
FUTURE READY DAIRY SYSTEMS 

The good ol’ days 

From ‘67 to ‘84 Sand park was predomi-

nantly dairying and pigs, with some dry-

land cropping. In ‘84 cropping and irriga-

tion began in earnest. The cropping has 

gradually been increasing in intensity, 

and the types of crops have changed as 

different crops become available and/or 

margins change. 

 

To plough or not to plough? 

Initially all of the cropping ground was 

mould board ploughed then fallowed for 

2 months then disced and sown. Phil & 

Corey are currently having discussions 

about whether to keep mould board 

ploughing in their farming system. They 

are trying to minimise use of chemicals 

including glyphosate, so ploughing plays 

an important role in enabling them to use 

cover crops over winter and then still 

have time to get ground ready for cash 

crops. Phil has found that soil moisture is 

the most critical factor between whether 

soils are damaged by working or not, and 

it’s critical (no mater how much pressure 

you’re under!) not to rush out when soil 

moisture is not right. 

 

Rotations & cover crops 

The rotation at Sand Park varies depend-

ing on the soil type - heavier soils have a 

more intensive rotation than lighter soils. 

Peas, beans, buckwheat, peas, grass 

seed, grass, compared to poppies, peas, 

pasture. However, both rotations have 

pasture for 2 years in 6, and bare fallows 

are never used. In autumn, once crops 

are harvested, paddocks are top dressed 

with oat seed and then multidisced (1 

pass), which acts as a winter cover crop 

and feed for lambs. Unfortunately be-

cause grass seed is such a major crop, 

annual rye can’t be used due to concerns 

about contamination, although it’s root 

development and contribution to soil 

structure is better than oats. Cattle have 

not been grazed at Sand Park since 2006, 

because of the damage done by winter 

pugging . Sheep don’t do the same dam-

age to the soil and play an important role 

in managing cover crop growth. 

Fundamentals of the Sand Park farming system 

Phil has been farming at Sand Park for 45 years, and was joined by his son 

Corey 2 years ago. 

♦ Ploughing done at the correct soil moisture still plays an important role 

in the farming system at Sand Park as it enables herbicide use to be 

minimised 
♦ Oat cover crops are always used between crops and pasture phases 

make up 1/3 of the cropping rotation  
♦ Having goals that are being worked towards is important to keep focus-

sed and on track 

Soil biology - a vital part of sustainable farming 
Phil and Corey Spencer, Sand Park 

Sand Park - facts & figures 

Phil & Corey farm 150ha on Sand Park at 

Bracknell. The property has been in the 

Spencer family for over 100 years. Farm 

vital statistics: 

♦ 100ha cropping land (in any one year  

80ha under crop) 

♦ Run a contract harvest business (4 

headers and 2 windrowers) 

♦ Main crops are poppies, beans, peas, 

buckwheat, grass seed & carrot seed 

♦ 300 ewes & fatten 700 lambs 

♦ 120 ML water available (stored and 

direct take from river) & use 60-120 

ML/annum  

♦ All irrigation done with 3 travelling 

irrigators 

♦ 3 labour units (including contract 

business) 

♦ Rainfall average is 700mm 

♦ Diversity of cropping soils including 

heavy clays and sandy loam on iron-

stone 



MAKING GOOD BETTER  Maximising the benefits of soil carbon 

Feeding the biology & the crops 

About 10 years ago, after having to put 

increasing amounts of nitrogen on 

crops to get the same yields, Phil had a 

“light bulb” moment & decided some-

thing had to change. This led to an ex-

ploration into the unchartered waters 

of soil biology. The first year wasn’t 

very successful - compost was applied 

in combination with normal fertiliser & 

it was all a bit much for the broccoli. So 

foliar & seed treatments were the next 

experiment. Then  the realisation that it 

was all about the soil led the way back 

to compost, used in a more sustainable 

manner. The rate of compost is ad-

justed depending on soil test results, 

however a typical mix in  most pad-

docks is 1.5t/ha 

compost, 100kg/

ha single super, 

150kg/ha soft rock 

& 100kg/ha sul-

phate of potash. 

On 2 paddocks 

where no artificial 

fertilisers are be-

ing used at all 

compost is applied 

in two applica-

tions of 3.5t/ha. Phil & Corey still use 

lime or dolomite at a low rate annually 

(0.5-1 t/ha).  They have been playing 

with fish emulsion on & off for 8 years 

& now use a soil drench (20L fish emul-

sion , 10L kelp and 8L molasses /ha) 

applied to bare soil in spring and au-

tumn). Soils are now tested for biology 

as well as nutrients, which helps with 

deciding what to do where. 

 

Compost & soil drench on trial 

As part of the Making Good Better pro-

ject, Phil & Corey were able to trial the 

effects of compost, soil drench & a 

combined treatment of both (applied to 

a clay soil & a sandy loam) on soil biol-

ogy and nutrients.  

Clay soil was very responsive to treat-

ment effects on microbial biomass. In 

all cases (bacteria, fungi & total) the 

drench was highest followed by com-

post, & then the combined treatment, 

with control being lowest (see graph 

below). 

Clay & sandy soils are naturally very 

different in levels of soil carbon, micro-

bial biomass & microbial activity. They 

appeared to respond quite differently 

to the different treatments – a one size 

fits all recipe for addressing soil biology 

is not likely to work well. Tailoring 

amendments to different soils by using 

soil testing will give the best “bang for 

buck”. 

 

What has been learnt? 

All of the recent changes that have 

been implemented at Sand Park have 

resulted in soils that are easier to man-

age producing  similar yields to those 

prior to changes in management, with 

less inputs. Understanding your soil & 

how your management will impact it is 

the key to successful & sustainable 

farming. If you understand the conse-

quences of your actions then you can 

do something to balance them. 

“it’s important to think about what you’re doing, monitor the impacts and be prepared for it not to be 

what you expected”  

Managing change... 

Soil biology has been the forgotten third piece of the soil puzzle. In re-

cent years it is receiving more attention and it is something that Phil & 

Corey are very interested in understanding and managing better. This 

has meant some major changes for them. 

♦ In making any changes to your system, you can’t be too pure about it 

- you still need to make $$ 

♦ Watch and monitor what you’re doing 

♦ Learning from others (both farmers and experts) is critical to open-

ing your eyes and your mind & improving your understanding of 

what’s going on 

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 


