Year round feed

Through the Northern Victoria Grain & Graze 2 program, a project looking at using expert knowledge to model what
future climates might look like in Northern Victoria and to relate this to pasture and forage genetic opportunities is
occurring. In consultation with industry and seed companies, trials and on farm demonstrations are demonstrating
best bet scenarios with these selections over Northern Victoria, with a particular emphasis on opportunity summer
cropping. By understanding the implications, and quantify grazing in these situations, the project aims to develop a
new range of forage and pasture options for Northern Victoria in a ’new climate’
Location: Tungamah
Farming operation: cropping and sheep
Livestock: 1400 medium wool Merino ewes,
plus Merino stud for replacement rams and
300 South African Mutton Merino (SAMM)
cross ewes joined to White Suffolk
Crops: wheat, barley, canola, oats and faba
beans (2013)
Mean annual rainfall: 500mm
Soil type: red loam to heavy grey clay

Northern Victorian mixed farmer
Josh Buerckner is convinced
that adoption of some of the
farm practices being trialled and
promoted through the Grain and
Graze 2 program have been of value
to him in expanding his cropping
program, increasing his lambing
percentages and improving the
productivity of his land.
Josh, who farms 1300ha at Tungamah
with his wife Jenny, said adopting
practices such as grazing cereals
and growing summer forage crops
have helped him to meet the
nutritional needs of his stock, without
compromising his cropping program.
A proponent of grazing cereals, which
was successfully introduced five years
ago, Josh has been active in seeking
opportunities to refine this practice, as
well as to adopt others that contribute
to improved risk management and the
profitability of his business.

Keen to investigate ways to remain
productive despite increasing climate
variability, in 2011/12 the Buerckner
property hosted a summer forages trial
which produced some very promising
results. Of the forage species grown
in this trial – millet, wheat, barley,
canola, sorghum, mung beans, maize,
forage brassica, soya beans, lablab,
pigeon pea and cow pea – the legume
species lablab produced the best
results. Josh said he would watch
further research and lablab varietal
developments with interest.

The System
For the main part, Josh’s farming
system is similar to that of most other
mixed farmers in his region.
Wheat, barley, canola and oats are
sown using a direct drill system (knife
points and press wheels), with faba
beans and hay added to the rotation
opportunistically. About 450ha is
dedicated to pasture production
which is brought into the cropping
rotation as required.
Livestock comprises a self-replacing
Merino ewe flock, as well as a few
hundred SAMM cross ewes that
are joined to White Suffolk rams to
produce prime lambs. Josh also has a
handful of cattle, which he keeps “as a
hobby.”
The sheep usually graze stubble over
summer, are joined in February to

produce July/August drop lambs, and
shearing occurs in November.
Over the years, Josh has tweaked
his system so that he can maintain
and improve the livestock enterprise
without reducing the area cropped or
increasing his workload.
His cropping program kicks off early
(April), with 100 to 150ha sown to
Naparoo wheat, a long-season awnless
variety, suitable for grazing. As soon as
Josh is satisfied the crop is sufficiently
anchored (about the 3-4 leaf stage), his
ewes are allowed to graze.
Josh said including a dual-purpose
wheat variety has provided him with a
means of having his ewes on a rising
plane of nutrition at a time of year at
which, traditionally, there is not a lot of
feed around.
“It helps us fill that winter feed gap,” he
said.

“Having the sheep on cereal crops
also gives our pastures a spell. They
get time to establish and we get a
chance to control any weeds.”
During winter the Naparoo is
rotationally grazed until the crop
reaches the first to second node
state, at which point the sheep are
removed to avoid any yield penalty.
In more recent years, motivated by
significant late-spring/early-summer
rain, Josh has also grown summer
forage crops for grazing.
Sown in November, Josh said the key
was to graze summer forage crops early,
when they contain less prussic acid.
“Animal health is critical. You don’t
want to let the crop get away.
“We’ve learned that it’s better not to
produce too much biomass and to
match stocking rates to paddock size.”
Josh said his summer forage crops
received multiple grazings right up
until the end of April when, despite
being grazed down quite low, they
are cut for silage.
“Providing we get early summer rain,
this is something we will continue to
do most years,” he said.

Challenges
After five years of grazing cereal
crops, Josh said there were aspects of
the system he was still navigating.
“It’s ever-evolving. We’re looking more
closely at our sowing rates for our
grazing wheat varieties and we’re
still trying to work out the balance
between production and labour.”
How hard and how long to push
grazed wheat crops is also something
Josh said he has grappled with and
something he continues to refine.

He said one way of addressing this
was by looking at his fertiliser rates,
particularly after grazing. “There is trial
work being done on fertiliser rates at
the moment. It may be possible to
increase production that way.”
As for the summer forage system,
Josh said there was still work to do on
adequately matching stocking rates
to paddock size.
“If it gets wet we have the same compaction issues as for our grazed crops.”

Benefits
Clearly, the benefits of having more
grazing options outweigh the challenges.
“Grazing crops and summer forages
have had a positive impact on all
areas of our business,” Josh said.
“The system helps us to spread
risk and we’re getting more from
our livestock and more from
our cropping. There is also less
supplementary feeding.”
Since implementing grain and graze
initiatives, Josh said lambing rates on
the farm had risen by ten per cent.
Additionally, it has given him the
opportunity to improve his pastures
and increase the area on which he
can grow grain crops.
Additionally, Josh said his grazed

wheat had yielded as well, and
sometimes even better, than wheat
that hadn’t been grazed.

The future
Josh said initiatives such as grazing
cereals and growing summer forage
crops would continue to be refined
and further embedded into his
annual farm management regime.
He said the next step would be to
investigate further the possibility of
growing lablab during summer.
“I’m very interested in lablab,” he said.
“Having a summer legume to grow
in a dryland scenario would be a real
step forward.”
Josh said the grain and graze
practices had enabled him to run
more livestock and was a key driving
factor in any plans for expansion.
“I would recommend it because I
have seen what can be achieved.”

Find out more
For further information about the
Northern Victoria Grain & Graze 2
program, contact:

BCG
Phone (03)5492 2787, www.bcg.org.au

Grain & Graze 2
www.northernvictoria.grainandgraze2.com.au

