
FUTURE READY DAIRY SYSTEMS 

The typical rotation 

The typical rotation for the past 10 years 

has been poppies, cereals, cereals 

(poppies one year in three). Typically this 

rotation was: poppies sown in Sept, har-

vested in Jan/Feb. After harvest dual pur-

pose wheat direct drilled then harvested 

the following Feb. Barley then direct 

drilled July - Sept, harvested Feb & 

ground fallowed until poppies sown again 

Cereal stubbles generally burnt or grazed. 

Most cultivation done in winter/spring 

with wet ground. 

 

Soil issues 

Changes have been ob-

served to the soils dur-

ing the last 11 years of 

increased cropping. The 

sandy loams are show-

ing an increase in or-

ganic matter and im-

proving productivity. 

However, the clay loams  

are now  less forgiving  & have poor 

structure & drainage, and obvious cloddi-

ness.  Waterlogging has become a major 

issue due to poor soil structure  and 

poppy yields are suffering. 

 

Production and profit are tied to soils 

Poppy crops are  the mainstay of the 

business income for Ramsay Agriculture 

and in the last 3 years they have been 

declining, to the point where something 

needs to change. 

 

How things change... 

John has been working full-time on the farms since returning home in 2001. 

In that time massive changes have taken place: 

♦ Previously 300 cows, 5000 ewes and fattening 500 lambs; with wool be-

ing the dominant enterprise. Now 9000 ewes and fattening 6000-7000 

lambs; lamb (meat) the dominant enterprise 

♦ Used to be 1 linear, with 100ha cropped. Now 1 centre pivot, 3 linears,  

6 travelling irrigators & 800ha cropped 

♦ Poppies are the cornerstone of the cropping operation, with cereals 

(mainly dual purpose winter wheats and barleys) being included more 

recently 

♦ Increasing use of direct drilling (have own triple disc drill) 

Changing management to improve soils and yields  
John and Annie Ramsay, Ramsay Agriculture 

Ramsay Agriculture - facts & figures 

 

John and Annie farm 3800ha on 3 sepa-

rate properties at Bothwell, Dysart  & 

Bridport. Farm vital statistics: 

♦ 800ha cropping land (Bridport graz-

ing only) 

♦ Main crops grown are poppies, cere-

als & irrigated pasture 

♦ 9000 ewes (1000 wool, 5500 com-

posite & 2500 merino x white Suf-

folk) 

♦ 640 ML water storage (all 3 proper-

ties), and use 800ML/annum 

♦ 9 labour units 

♦ Generally low rainfall averages are -

Bothwell 550mm, Dysart 500mm, 

Bridport 800mm 

♦ Cropping soils are shallow duplex 

(top soil 200-250mm) with top soil 

varying from sandy loam to clay loam 

♦ Poor drainage presents major chal-

lenges 

♦ Sand blows are an issue on lighter 

soils under cropping 



MAKING GOOD BETTER  Maximising the benefits of soil carbon 

Amendments - a potential solution? 

During the Making Good Better project, 

John  trialled the use of feedlot manure 

and compost, to see if they would have 

any effect on improving some of the 

soil structure/health issues at Ratho.  In 

the one year of the trial, neither of the 

treatments had any effect on soil struc-

ture (measured using Bill Cotching’s soil 

structure score card). However the ma-

nure treatment did appear to promote 

microbe numbers (graph below). Poppy 

yields weren’t measured, however 

there was no effect of either treatment 

on early growth (height) of poppies. 

The main result highlighted by the trial 

is that there is no silver bullet for im-

proving soil health - it all comes back to  

good management of crop and pasture 

rotations to sustain soil health for prof-

itable crop yields. 

Changing the rotation 

The rotation is being changed so that it 

will still be poppies one year in three, 

but the two off years will be under rye 

grass . This will mean that when pop-

pies are harvested grass will be direct 

drilled, and left until being sprayed out 

the May prior to poppy sowing in Aug/

Sept. The aim will be to allow enough 

time for root release so poppies can be 

direct drilled, although in some cases a 

light cultivation may be needed to pre-

vent smearing when direct drilling. Tim-

ing of cultivation has changed to au-

tumn (drier soils), with a long term aim 

of less cultivation overall. The focus will 

be on making the soil the best it can be 

to produce excellent poppy crops. 

 

 

 

Benefits of the change 

Changes to the rotation mean that  rye 

grass will be able to work its magic by 

returning up to 10t DM/ha to revitalise 

soil health. It also means that burning 

stubbles will no longer be needed, and 

damage from cultivation will be mini-

mised. 

 

Potential issues with the change 

This change to the rotation has far 

reaching implications for the farming 

system. 

♦ Grass needs to be well managed to 

ensure it doesn’t set seed (there are 

ryegrass herbicide resistance issues 

on the farm); 

♦ Spring growth must be able to be 

grazed (fodder production is not 

economical); 

♦ To use the spring flush will mean a 

shift to more breeding stock instead 

of a focus on fattening - this may 

make the business vulnerable to 

drought (trading stock and cereals 

are a good drought strategy) 

♦ Gross margins from the new rota-

tion of grass (fat lambs & wool)  & 

poppies will need to at least equal 

those for cereals  otherwise we may 

consider dairy development (aiming 

for a 20% increase in poppy yield) 

“There are no silver bullets for fixing soils—we will need to rework our whole farming system”  

And then change again... 

Issues with soil structure and declining poppy yields have led to a re-

view of the cropping rotation.  

♦ The amendment (compost and manure) trial highlighted that there 

is no “silver bullet” for improving soil health 

♦ Permanent pasture can have major positive benefits for soil struc-

ture; but need to work it into a profitable rotation 

♦ Need to focus on poppies as being the critical crop in the rotation 

and the whole rotation is geared to improving soil health and maxi-

mising the returns from poppy production 

This case study has been prepared 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 


