ however, since 
destocking the catchments have become 
more friable and penetrable to rainfall. 
This has resulted in less runoff and water 
captured in dams. 

While Scott still runs cattle, it’s only 400 
head across 10,500 hectares for a short 

period over the summer.

One method Scott and his team have 
employed to replicate this compaction 
from livestock to help increase runoff 
from rainfall events has been to use a 
heavy roller on the catchments at every 
opportunity they get.  

On another catchment Scott has also 
experimented with the use of silage 
plastics as a liner for the catchment to 
reduce the runoff threshold of rainfall and 
capture from small rainfall events.  

Last year Scott took on hosting a 
project that has seen the installation of 
22 second-hand CBH tarpaulins over 
approximately 0.90ha of an existing clay 
catchment.  This installation is part of a 
demonstration project funded through 
the Community Water Supply Program, 
managed by SEPWA in collaboration with 
the Department of Primary Industries and 
Regional Development (DPIRD), the Shire 
of Esperance and ASHEEP & BEEF to 
determine whether these second hand 
CBH tarps are a cost-effective option for 

Wandel’s water vision paying 
dividends – A Grower Case Study
 By Liam Ducey
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growers to increase the amount of water 
they capture in their dams.  

This catchment has been lined with 
tarps now for 12 months and shows that 
runoff is being achieved off the tarps 
after 1.5mm of rainfall as compared to 
the 10mm required to create runoff from 
a traditional maintained clay catchment.  
A flow meter set up at the base of the 
tarped area shows that almost 20,000 
litres of flow is being generated from 
2mm rainfall events from this area of 
tarped catchment.

Rainfall has been monitored at this tarped 
catchment, and for the last 12 months 
there have only been two rainfall events 
greater than 10mm.  These falls have 
been measured as 12mm and 13mm, 
enough to cause runoff from a maintained 
clay catchment, but not significant 
amounts.  Whereas the tarped catchment 
was capturing runoff every time rainfall 
exceeded 1.5mm.   

These catchments and dams are key 
components of Scott’s water distribution 
network.

Tank Installation Reduces Evaporation 
and Increases Spray Efficiency
Originally each block of ‘Ridley Plains’ 
had four or five key dams, because they 
were all sheep paddocks originally, so 
they all had dams. However, over time 
two or three of the dams have gone dry.  
That means that Scott has focused on 
maintaining the two or three remaining 
key dams per block.

“We’ve got three good ones (dams) 
across the top of the farm, and they’re 
all interconnected with solar pumps and 
pipes, and then what we do is put our 
spray tanks, so our half million litre tanks, 
in strategic spots in the middle of the farm 
so we can spray 2,000 hectares around 
the tank, so it’s not too far to cart water to 
the spray rig.”

The tanks and dams are interconnected 
by kilometers of poly pipe across the 
farm, so Scott is able to move water from 
tank to tank and even fill a different dam if 
he wants too.  

“If we get to the point where dams are 
overflowing, we can shuffle water around 
a bit, so we don’t waste any water.

“Rather than have the boom spray take 
water out of a dam we have put a three-
kilometre pipeline in and if it’s in the right 
spot it increases your efficiencies with the 
boom spray.”

Having the water out of the dam and 
in the tanks also significantly cuts 
evaporation loss, with Scott noting his 
dams easily lose 300mm of depth a 
month during summer.

With no stock, a dam with two metres of 
water in it will be down to a metre by the 
end of summer purely due to evaporation.

The improved efficiency achieved 
through the strategic location of the 
tanks also means the entire farm can be 
sprayed with just one boom sprayer.

“You need spray water, and we got sick 
of sucking water out of the back of a dam 
and thought right we’ll put big settling 
tanks in, that was the original idea.

“What actually happens, the tanks double 
as settling tanks because you’re putting 
clay water in, and you just leave it sitting 
in a tank and the clay will all fall out and 
it will actually settle. So, by getting it out 
of the wind and the rain, the yabbies and 
everything stirring it up, the clay will just 
settle and the water becomes clear.

“It’s super-efficient… the boom spray 
pulls in, has a tank, pulls in; doesn’t need 
to fold up or anything, does three or four 
tanks worth of spraying around the tank, 
then we’ll take 40,000 litres in our truck 
down the road, park it in the middle of the 
paddock and just work out of that. 

“He’s got a nurse truck obviously, but 
in ten minutes he’s loaded up and gone 
again. It’s a one-person operation.”

With all available water going into the 
tanks, Scott’s aim is to stockpile enough 
water for three years of spraying at a 
spray rate of 100 litres per hectare, 
roughly 10 million litres of storage.

“We’re at about four, five million litres of 
water stored in tanks, so it’s only really 
five million more litres worth of tank 
storage and we’re there, but I work on the 
theory of don’t buy the tank until the dam 
is full then suck the dam out. 

“There’s no point in putting a tank there if 
your dam isn’t full. We’ll wait until we get 
a big summer thunderstorm, a big event, 
get all the dams full and then we’ll go and 
spend money on the tanks.

“Some people might have a big shed set 
up that’s catching heaps of water then 
they take the water out to the paddock. 

“But with the size of this farm, we don’t 
have the sheds but we’re putting the 
tanks in strategic places and then just 

using pipes to use that.”

Scott says his network of pipes and 
half-million litre tanks are a form of future 
proofing and drought proofing, as proven 
by the self-described tiny little tanks on a 
new shed he’s building.

“With the new shed I’m building; I’m 
going to catch about three million litres 
of water a year off the shed set up. I 
don’t actually need the water here. I’ve 
got two tiny little tanks. Everyone laughs 
at my tanks because it’s a big shed. It’s 
100,000, 200,000 litres of storage and in 
40ml of rain, one month’s winter rainfall, 
I’ll fill them. 

“What do I do with the other 11 (months 
rainfall)? 

“We’ve got a float switch in the top 
of where the water ends up, so it 
automatically kicks in, the pump turns on, 
and it’s pumping it three kilometres out to 
a half million litre storage in the middle of 
the farm. I don’t need spray water storage 
at the sheds, they’re on the edge of the 
farm, we can only spray three or four 
hundred hectares around them, the other 
1600 hectares is out in the middle there. 
So, we go and put the tank in the spot 
and move the water to that.”

The project started off with 200 000 litre 
tanks, with Scott quickly realizing they 
needed to go bigger, with the half-
million litre tanks costing in the region of 
$45,000.

It’s a lot cheaper than the alternative.

“If we didn’t have the water we’d have to 
cart from town, $600 bucks for 40,000 
litres.” 

Scott Wandel and 2024 SEPWA/F&G Scholar-
ship recipient, Olivia Antonio, talk about Scott’s 
approach to improving water security for his 
cropping operation.
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It is over 12 months since 1.3 
hectares of second-hand CBH tarps 
have been installed across two dam 
catchments. One in Salmon Gums 
and the other in Mt. Ridley, both are 
demonstration sites to show the 
impact of the second-hand tarps 
on increasing rainfall runoff and 
capture as compared to traditional 
clay catchments.  This work is funded 
through the Community Water Supply 
Program and is managed by SEPWA 
in collaboration with John Simons 
from the Department of Primary 
Industries and Regional Development 
(DPIRD) and in consultation with the 
Shire of Esperance, ASHEEP & BEEF 
and the grower hosts of both sites. 

The Mt. Ridley site has 0.88ha of tarps 
laid beside 3.5ha of maintained clay 
catchment and both catchments flow 
into the same dam.  A trail camera has 
been set up at this site taking images 
every hour since installation to track 
against a rainfall logger that has also 
been installed to determine the amount 
of rainfall it takes to achieve runoff 
on the maintained clay catchment in 
comparison to the tarped area.  From 
this we have learnt rainfall will start to 
runoff the tarps after a 1.5mm rainfall 
event, while the clayed catchment 
requires around 10mm in one event 
before runoff will occur. 

The rainfall data logged at the two 
individual sites show that the Salmon 
Gums site only received 10mm or more 
in one rainfall event on three occasions 
in the past 12 months.  The Mt. Ridley 
site only received two falls of 10mm or 
greater in that time.  Even with a well-
maintained clay catchment, in years 
with similar rainfall patterns to the last 12 
months, there are very few opportunities 
to capture any runoff from maintained 
clay catchments.  

At both sites, the dam levels dropped 
from the time of installation in August 
2023 until March 2024, when at the 
Salmon Gums site a 26mm fall was 
received.  This downward trajectory of 
the dam level at Salmon Gums prior to 

the March rain was due to evaporation. 

At the Salmon Gums site slight 
increases in the dam level occurred 
after rainfall events between 1 - 2mm.  
At this site the runoff from the tarps 
flows directly into the dam, there is no 
silt trap here. 

The Mt Ridley site continued to drop in 
dam level until the end of April 2024.  
While evaporation was a factor in the 
loss from this dam too, a large portion 
of the water captured in this dam was 
removed by a windmill to a roofed tank 
strategically placed on the farm to 
protect against further evaporation and 
provide for an efficient spray program.

The Mt. Ridley catchment has a silt pit 
located prior to the dam which dried 
out after the 2023/2024 summer and 
required several rainfall events in June 
and July before it was replenished 
sufficiently to allow water to flow into 
the dam.  While some soil drifts onto the 
tarped catchments, the water flowing 
from them contains less sediment 
than the water coming from the clay 
catchments and as a result a silt pit 
may not be required where tarps are 
installed.    

In March of 2024, DPIRD obtained 
funding from the GGA WaterSmart 
Dams project to install a flume and 
monitoring equipment to measure the 
runoff coming directly from the tarped 

site at Mt. Ridley.  Since its installation 
it has seen a rainfall event in late May 
of 12.5mm produce around 100,000lt 
runoff, multiple 9mm events create 
between 45,000 and 70,000 litres 
each, and some 2mm events that have 
resulted in 20,000lt flow.

After 12 months of installation the 
second-hand tarps have provided 
significantly more runoff than traditional 
maintained clay catchments.  Correct 
installation to ensure that wind cannot 
get underneath the tarps has been 
critical to maintain a flat surface for 
effective, efficient, transmission of 
rainfall to the dams.  Stopping the wind 
getting under the tarps will also increase 
their longevity by reducing fatigue of the 
material through moving and flapping.

How long these tarps will remain 
effective as catchment liners is the 
main question that remains.  The 
effective flow from the tarps and their 
ongoing condition will continue to be 
monitored into the foreseeable future 
to understand their useful life for this 
purpose.

Tarp lined catchments 
providing important  
flows in dry year
By David Cook

Second hand tarp catchment lining proving 
effective.

Department of
Primary Industries and
Regional Development

Flow from Mt. 
Ridley tarp lined 
catchment.
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“A crop well sown is half grown” was 
the recurring theme of this year’s 
SEPWA Youth in Ag Field Day. On 
a sunny Friday afternoon on the 
16th August, 80 young growers and 
industry representatives gathered 
together in Scaddan to catch up on 
how the season was going, and to 
discuss learnings from a dry start. 
The afternoon started at the Morcombe’s 
property where Scaddan grower Shorty 
Morcombe and Beaumont grower Tom 
Longmire discussed the decision making 
behind determining when to start seeding 
in a dry year, and how soil wetters and 
data can build confidence into this 
decision. Tom Edwards from DPIRD also 
spoke about the science behind non-
wetting and soil wetters, and how we 
can reduce our impact in dry years. Key 
learnings from this stop included:

	Soil wetters have been greatly 
beneficial this year and allowed 
crops to germinate evenly on less 
rainfall, however further research into 
placement and rates (e.g. coating 
wetter on seed) may increase 
affordability and return on investment.

	As with any year, keeping an eye 
on data like soil moisture and 
temperature before pulling the trigger 
will ensure we are giving our seed 
the best chance of germination. 
A negative effect of high soil 
temperatures on canola germination 
has been observed.

	Movement of dry soil will “charge” the 
soils and make water repellence even 
worse. Beware of shallow tillage on 
areas prone to non-wetting if working 
soil during a dry time unless you are 
mixing in clay or wettable subsoil.

	In a year when everything needs 
spraying at once, while maintaining 
the health and well-being of your team 
is vital, the farm cannot suffer as a 
result. Timeliness and good execution 

is still very important, and contractors 
can fill the gap if need be.

From Morcombe’s the group travelled 
to Egan’s, where we stopped in at 
one of the SEPWA GRDC N-banking 
trial sites. Here the group heard from 
SEPWA R&D Coordinator David Cook 
about the N-banking concept, and the 
current project being held at multiple 
sites across the port zone. Following this, 
Scaddan grower Brad Egan discussed 
his current nitrogen strategy and how 
precision ag tools such as protein 
and yield data alongside variable rate 
technology can support decision making 
and give confidence in a dry year. Key 
learnings from this stop included:

	A reminder of the importance of base 
level fertility and the “N pool” in the 
soil, and how the nitrogen we apply 
during the season isn’t necessarily 
what the plant is going to be using 
that year. Mineralisation and organic 
sources of N are still very important, 
and a  multi-year perspective on 
return on investment may be needed.

	The GRDC N-banking trial will help us 
to understand if our soils will allow us to 
take a longer-term approach towards 
nitrogen, which will help to maximise 
seasonal yield while also avoiding soil 
carbon decline in the long-term.

	Provided we understand productivity 
zones and yield potential across the 
paddock, variable rate application of 
N can allow us to play the season and 
maximise the water available in a dry 
year.

	If unsure where to start with precision 
agriculture, begin with preliminary 
production zones and validate these 
by running N-rich strips across 
multiple zones, then analyse at the 
end of the season.

Following Egan’s the group moved to 
the last stop at the Scaddan Community 

Crop, where we heard from Tom Curnow 
about the history of the community 
crop, how growers are volunteering 
and how the funds are being used to 
better the community. We then heard 
from local agronomist Rachel Minett 
who discussed how agronomy changes 
in a dry year, including learnings with 
chemistry, crop varieties and nitrogen 
management. Rounding the day out 
was BASF sales rep Declan Sephton, 
who discussed current canola varieties 
and how they can be tools for weed 
management, along with how to remain 
flexible with variety choice. Key take 
homes from this session included:

	Community crops are a great way to 
inject cash into the local community 
without a big investment from 
individuals and are a great place 
for industry to showcase new crop 
varieties, chemistry or machinery 
demonstrations.

	While it is hard to switch varieties 
at seeding time, remaining agile is 
necessary. Understand soil moisture 
and keep key dates in your mind 
(calendar date, forecast flowering 
date, intended seeding end date) 
to ensure you are making the best 
decision possible. 

	Urea stabilisers can assist where 
urea may not get washed in straight 
away. A reminder not to look at cost 
of stabilisers per tonne of urea, but 
rather cost per hectare.

	Increasing UAN at seeding time helps 
to ensure N is in the root zone when 
needed, rather than being stratified in 
the top layer.

	Remain updated on new canola 
varieties coming to market every year, 
and understand which varieties are 
more flexible in their growing period 
and adaptive to seasonal conditions 
compared to others.

SEPWA Youth in Ag Field Day Focusses 
on Learnings from This Year’s Dry Start
By Laura Bennett, SEPWA Youth in Ag Chairperson
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Non-wetting soils occur where 
an accumulation of hydrophobic 
(water repellent) substances from 
decomposing plant materials coat 
soil particles.  This occurs on the soil 
surface and results in a hydrophobic or 
an impenetrable layer that water cannot 
access so water will pool, or runoff the 
soil surface.  

These hydrophobic substances 
include leaf waxes, resins, aromatic 
oils and fatty acids and can move from 
decomposing organic matter to the 
soil under summer heating and cooling 
cycles.  Non-wetting is more prominent 
in seasons following dry summers 
as the lack of moisture limits the 
decomposition of these water repellent 
substances by soil microbes.  

As growers have increased production 
in recent years, crop biomass has also 
increased, and in turn the increased 
levels of organic matter that can 
perpetuate the non-wetting issue.

Rowan and Gerard Starcevich run a 
cropping enterprise near Salmon Gums 
on Circle Valley sands.  In the recent 
past they too have achieved increased 
biomass production and related 
crop yields and are also noticing an 
increased variability in the establishment 
of their crops over significant areas.

In 2023, SEPWA initiated a GRDC 
National Grower Network (NGN) 
investment to examine the most cost-
effective management techniques for 
non-wetting soils in the low-medium 
rainfall zone around Salmon Gums.  This 
trial is located on Starcevich’s property.  
It was designed at the farmer scale to 
compare the effectiveness of an Imants 
spader working to a depth of 250mm, 
the spader to a depth of 400mm, the 
use of a Vaderstad TopDown for a 
less aggressive mix of the topsoil but 
with the ability to cover more hectares 
than the spader, a Plozza plough for a 
greater inversion of the topsoil than the 
TopDown but with similar capacity to 
cover the hectares, treating the seed 
with a wetter and a ‘do-nothing’ control.

Prior to the treatments being 
implemented the top 10cm of the trial 
site was sampled and tested for non-
wetting using the Molarity of Ethanol 
Droplet (MED) test.  From sampling 
the site prior to the instalment of the 

Managing  
Non-Wetting 
Soils in  
Salmon Gums
By David Cook

In recent years several growers in the Esperance port zone have been 
reporting an increase in the occurrence of non-wetting soils on areas of 
their properties.

Rowan Starcevich and Olivia Antonio studying the 
depth of seeding in the Plozza plough treatment. 
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treatments the top 5cm of the profile 
was measured as having a moderate 
level of non-wetting, and from 5cm-
10cm was considered low.

This MED sampling was repeated once 
the treatments had been installed to 
establish the impact of the different 
treatments on the level of non-wetting in 
the topsoil.  The control understandably 
still had a moderate level of non-wetting, 
the wetter and TopDown treatments had 
levels that were now considered low.  
Both spader treatments and the Plozza 
plough mixed and inverted the topsoil 
to a degree that all the hydrophobic 
substances were buried, and the topsoil 
now had no non-wetting elements 
remaining.

Despite having no hydrophobic 
elements remaining in the topsoil of the 
spader treatments, the establishment 
was poor for both depth treatments in 
2023.  This was due to the drying nature 
of the spading process, exposing the 
damp subsoil to evaporation, the timing 
and lack of subsequent rainfall, and the 
soft nature of the soil after the spading 
treatment causing difficulty to achieve 
the desired seeding depth.  

The Plozza plough treatment was 
installed in March 2024.  The Plozza 
had the same impact on the softness 
of the soil as the spader and again 
seeding depth was difficult to control.  
In addition, the Plozza treatment buried 
much of the stubble so there was 
little holding the sand in place after 
seeding and the sand shifted with wind 

and furrow fill was evident, negatively 
impacting establishment.  It is not 
uncommon for growers that have used 
spading or the Plozza plough to combat 
water repellent soils to also use a land 
roller to compact and hold the sand 
after the spader/Plozza so there is less 
chance of sand blowing and causing 
furrow fill and to compact the topsoil 
sufficiently to allow seeding depth 
control.

The spader treatments were 
implemented at around 1ha/hr, while the 
TopDown and Plozza plough achieved 
closer to 5ha/hr.

This year Esperance growers have 
reported good establishment results in 
difficult conditions from banding wetters 
with the seed.  However, prior to this 
season results from the use of wetters 
have been mixed and it is expected 
that this variability will continue going 
forward depending on seasonal 
conditions.  To achieve improved 
establishment in non-wetting conditions 
but with less financial impact in seasons 
where wetters are less effective, this 
trial examines whether applying the 
wetter directly to the seed gives the 
establishment benefits possible while 
using significantly less wetter than 
banding would require.

In this trial a commercially available 
wetter was used by applying directly 
to the seed @ 4lt/tonne.  The wetter 
used consists of a penetrant and a 
humectant.   The seeding rate of the 
Scepter was at 50kg/ha, resulting in the 

wetter rate equivalent to 200ml/ha as 
compared to the recommended label 
rate of banding between 2-4.5lt/ha.    

The penetrant component of the wetter 
acts to reduce the surface tension 
of water particles, splitting them and 
increasing the infiltration and movement 
through the soil profile.  The humectant 
works by attaching part of its molecule 
to a soil particle and another part to 
water and or nutrient molecules.  The 
humectant component works as a 
‘bridge’ between the hydrophobic soil 
particle and water, and it is thought that 
this component of the wetter has the 
capacity to draw water to itself, and in 
the case of this trial the seed. 

The yield results from 2023 showed 
the do nothing control as the highest 
yielding in the first year after treatment, 
with the TopDown and the wetter 
treatments yielding slightly less but 
not significantly so.  Both spaded 
treatments resulted in significantly 
less yield than the control in the first 
year after application despite the 
non-wetting element being removed 
from the topsoil.  It is believed that the 
lower spading yield is a result of the 
poor establishment and the loss of the 
subsoil moisture due to the issues with 
the spading process discussed above.  
Despite this poor yield result in the first 
year, it is expected that the impact of 
removing the hydrophobic element from 
the topsoil will last for several seasons 
and yields will improve once the soil has 
settled so the yields achieved in the trial 
this year will be interesting to analyse. 

Non-wetting (MED) levels prior to treatments

Depth cm MED Avg Degree of  
non-wetting 

0-5 1.5 Moderate
5-10 0.93 Low

Non-wetting (MED) Levels after treatments 0-10cm

Treatment MED Avg Degree of  
non-wetting

Control 1.23 Moderate
Plozza 0.00 Nil
Wetter 0.83 Low
TopDown 0.67 Low
Spader 250 0.00 Nil
Spader 400 0.00 Nil
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Location of 2024 SEPWA Variety Trials

Locality Wheat Barley Canola Oats & Pulses
Beaumont Viridis Ag Viridis Ag Viridis AgTT

Viridis AgRR
Viridis Ag OATs

Condingup Kyarran Farming Co
Warakirri LONG SEASON 
WHEAT

Gunnister Farm TT
Chilwell RR

Wittenoom Hills Laurina Farms Laurina Farms Ridley Plains LENTILS
Halcyon Downs LEGUME 
MULTI

Neridup Jucasta Farm Halcyon Downs 
COMPARISON

Halcyon Downs LUPINS

Salmon Gums Gedrow Farms Brimlo Farms

Grass Patch Bowman Farming GL & AM Harris VJ & KG Guest TT Tyson Schutz OATS

Cascade KT Whiting & Co Clare Downs CLF
Karranga Ag TT
Ayers Farming RR

Coomalbidgup Piggott Family Trust

Hopetoun Courtney Foulds

Ravensthorpe Laycocks BK & KA Tuckett Moolyall Farms TT   
Moolyall Farms RR

Lake King McLean Grains Winyard Farms

SEPWA  
Variety Trials Snapshot
By Andrea Carmody

This year the SEPWA Variety Trials program includes 34 grower hosted, farmer scale trials that feature a 
range of wheat, barley, canola, lentil, lupin and oat varieties in trials throughout the Esperance port zone.  
We recently checked in with some of the trial hosts to ask them for their view on how their trials have looked 
so far this season:
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George Carmody, Clearfield 
Canola Variety Trial – Cascade
“It was a slow start for all the 
varieties given the dry start to the 
season, however, with the bit of rain 
received now, it’s all improved and 
evened up, one of the benefits of the 
Clearfields! A standout from the trial 
so far is the variations in maturity of 
different varieties which may provide 
some nice scope going forward.” 

Scott Wandel, Lentil Variety 
Trial - Scaddan
“The lentils will be harvestable! 
Yield and quality really depend 
on the season from now, 
hopefully we will pick up some 
rain in the next week or so, but 
they haven’t suffered just yet! 
The trial is right on the road, 
approximately 10km down Styles 
Road if anyone would like to drive 
past for a look.” 

Dafydd Jones, Barley, 
Canola (Triazine & RR), 
Wheat & Oat Variety Trials – 
Beaumont

“We have a really big wheat trial 
in this year, it is great to see so 
many different varieties, and it is 
well worth the extra set up time 
at seeding. This year, the area of 
the wheat variety trial goes into 
a hollow section of the paddock, 
so it will be a great opportunity to 
look for frost damage. It came up 
a bit patchy after being seeded 
dry, but with some pockets of 
moisture, and it’s not looking too 
bad now. 

The barley came up well and 
consistent, there has been one 
stand out variety, which has 
looked great from the start, and 
looks great now, I am really 
looking forward to harvesting that 
one. 

In regard to the canola, the RR 
came up pretty patchy, but it 
has filled in well, and generally 
is some of our better canola. 
There is one standout variety 
which we are looking at growing 
next year thanks to this variety 
trial. The TT also had a very 
patchy emergence to start with 
as a result of varying moisture 
at seeding, however it has 
compensated very well. 

The oats have looked sensational 
all year; it was sown at 80mm 
depth to hit the moisture, and 
there are no variety differences 
visible to the eye. We have a 
strip of wheat down the middle to 
see how that fares for frost and 
gross margin analysis, but we are 
excited to harvest all of the oats. 
I think they could be a good fit 
in our rotation, and I think there 
are some exciting marketing 
opportunities.” 

Growers view the Beaumont SEPWA Oats Variety Trial in September.

Varietal maturation variation evident in the Cascade Clearfield Canola Variety Trial.
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Ash Reichstein, Barley Variety 
Trial - Wittenoom Hills
“It was seeded into moisture, and 
the growing season hasn’t been 
too tough on it. Definitely some 
differences noted between different 
varieties, I’m looking forward to 
harvesting it.” 

Chad Tuckett, Barley Variety 
Trial – Ravensthorpe
“It had a very staggered 
germination to start with, only 
7mm during seeding and patchy 
soil moisture. It is evening up 
now as it nears the end of the 
season, however you can still see 
some differences in maturity. We 
are looking forward to getting in 
the headers to see how they all 
yield!”

Craig Inkster, Canola Variety 
Trial – Condingup
“The trial came up even, 
unfortunately we had some 
seeder issues, so the trial is a 
little patchy which is frustrating. 
We have seen no really 
noticeable differences between 
varieties during the growing 
season and looking like we will 
start desiccation then swathing 
soon.” 

Kirk Whiting, Wheat Variety 
Trial, Cascade
“Early on there were some 
differences between varieties; 
noticeably bigger heads, as 
the season progressed, some 
varieties held on greener for 
longer, but now they have all 
evened up and are looking 
pretty similar. Interestingly, some 
varieties that performed well last 
year aren’t looking as good this 
year, even with a bit more rain.” 

Growers viewed the Grass Patch SEPWA 
Barley Variety Trial in late September.

Beaumont Barley SEPWA Variety Trial.

Cascade Wheat SEPWA Variety Trial. 
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Water Testing Kits 
Available to Use 
Testing spray water quality in the Esperance port zone 
has become easier, with both SEPWA and Esperance 
Zone Innovation (EZI) hosting a water quality testing kit 
provided by the Grower Group Alliance. 

Poor water quality can affect the performance of herbicides 
and with the use of these kits it is relatively easy to test 
water on-farm.  

The causes of poor water quality include sedimentation, 
nutrient and chemical runoff, algal blooms, salinity, and 
pollution. The key water quality parameters that impact 
herbicide performance include pH, cations (water 
hardness), bicarbonates (hardness), turbidity, electrical 
conductivity, and temperature. 

The kits are free to use and can be accessed by contacting 
Giles McMeikan at Farm & General to use EZI's kit or by 
contacting David Cook at SEPWA. 

ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW LABEL DIRECTIONS. 
© Copyright BASF 2024 ® Registered trademark of BASF.       *Not durum

To find out more, scan here  
or contact your local  
Nutrien Ag Solutions store.

Seed treatment’s star 
performer in barley, 
wheat and oats

Group 30 (T) annual  
ryegrass control  
in wheat*

Simpler, more  
comprehensive broadleaf  
weed control

STRONG FINISHES 
START HERE

Get in touch with your local
Seedclub Member or reseller to

secure seed via the QR code

New high-yielding, 
rock-solid Clearfield
feed barley

Disclaimer: Refer to www.intergrain.com/marketing-disclaimer/ for more information.

intergrain.com

Georgia Trainor
0439 093 166 |
gtrainor@intergrain.com

Get in touch with your local Territory Manager 

New varieties for 2025

The new slow and
steady APW wheat for
early sowing options

agtbreeding.com.au

BrightonP wheat

RottnestP wheat

ShotgunP wheat

PegasusAXP barley

Bigfoot CLP barley

Tomahawk CL PlusP wheat 

CalibreP wheat

Titan AXP barley

RosemontP lupin

OutlawP canola

Renegade TTP canola

Varieties for 2025
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Dry and early finish to the  
2024 growing season – ramifications for 2025
By Greg Warren, Agronomy Lead, Farm & General 

The 2024 growing season will be 
finished for most of you when you 
read this article, and harvest is 
hopefully well underway – fingers 
crossed you’re not hampered by a 
wet start!

What does the dry finish to 2024 mean 
for the 2025 growing season? 

Two main issues stand out:

1. Higher grass weed seed carryover

This is due to a lack of an opportunity to 
chemically crop top weed seeds before 
they reach seed maturity. 

I anticipate there will be paddocks in 
2025 with higher grass weed seed 
burdens than what growers will be 
comfortable with.

On a positive note, I also anticipate 
those growers with harvesters fitted 
with harvest weed seed management 
(HWSM) equipment, will be glad they 
have them fitted this harvest.  

2. Herbicide residues persisting into 
2025

This is a consideration every year, 
however it is more important to account 
for this following below average rainfall 
seasons. Microbial breakdown of these 
herbicides has been limited in the 2024 
growing season, meaning a higher level 
of herbicide carryover. 

A wet summer will help with herbicide 
breakdown, BUT it will not eliminate the 
issue.

Several commonly used pre-sowing 
herbicides have potential for carryover 
into the following year. One example 
are the imi herbicides being used in imi 
tolerant cereals, such as in Maximus 
barley.

As a solution to the carryover potential, 
choose imi tolerant canola varieties for 
2025 if you have used imi herbicides 
in your 2024 imi tolerant cereals. The 
canola variety needs tolerance to this 
imi chemistry so that there is no 

restriction to crop growth and yield.

Another observation I have noticed 
following previous dry seasons, is that 
pyroxasulfone herbicide (the active 
ingredient in Sakura) appears to 
suppress the growth of canola grown in 
the following year. 

I have observed this on heavier textured 
sodic grey clay and loamy clay soils, 
particularly after a dry summer. Again, 
this issue would be alleviated with a 
wet summer. With my clients in this soil 
type, we aim for a three year rotation in 
the following order: canola:wheat:barley 
– that way the canola phase is always 
before the wheat.

I encourage you to discuss potential 
implications with your agronomist.

Other Important industry issues in the 
spotlight in 2025

Paraquat and Diquat Review Proposals 

While the APVMA have proposed 
to affirm the use of paraquat and 
diquat herbicides, they are also 
proposing to significantly restrict 
the use of paraquat, which will have 
significant consequences for farming 
practices.	

Summary of Proposed Use Changes:

a)	 Sprayseed (Diquat + Paraquat)

Spray Seed to have a maximum rate 
of 800mls/ha. 

	 Registration only for use prior to 
crop establishment.

	 Pre-harvest desiccation 
registration for Diquat to be 
removed - CANNOT USE

b) 	Gramoxone (Paraquat)

	 Maximum rate of 800ml/ha for 
Paraquat - pre sowing use only

	 Maximum rate of 400ml/ha 
for Paraquat - spray topping John Deere header fitted with HWSM device
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Dry and early finish to the  
2024 growing season – ramifications for 2025
By Greg Warren, Agronomy Lead, Farm & General 

pastures

	 No desiccation registration for 
Paraquat – CANNOT USE

Chlorpyrifos Insecticide 

The APVMA has recently released 
new label guidelines for the use of 
Chlorpyriphos, which has significant 
implications for growers.

The key factor forcing the need for 
label reform is that many of our trading 
partners have banned its use in their 
countries. This means they now have 
no MRL’s (maximum residue limits) in 
place. 

As part of the new transition phase, 
the old label is still legal until the 
end of September 2025, when all 
chlorpyriphos products with this 
current label must be used up, and the 
new label comes into force, which will 
have massively restricted use options.

The most important implications 
I envisage for canola, cereal and 
legume growers going forward without 
Chlorpyrifos available is not being able 
to effectively control mites, particularly 
red legged earth mite (RLEM), bryobia 
mite, and beetles such as vegetable 
beetle.

Our industry needs to fast track new 
insecticide alternatives in the pipeline, 
to be ready so that there are other 
modes of action available as soon as 
possible. 

On a positive note, the new insecticide 
named “Receptor”, recently released 
by Adama, is one new insecticide/
miticides with a new mode of action 
(Group 12A). This is likely to become 
very important in RLEM management. 
We will need to be vigilant to not 
overuse Receptor so that we avoid 
resistance.

Snails 

Snails haven’t gone anywhere with 
the dry spring, even the small rainfall 
events experienced have resulted 
in movement of snails, both conical 
snails and white Italian snails. A 
wet summer will encourage snail 
movement even further, and once we 
get into late February/March, breeding 
will commence with the right weather 
conditions.

My advice is to be prepared with 
snail bait on hand going into summer, 
then wait for that rainfall event that is 
forecast to be 10mm or greater – bait 
in advance of rain if you have rain fast 
baits or immediately after rain if you 
have the cheaper non-rain fast baits.

Red Legged Earth Mite feeding on canola leavesConical Snails feeding on canola leaves



18

PLATINUM SPONSORS DIAMOND SPONSORS

SEPWA has provided a submission on behalf of 
Esperance port zone grain growers to the Australian 
Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
(APVMA)’s review of paraquat and diquat.

The review, announced by the regulatory body on July 
30, was triggered by concerns raised about potential 
occupational health and safety and environmental 
risks, public advocacy and actiivism and international 
developments, with the banning and restriction of 
paraquat in several countries highlighting the need for 
Australia to reassess its regulatory stance.

Paraquat is a non-selective herbicide utilised for weed 
management across various agricultural, horticultural, 
and commercial applications. 

It is registered for use in a range of agricultural and 
horticultural situations and for weed control in other 
situations like roadsides and firebreaks.

The APVMA is proposing to remove a number of current 
uses at higher rates of application.

The public comment period for the review closed on 
October 29, and SEPWA has made a submission to 
the APVMA. Our submission was science based and 
involved outlining essential usage patterns that need to 
be preserved if we are to continue to have effective weed 
management options available for grain production in the 
region.  

Publication of the final regulatory decision is expected 
in the week commencing February 28, 2025, with 
implementation beginning on the same date.

More information, including a technical breakdown of the 
AVPMA’s forecasted division on paraquat, can be found 
at www.apvma.gov.au/chemicals-and-products/chemical-
review/listing/paraquat

SEPWA has say  
on paraquat review

Seeding underway following good pre-seeding weed control using paraquat.
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Department of
Primary Industries and
Regional Development

The extension of DPIRD’s State Barrier 
Fence in the Esperance Port Zone 
is progressing, with sections of the 
fence completed and further work 
continuing.

The project to construct a 660km 
extension of the fence, designed to 
prevent the movement of animal pests, 
including wild dogs and emus, from 
pastoral areas into the agricultural 
regions in the Goldfields-Esperance 
region was approved by the Minister for 
Environment on April 15, 2019, and to 
date over 180 km has been completed. 

A contract has been awarded for up 
to 300 kilometres, over two sections, 
of vermin proof fencing erected where 
the existing fence finishes at Coxalls 
Corner, north of Ravensthorpe, through 
to Beaumont.

The area from Coxalls Corner to west 
of Salmon Gums (sections 1 and 2) is 
now complete apart from a small section 
near the Cups that will be a fence 
replacement. The department now has a 
contract in place for regular inspections 
and maintenance for the section. 

Grids have been installed at Neds 
Corner Road and there will be a grid 
installed at Field Road grid soon. 

Clearing for section 4 (east of Salmon 
Gums to Beaumont) has commenced 
and to date 122km has been cleared. 

Fencing contractors are scheduled 
to be mobilising to site in September 
to continue construction in the Mount 
Beaumont–Clyde Hill area with the 
weather conditions in this area now 
suitable for clearing and construction. 

Annual environmental compliance 
surveys for dieback, weeds and 
threatened flora will be undertaken from 
October to November, with surveys 
required to ensure the department meets 
EPA requirements reported annually. 

DPIRD is in discussions with Ngadju 
Native Title Aboriginal Corporation 
regarding heritage and native title for 
the northern section of the Barrier Fence 
extension. 

Surveillance cameras installed at 
the Oldfield, Young, and Lort Rivers 
has revealed that since monitoring 
commenced in 2022, wild dog numbers 
have remained steady.

State Barrier Fence Esperance Extension  
progress. 

Fence extension 
full steam ahead
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2024 began with a dry spell for the 
Ravensthorpe and surrounding 
communities, but a much-needed 
reprieve arrived in August with over 
60 millimetres of rain, proving to be a 
game-changer for many in the region.

The Ravensthorpe Agricultural Initiative 
Network (RAIN) kicked off its year on 
the 7th of March with their 2024 Harvest 
Review, reflecting on the 2023 season 
and engaging with industry experts on 
the issues and advancements shaping 
modern agriculture. This event offered 
growers valuable insights to prepare 
for the year ahead. A diverse range of 
speakers covered key topics, including 
Understanding and Managing the Risk 
of Low Falling Number in Wheat and 
Costs and Benefits of Greenhouse 
Gas Reductions in a Grain Production 
System. Attendees were also briefed 
on the Closing the Economic Yield Gap 
of Grain Legumes in WA— a Grower 
Group Alliance (GGA) project for which 
RAIN has conducted a local trial.

May brought a change in leadership for 
RAIN, as Executive Officer Soniamol 
Joseph departed for Perth, passing the 
reins to Khiara Daw. Khiara is energised 
for the remainder of 2024 and beyond, 
with ambitious plans for more events, 
trials, and demonstrations. Her goal is to 
strengthen RAIN’s role as a reliable and 
supportive network for its members and 
the wider agricultural community.

In June, RAIN participated in the 
Regional Drought Resilience Community 
Workshop hosted by the Goldfields-
Esperance Development Commission 
(GEDC). With the dry start weighing 
heavily on everyone’s minds, there 
was much discussion on how best to 
enhance water security and address 
drought-related challenges. By July, 
RAIN partnered with the Western Beef 
Association to deliver a Better Hay and 
Silage Workshop in Munglinup. Given 
the dry season, there was a surge of 
interest in best practices for hay and 
silage storage, especially with many 
growers having relied on these reserves 
earlier in the season.

September saw RAIN host its annual 
Spring Field Day, a well-attended event 
that attracted local growers and industry 
professionals. As part of RAIN’s Digging 
Deeper: Land Management Impacts on 
Soil Carbon, a State National Resource 
Management (SNRM) project exploring 
regenerative agriculture as a solution 
to declining soil organic carbon levels, 
attendees were joined by Tom Edwards 
from DPIRD. Tom spoke about the 
benefits of using wetters on non-wetting 
soils and the advantages of agricultural 
practices such as top downing. He 
highlighted how previous trials have 
shown that top downing can help non-
wetting soils become more responsive 

to moisture. We had many amazing 
speakers at the event, including David 
Cook (SEPWA), Laura Fagan and 
Nadine Guthrie (DPIRD), Sophie Daw 
(Nutrien), Georgia Trainor (InterGrain), 
Brad Crane and Tom Campbell 
(Rabobank), Tom Edwards (DPIRD) and 
Chay Copeland (local grower), we thank 
everyone who spoke at the event, your 
knowledge and passion in invaluable. 

October 7th marked RAIN’s AGM, 
where we saw a boost in membership 
and welcomed our 2024 executive 
committee. Pete Daw, Kye Chambers, 
and Jenny Chambers all accepted 
renomination as Chair, Vice-Chair, and 
Treasurer respectively. We were also 
pleased to welcome Chay Copeland as 
RAIN’s new Secretary. A special thank 
you goes out to Madeleine Norman, our 
previous Secretary, for her many years 
of dedication to the organisation. We’re 
thrilled to still have her involved as a 
general committee member, continuing 
to support RAIN’s growth and success.

Looking ahead, RAIN is excited about 
what the future holds. In the words of 
our Chair, we “look forward to another 
great year with more active members, 
fresh ideas, new opportunities, and 
better rainfall.”

RAIN’s Year of Growth:  
Reflecting on 2024  
and Looking Ahead

SEPWA’s R&D Coordinator David Cook, and 
grower Reece Laycock discuss the SEPWA 
Barley Trial.

RAIN Field Day attendees gather at the SEPWA 
RR Canola Trial.

DPIRD soils researcher Tom Edwards (l) and 
grower Joel Ebert (r) talk soil health.
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DFES have released an online Rural Fire Awareness 
course, targeted at farmer response brigades and 
seasonal workers to provide a basic awareness 
of fireground safety, suppression strategies and 
maintaining safety when operating on a fireground.

The course, which should take between two and three 
hours to complete but must be completed within 30 
days, is available by heading to the Bushfire Centre 
for Excellence section of the DFES website, selecting 
the ‘training’ tab and opening the publicly available 
courses section, with DFES recommending the use of 
Google Chrome.

The course can be accessed via the DFES Learning 
and Development eAcademy portal. To access the 
online course, start by clicking on the ‘Syllabus tab’ 
then click on ‘Rural Fire Awareness – Online Training”. 
Section one of the course may not appear relevant to 
farm workers and response units, however sections 
two, three and four are valuable, and section one must 
be completed to progress further.

The course can be completed in multiple sessions 
by clicking the ‘save and exit’ button in the top right-
hand corner of the screen when leaving the course.

Always click ‘resume’ whenever you return to the 
course. If you select ‘start’, the course will reset, 
and you then must start from the beginning again.

A copy of the Rural Fire Awareness Student 
Resource is available to download in the ‘Library’ 
section located in the ‘Syllabus’ tab under the online 
course. It is advisable to download this before starting, 
to use as a reference tool.

If you experience any issues downloading the 
Guidelines for Operating Private Equipment at 
Fires, please skip the download and continue with 
the training. Once you have finished the course, a 
confirmation email will be sent to you. Please keep the 
email as evidence that you have completed the course.

If you have any questions about this course - 
particularly with logging on to the course - or wish to 
provide feedback, please email bcoetraining@dfes.
wa.gov.au or phone the Bushfire Centre of Excellence 
on 08 95407100

Rural Fire 
Awareness 
Course for 
farmers and 
their teams 
available

Your Local Summit Area Manager can 
help you grow your farm’s future

• Soil & Plant Tissue sampling & interpretation. 
• Product recommendations based on 

nutritional requirements. 
• Access to local Field Research trials & data.
• N-Shield - Urea inhibitors.
• Fuel & SAT Gauges. 
• CropX Soil Moisture Probes.
• UAN and MaxamFLO tank monitors.
• Summit Connect - Customer Portal.  

Proud Sponsors of SEPWA

Matt Ryan
Esperance West
0408 092 355

Nick Donkin
Esperance East
0428 715 045
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Prices for the three major fertilisers 
used by Australian farmers – nitrogen, 
phosphates and potash – have 
gradually eased from the highs seen 
in 2022, following the sharp spike 
in global fertiliser prices with the 
outbreak of the Russia-Ukraine war. 

And although prices remain high 
against historical levels, agribusiness 
banking specialist Rabobank expects 
muted global demand from across the 
fertiliser market to “seep into prices 
within the coming six months” – with the 
weaker demand helping to offset global 
supply issues and keep fertiliser prices 
in a tight range.

However, the bank cautions in its Semi-
annual Global Fertiliser Outlook report, 
global fertiliser markets are likely to 
remain volatile in the year ahead.

Report co-author RaboResearch 
agriculture analyst Paul Joules said 
fertiliser prices became extremely high, 
extremely quickly – but have begun to 
slowly flatten out.

“It has been like going up by escalator, 
but coming down via the stairs in terms 
of the pace of the price correction,” he 
said.

Mr Joules said Australian farmers are 
“hugely dependent” on other countries 
for fertiliser supply – with very little of 
the chiefly-used fertilisers manufactured 
locally.

“International supply and demand 
issues have a direct impact on 
Australian fertiliser prices and ability 
to procure fertiliser,” he said. “As a 
relatively small player in the global 

buyer market – Australia is not in a 
position to dictate prices.”

2025 price outlook

Mr Joules said Australian farmers can 
expect to be dealing with a volatile 
global fertiliser market in the year 
ahead.

From an Australian purchasing 
perspective, there is a positive outlook 
for the Australian dollar, he said. The 
bank anticipates the exchange rate 
between the Australian dollar and the 
US dollar to rise to 0.72 over the next 12 
months. 

“If this materialises,” Mr Joules said, 
“it will make fertiliser purchase more 
affordable”.

“The strength of the Australian dollar 
and waning global demand point 
towards lower prices for Australian 
farmers. However, ongoing global 
supply-side issues for nitrogen and 
phosphate fertilisers will likely limit 
downside potential.”

Mr Joules said phosphate and potash 
usage rates are strongly correlated to 
price. “A modest increase in phosphate 
price may curb usage, while the decline 
in potash price could incentivise slightly 
more usage. It’s important to remember 
that this is happening against a 
backdrop of declining grain and oilseed 
prices, high interest rates and high 
machinery costs in Australia. Negative 
sentiment surrounding these pressures 
could impact fertiliser application 
decisions.”

Nitrogen

There is no clear direction for global 
nitrogen prices, the Rabobank report 
said.

The urea (a source of nitrogen) market 
lacks a clear short-term direction, 
leading to potential overreactions in 
prices, either upwards or downward.

“We should continue to expect price 
volatility, a common pattern in the 
nitrogen market,” Mr Joules said. 

“And while the outlook for global 
nitrogen prices is unclear, there are 
clear risks to the upside given the 

volatile nature of natural gas markets, a 
key component of urea,” he said. “And 
the global nitrogen price is showing 
no signs of moving lower. However, 
Australian farmers may be somewhat 
shielded from these elevated prices by 
the strength of the Australian dollar.”

Phosphate

The report said there was a clear shift 
in global phosphate market dynamics, 
ultimately leading to a reduction in 
supply.

“As the market struggles to adjust to 
lower supply, phosphate prices are 
likely to remain above the historical 
average, impairing demand. A lack 
of clear strategies from the top three 
exporters – China, the US and Morocco 
– is playing an important role in this tight 
supply situation,” it said.

Mr Joules said while DAP (Di-ammonium 
Phosphate) prices are expected to 
remain at a relatively high level, the 
strength of the Australian dollar may 
protect Australian farmers from the 
high prices, “and when you apply our 
Australian dollar forecast to our global 
fertilizer price outlook, we expect prices 
to modestly decline over the next six-
months in AUD terms”.

Potash

For potash, heavy supply continues to 
keep international prices close to the 
floor, the report says.

“Potash prices have continued to 
decline, remaining below the historical 
average in most regions,” it said. 
“Current potash prices are at the same 
levels observed between 2020 and 
2021.” 

The bank expects potash prices to trade 
within a range over the next 6-months, 
but the bias is modestly to the downside 
given ample global supplies. 

To find out more about other Rabobank 
research, contact the Esperance branch 
on (08) 9076 4200 or subscribe to 
RaboResearch Food & Agribusiness 
Australia & New Zealand on your 
podcast app.

Fertiliser prices easing slowly – 
Semi-annual Global Fertiliser Outlook

RaboResearch agriculture analyst Paul 
Joules
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Significant opportunities exist 
within the Esperance port zone for 
Agritourism ventures, according 
to Australia’s Golden Outback 
Esperance tourism development 
manager Annabelle Hender.
Tourism is an important part of WA’s 
economy, supporting nearly 30,000 
tourism businesses, generating 100,900 
jobs and contributing $11 billion in 
visitor spend in 2019, with Agritourism 
an important piece of that pie.

Ms Hender, who spoke at SEPWA’s 
Ladies Day 2024, said there was 
untapped potential for Agritourism 
ventures in the Esperance port zone, 
with plenty of tools available to help 
farmers start in the right direction.

“There is significant potential for 
agritourism businesses,” she said,

“Given the region’s agricultural 
landscape and proximity to vibrant 
natural attractions, agritourism can 
offer unique experiences that attract 
both domestic and international 
visitors seeking authentic, immersive 
connections with the land.

“For instance, farm stays equate to 80 
per cent of agritourism experiences.

“The chance to experience life on a 
working farm can provide a unique 
insight into local agricultural practices 
and rural lifestyle. 

“Accommodations could range from 
rustic cabins to luxury stays.”

Ms Hender also listed farm tours and 
demonstrations, pick your own produce 
experiences, paddock to ocean plate 
and hosting events or festivals as 
ventures that can draw crowds.

“These potential agritourism initiatives 
align well with the growing trend of 
conscious travel, where visitors are 
looking for meaningful experiences 
that connect them to the land and local 
communities. 

“Emphasizing sustainability and 
education in these offerings can 
resonate with environmentally aware 
tourists seeking to understand food 
provenance and farming practices.”

Renae Poot started her agritourism 

venture, Esperance Farm Experience, 
with her late husband Andrew Middleton 
in 2000.

He passion for showcasing agriculture 
was the impetus behind setting up her 
business.

“We always loved welcoming people on 
the farm and showing them the farm,” 
she said.

“We were very conscious, Andrew and 
I, that there area less people in cities 
and towns related to farmers, there’s 
less opportunity for people to come and 
experience real agriculture.”

She said the chance they took was 
not without its challenges and offered 
valuable advice to anyone thinking 
about going into the agritourism sector.

“It was important to do the research, 
to find out if our vision or our thoughts 
would have some traction.

“We took some time to see what else 
was available in the state, which at 
the time was not much, and linking in 
with local people, picking up mentors 
in other areas of tourism and catching 
up with the GRDC, the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry and the Shire 
of Esperance, approaching them in a 
professional manner really helped.

“It was about getting it right, setting up 
a business plan, getting a timeline and 

doing a risk matrix for insurance.

“My advice would be know what you 
want, research to see what else is out 
there, and talk talk talk to people about 
the lessons they have learned and what 
they’d do differently.

“People want you to do well, nobody 
wants you to fail and tourism is just 
the most amazing game to be part of, 
everyone wants you to do well and the 
tourists on holiday want you to do well, 
they’re lovely to deal with on the whole.”

Ms Poot also said dealing with red tape 
was an important aspect that took more 
patience than she had anticipated.

“There was lots of red tape, lots of 
licenses and if I wasn’t a bureaucrat I 
probably would have struggled, but it’s 
like eating an elephant – piece by piece 
– and remembering that people want 
you to succeed.”

Thankfully there are plenty of tools 
available to help farmers make an 
informed choice.

Australian Regional Tourism have a 
collection of resources for Agritourism, 
located at their website, while Australia’s 
Golden Outback – the Kalgoorlie-
Esperance division of Tourism WA – 
have released a 2023-2030 Agritourism 
Strategy located on their website, along 
with a toolkit for farmers interested in 
exploring their agritourism options.

Agritourism opportunities abound 
By Liam Ducey

Australia’s Golden Outback Esperance tourism development manager Annabelle Hender talked about 
agritourism opportunities at SEPWA Ladies Day 2024.
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