
Better knowledge on the irrigation practices and technologies that make a real difference to dry matter production during the 
ryegrass season is the focus of an Australia wide irrigation project underway for the Northern Rivers dairy industry. Can the yield 
gap between potential and actual be significantly reduced by scheduling irrigation based upon more than “getting the water on….
when I have it”?

The Smarter Irrigation for Profit 2 (SIP2) 
project is a collaboration between the 
major irrigators of Australian agriculture- 
cotton, dairy, sugar, grains and rice. 
It aims to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of irrigators to increase 
yield from precious water resources. The 
project is supported by funding from the 
Australian Government’s Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment 
through its Rural R&D for Profit program.

Some dairy farmers have the potential 
to double yields from irrigated pasture 
by concentrating on core irrigation 
fundamentals and using data to make 
effective irrigation scheduling decisions. 
This was a key finding from the first 
phase of the national Smarter Irrigation 
for Profit (SIP1) project, conducted from 
2016-2018. 

In dairy, there are three major projects 
operating under the new SIP2 umbrella. 
One project, called What’s my yield 
gap. Improving Water Productivity, 
has ten sites with one located in the 
Northern Rivers region. The project is 
led and supported by Dairy Australia in 
partnership with the Sub-tropical Dairy 
Programme, Far North Coast Dairy 
Industry Group (DIG) and Norco. Over 
the next three years SIP2 will explore 
the first phase findings and introduce 
new technologies and strategies by 
undertaking local research under local 
conditions. 

“The ten Dairy Optimisation Sites 
are located across all dairy regions 
of Australia, reflecting the varying 
irrigation and farming systems that our 
industry covers,” says Marguerite White, 

the national coordinator of the dairy 
optimisation sites. “We are collecting real 
data at a local level that will highlight the 
potential to increase pasture and crop 
production from irrigated areas. SIP1 
taught us that simple things like getting 
the timing of irrigation right can make 
significant improvements to yield and 
decrease costly inputs such as power.”

Brian and Lizzy Chappell’s farm, located 
at Ruthven, is the Subtropical Dairy 
Optimisation Site for the local SIP2 
project. Data collection activities have 
already commenced relating to yield, 
water use, energy use and overall 
performance of the solid-set irrigation 
system of the 3 hectare site. The 
local project will be guided by regular 
catch-ups of the site reference group, 
comprised of local farmers and service 
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Brian Chappell next to one of three soil moisture probes that are monitoring in 10cm increments to a depth of 40cm. Through the telemetry 
system, Brian can monitor his soil moisture levels from his smartphone.  
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providers, who will provide ongoing input. 
A changed format of these gatherings 
may also be an innovative part of the 
project during the current COVID-19 
restrictions- but this will all be part of the 
learnings! 

Baseline data over the coming ryegrass 
season will help to identify potential new 
irrigation technologies and management 
strategies to be trialled and evaluated 
against yield improvements across 
a further two irrigation seasons. 
The reference group is very keen to 
concentrate on the establishment and 
potential of annual ryegrass pastures in 
the drier winter and spring months. It also 
hopes to explore some key principles on 
the farms of reference group members 
where travelling irrigators are used. 

“So far we have had three soil moisture 
monitors installed on the site,” says Brian 
Chappell. “With Peter Hutton’s assistance, 
and discussions with the reference group, 
I want to learn more about managing 
irrigation to not only use water more 
effectively, but better manage the farm 
in the variable climatic conditions we are 

finding ourselves in. Having up-to-date 
data that informs my decisions will be a 
good starting point for me.”

New to the region, but coming with a 
wealth of experience from operating 
the SIP1 site in Western Australia, 
Peter Hutton believes that while the 
strategies will be implemented and 
evaluated on this single site, the findings 
and key management principles will be 
transferable to all irrigation and farming 
systems of the region.

“We will be getting some basic 
information out to help local irrigators 
make more informed scheduling 
decisions. This will include a 
7-day forecast data notification on 
Evapotranspiration (ETo) and rainfall 
from SWAN Systems, so that a simple 
water balance can be made to calculate 
moisture short-falls and access to freely 
available support tools such as IrriPasture 
and Pasture.io. We will keep local farmers 
updated on the use of these types of 
systems at the site and how they can be 
used on their own farms.”

The national SIP2 Dairy Optimisation 
Site project is working closely with the 
Tasmania Institute of Agriculture’s (TIA) 
SIP2: Beyond Water Smart: Advancing 
Dairy Irrigation System Performance 
project and also the University of 
Southern Queensland’s project (in 
partnership with TIA) SIP2: Precise Real-
time Automated Irrigation for Cotton and 
Dairy. Plans to have Dr Hills from the TIA 
present at a June field day have been 
postponed due to current restrictions on 
gathering, however, interim information 
will be recorded and extended to the 
region through videos, podcasts and 
resource materials- keep a look out! 

Visit the SIP2 Website for dairy: 
dairyaustralia.com.au/farm/land-water-
carbon/water-and-irrigation/smarter-
irrigation-for-profit 

For further information contact  
Peter Hutton on 0406 501 966. 

The SIP2 project in the Northern Rivers commenced with valuable input from key industry partners. Front: Peter Hutton (Site Coordinator), Leigh Shearman 
(Far North DIGs), Maureen McDonald (SDP), Terry Toohey (SDP), Dr Dave Rowlings (Queensland University of Technology) Back:  Wayne Clark, Ken Bryant 
(Far North DIGs) & Brian Chappell (SIP2 Farmer).

QUALITY SINCE 1895
Department of Agriculture, 
Water and the Environment

@subtropicaldairy

https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/farm/land-water-carbon/water-and-irrigation/smarter-irrigation-for-profit
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/farm/land-water-carbon/water-and-irrigation/smarter-irrigation-for-profit
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/farm/land-water-carbon/water-and-irrigation/smarter-irrigation-for-profit
https://www.facebook.com/subtropicaldairy
https://www.facebook.com/subtropicaldairy



