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The 2019/20 spring and summer seasons 
were some of the most challenging conditions 
ever experienced throughout Queensland and 
northern NSW. Extended dry, hot and windy 
conditions made it very unfavourable for 
forage production. Even irrigated farms either 
ran out of water or struggled to satisfy crop 
requirements. Fortunately, there was a break 
in February and the forage response has been 
remarkable. 

The work conducted by the C4Milk team at 
Gatton (refer page 1) under extremely trying 
conditions highlighted that good agronomic 
practices and variety selection is very important 
with some excellent learnings coming out of this 
demonstration. The C4Milk team also monitored 
silage crops in the Mary Valley in south-east 
Queensland over summer.

Throughout the Mary Valley, the weather has 
gone from one extreme to the other. Early 
crops were under enormous moisture pressure 
with yields and quality suffering. Good rainfall 
during February meant some crops could not 
be harvested on time and consequently quality 
was affected. On the flip side, ratoon crops of 
sorghum were excellent with good yields and 
quality. 

The dry finish to 2019 in the Mary Valley 
highlighted some critical aspects of forage 
management. Good agronomic practices cannot 
be underestimated in achieving high yielding, 
quality forage. With limited or no irrigation water, 
it is very apparent that weed management 
is crucial to achieve high yields. Some crops 
suffered losses of several tonnes per hectare 
of dry matter due to no pre-emergent or post-
emergent sprays being applied. One farm used 
a mouldboard plough and no sprays to control 
weeds. This approach proved very effective, with 
13.7 tonnes (t) dry matter (DM) per hectare of 
Liberty White sorghum harvested from the first 
cut on this farm. 

Weeds also affect crop dry matter and present 
challenges for harvesting. In another situation, 
a crop with broadleaf weed encroachment 
resulted in a low 20.5% DM content. This has led 
to compromised silage quality. 

The dry conditions also highlighted the importance of seeding rate. In the 
reasonably reliable Mary Valley, higher than average-seeding rates for a range 
of crops has not greatly affected yields in the past, however, this unravelled in 
2019/20, particularly for grain sorghum. High seeding rates, greater than 12 kg/
ha, resulted in crops suffering badly from moisture stress and resulted in a yield 
of only 5 t DM/ha. It is very clear that unless moisture is unlimited, recommended 
seeding rates should be observed. Yields of over 10 t DM/ha were achieved in 
similar conditions where seeding rates were below 8 kg/ha.

The benefits of direct drilled crops verse broadcast were evident during the dry 
establishment phase. The soil/seed contact, accurate seeding rate and planting 
depth of direct drilled crops proved to be an advantage over broadcast crops. 
Small gains in each of these areas lead to a stronger establishment and more 
robust seedling. 

For the grain sorghum crops, starch levels were mixed and varied. Some farmers 
needed the forage and harvested prior to the optimum starch yields, because – as 
we know – dry matter (as forage) always comes first when prioritising cow intake. 
From the first cuts, the highest starch yield was 26.1% DM from a Liberty White 
Sorghum crop with 67.3% of this starch being digestible. Silages will be retested 
in 6 to 9 months’ time to monitor starch digestibility improvements. 

Putting significant effort into best practice silage storage has helped minimise 
waste and improve feedout quality for farmers in the Mary Valley. Reductions 
in waste have exceeded 10% with improved management practices regarding 
storage and feedout. Forage reached record high prices during the last 12 
months. So therefore, being able to achieve substantial improvements in wastage 
reduction has meant improved profits of tens of thousands of dollars. 

The last summer in the Mary Valley demonstrated that when weather conditions 
are challenging, getting every facet of silage production and management right, 
from agronomy through to feedout, is critical. Looking after the fundamentals 
made a significant difference to the bottom line, especially when bought-in forage 
was trading for $500/t DM. Hopefully all regions were able to harvest crops over 
summer and take some silage forward into the year ahead. 
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