
FUTURE READY DAIRY SYSTEMS 

Where it all began 

The typical rotation early on was poppies 

followed by 3 years of grass (first year as 

a grass seed crop). Poppies were winter 

sown (July/Aug) into raised beds which 

were formed in the autumn (April). 
 

A role for raised beds? 

Raised beds had an important role in the 

early cropping system at Nosswick, ena-

bling ground that couldn’t otherwise 

have been cropped to be brought into 

production. BUT they do have their 

downside: 

♦ Long fallow through winter 

♦ 20% of the paddock is gutters and 

headlands and can’t be cropped 

♦ No grazing over winter 

 

The new improved no-bed system 

Andrew has refined his cropping system 

so that beds are no longer necessary. 

Poppies are now sown in spring (Sept/

Oct). Paddock drainage is checked and 

improved the autumn prior to poppies. 

The paddock is left in grass until end of 

July when it is sprayed for a chemical fal-

low. When it is dry enough a gentle, shal-

low cultivation is done late spring prior to 

sowing. It is risky, but benefits outweigh 

risks and so far poppies have been sown 

successfully, and yields have been good. 

Good timing is everything! 

 

The latest rotation 

Along with the change from raised beds 

came a change in rotation. It is now pop-

pies, green manure, peas, grass seed, 

then the rye grass is drilled with clover 

and maintained for another 2 years.  

However,  this may change in future to 

poppies, grass seed, peas and rye/clover 

pasture for 2-3 years (this means one less 

cultivation in the rotation). The aim when 

poppies/peas come off and grass goes in 

is to have lambs on the paddocks within 5 

weeks of the poppies being harvested. 

Pea straw is baled for stock, poppy stub-

ble is left. A quick multidisc & the pasture 

is drilled and watered up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How it all began... 

Andrew has been farming at Nosswick, Blackwood Creek, for 35 years. 

♦ Up until 2000 the property was a straight beef & wool operation, with 

no irrigation. Change to irrigation in 2000 changed the operation sub-

stantially, as has the purchase of Maitland 2 years ago 

♦ Soils at Nosswick are not great for cropping (shallow, stoney and poor 

drainage) so crop rotations are focussed on sustainability - ensuring that 

good yields can be maintained in the future 

♦ It has been a constant learning experience, working out the most opti-

mal management for the irrigated farming system at Nosswick. Andrew 

has valued participation in discussion and benchmarking groups to chal-

lenge him and help generate new ideas  

Rebuilding soils with pastures sustains crop yields  
Andrew Colvin and family, Nosswick 

Nosswick - facts & figures 

 

Andrew and family farm 960ha on 2 sepa-

rate properties at Blackwood Creek 

(Nosswick) and Cressy (Maitland). Farm 

vital statistics: 

♦ 725ha cropping land 

♦ Main crops grown are poppies, peas 

& grass seed 

♦ 3500 Coopworth ewes (self-replacing 

flock), fattening 3000 lambs 

♦ 1200 ML water storage, and use 

400ML/annum 

♦ 1 labour unit (contractors do 50% of 

cultivation, plus shearing, lamb mark-

ing and crutching) 

♦ Average rainfall 740mm 

♦ Cropping soils at Nosswick are shal-

low duplex (top soil 200mm) with 

clay loam top soil. Maitland soils 

much better red clay loam 500mm 

top soil  

♦ Poor drainage at Nosswick presents 

major challenges 



MAKING GOOD BETTER  Maximising the benefits of soil carbon 

Extending the rotation 

There is plenty of water available so the 

temptation is to irrigate and crop the 

whole farm every year. Andrew doesn’t 

do this—he focuses on having a long 

rotation to enable soils to rebuild be-

tween cropping phases. The purchase 

of Maitland hasn’t meant that Andrew 

has intensified further. He is using the 

new cropping ground to further extend 

his rotation out and allow even more 

pasture growth. However, this is possi-

ble with the recent irrigation develop-

ment at Maitland being funded by po-

tatoes (as a one-off, first crop). 

 

Clover vs rye grass 

Andrew is considering a role for pure 

clover stands in the future. The Making 

Good Better project allowed him to 

compare the effects of rye grass & clo-

ver on soil, & test his theory that clover  

is be better for soil health and soil 

structure than ryegrass. Soil samples 

from under each pasture were tested 

for nutrients, biology, & soil structure. 

Results indicated that ryegrass grew 

more organic matter & more bacteria & 

fungi, including mycorrhizal colonies on 

plant roots, but clover had a greater 

diversity of microbes (see graphs). 

The soil under the clover crop had 

higher levels of plant available nitro-

gen (N), which may be due to the 

ability of clover to fix N but the 

lower level under  

rye grass may result from it being a 

very effective scavenger of N. Clover  

releases N fixed in the 

roots by rhizobia when 

it dies, but the spread 

of dormancy over win-

ter & early spring of 

the 2 clover varieties 

means that release of 

N from dead roots is 

delayed. 

 

 

A consideration in using high clover-

based pastures is that they tend to 

acidify the soil. Monitoring pH is essen-

tial—Andrew has used up to 5t lime/ha 

to improve pH of his soils (maintained 

at 6.2). 

“If you focus too much on getting big returns now and pushing the system, you will deplete your soils 

and in 10 years time have stuffed soils and stuffed income”  

Cropping rotation management... 

Cropping does have obvious effects on soil structure , soil carbon and 

soil health.  

♦ Initial soil carbon (TC) at Maitland was 6.2% (18/5/10). After 2 years 

of cropping (dryland barley then irrigated potatoes) it has dropped 

by 1/3 to 5% (26/4/12). Levels are still good but a decline has started 

These impacts can be managed with care: 

♦ At Nosswick initial soil carbon in one paddock was 3.4% prior to 

cropping, 7 years later it is at 4.4. 

♦ Pastures are grown for 3 years in a 5 year rotation 

♦ At Nosswick best results for soil health and livestock fattening are 

from pasture sown with 4kg/ha rye, 6kg/ha clover (red and white).  

This case study has been pre-

pared as part of the Making 

Good Better Soil Carbon Project 

(May 2012) run by  Macquarie 

Franklin through the Australian 

Government’s Caring for our 

Country program.  

Check out the project blog at   

http://

soilcarbontas.blogspot.com 


