
FUTURE READY DAIRY SYSTEMS 

Irrigation development 

Currently there are 12 pivot circles, ser-

viced by 3 towable irrigators & covering 

620ha. These have been installed over a 

10 year period.  In the next 5-8 years 

Richard & James are aiming to expand to 

30 pivots (another 300ha of land under 

cropping). Towable pivots have enabled 

the investment in irrigation infrastructure 

to be spread over a bigger area, meaning 

the rotation has not needed to be inten-

sive. The plan is to progressively move to 

all fixed machines to reduce labour re-

quirements. With increased irrigation 

livestock numbers are expected to in-

crease by up to 50% (at the moment 

there is no water available for pasture/

cover crops in the autumn). 

 

Results from irrigation development? 

Many pivot circles have a range of soil 

types which makes management chal-

lenging. However, rotations haven’t been 

pushed & soil decline hasn’t been experi-

enced. Overall irrigation development 

has drought-proofed the business—giving 

better returns in good years to tide over 

the bad ones. With more water Richard & 

James will give up short term income for 

longer term sustainability. 

 

Innovation - the good and not so good 

Richard & James are interested in using 

technology & innovation to create effi-

ciencies & a ensure a  good production 

system.  However, it is important to be 

objective about technology & pick & 

choose what works best in your circum-

stances (ie be smart about the technol-

ogy that you invest in). For example a 

recent investment into soil moisture 

monitoring gear did not prove to be use-

ful for variable soils & broadacre crop-

ping. Richard has found that a spade & 

his hand enable him to make the best 

judgement of soil moisture (& provide a 

chance to inspect crops). 

 

 

 

 

What makes things tick at Llanberis Pastoral? 

Richard and James have been farming together since 1990, initially with 

their parents and now also with their partners.  

♦ Adaptable business model - adapting both to personal circumstances 

and goals and to include the best use of outside expertise and technol-

ogy 

♦ Education is as important in farming as any other occupation - both 

Richard and James have tertiary qualifications in farm management 

♦ Irrigation development began in 2000, triggered by adverse environ-

mental conditions (drought and flooding rains) 

♦ It’s important to be open about trying technology - but don’t expect it 

to provide all the answers 
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Llanberis Pastoral - facts & figures 

Richard and James currently farm 4120ha 

at Hollow Tree near Bothwell. This is soon 

to increase to 7557 ha as they resume 

management of leased land. The prop-

erty has been in the Hallett family for 6 

generations. Farm vital statistics: 

♦ 700ha cropping land  

♦ Main crops are poppies, cereals & 

pasture 

♦ 8000 merino sheep (50/50 ewes/

wethers). 1000 ewes joined to Dorset 

for meat 

♦ 732ha bush under conservation cove-

nant & another 850ha managed for 

timber production 

♦ 80 cows 

♦ 500 ML water storage & use 300 ML/

annum  

♦ 5 labour units 

♦ Low rainfall - average is 550mm 

♦ Relatively high altitude—much of the 

cropping land is at 420m ASL 

♦ Diversity of cropping soils from black 

cracking clays, light sands and clay 

loam ferrrosols. 



MAKING GOOD BETTER  Maximising the benefits of soil carbon 

VRI on Llanberis Pastoral 

VRI is an example of Richard & James’ 

approach to technology - think about 

your operation & what could improve 

it, then do some research on what’s out 

there to fill the need. The first VRI was 

installed in 2010 and since then a sec-

ond different unit has gone in on an-

other pivot.  

 

What is VRI? 

VRI uses GPS technology to control indi-

vidual sprinklers and/or the speed of 

the wheels to increase or decrease the 

amount of water applied to particular 

areas in a paddock. There is a GPS node 

installed at a control unit at the centre 

point and at the end of the irrigator. 

What does VRI have to do with soils? 

Soil maps  of the pivot circle are used as 

a base to program the machine (see 

below for the soil map of a pivot circle 

at Llanberis). Maps can be created by 

EM survey, by detailed ground survey-

ing or by reviewing aerial photos, or a 

combination of all three. Once the map 

is created different programs can be 

created for different areas. For exam-

ple, a drainage line may be an avoid-

ance area (no water applied), a wet hol-

low might get 20% of the standard rate 

applied to the rest of the paddock and a 

sandy bank might receive 110%. The 

programs can be altered as the season 

progresses and saved so they are on file 

for future years.  

 

Traps for young players 

It is very important to put the 

time in at the start of the season 

to create the maps and set up the 

program, so that it all runs 

smoothly when the irrigation sea-

son hits its straps. VRI is expen-

sive so make sure that everything 

else is right with your irrigation 

system and management first (eg 

sprinklers, drainage etc) and then 

look carefully at likely returns/

payback time. Another lesson was 

the importance of having the 

right people around to help with jobs 

which you don’t have the time or ex-

pertise for. 

 

Benefits of VRI 

The amount of benefit that can be ob-

tained from VRI depends on the 

amount of soil and topographic variabil-

ity within a circle and the sensitivity of 

the crops grown to over/under water-

ing. The key benefit of VRI is that it can 

be used to keep water off wet areas, 

prevent waterlogging, bogging, and run 

off. It can allow you to adjust amounts 

of water applied to different soil types 

(which may have different infiltration 

rates, as well as water holding capac-

ity). With the huge variation in soil 

types in pivot circles on Llanberis (eg 

sands and black cracking clays) Richard 

has been very happy with the VRI, 

which has enabled areas  which would 

have never grown anything in the past 

to produce a crop.  Richard estimates 

that VRI has allowed them to improve 

production on their variable soils by at 

least 30%. 

“Our focus is on creating efficiency, scale and carefully targeting inputs using the best technology 

available to us. This should ensure ongoing sustainability of the whole farm operation”  

Variable Rate Irrigation 

Variable Rate Irrigation (VRI) is an example of a technology being used 

by Llanberis Pastoral to maximise efficiency and minimise impacts: 

♦ VRI ensures that the water is being applied where it is needed 

♦ Run off and loss of nutrients and topsoil is minimised—reducing en-

vironmental impacts and saving $$ 

♦ Creation of detailed soil maps to support VRI can also assist with 

other aspects of farm management - in the future they may link in 

with variable rate technology for spraying, fertiliser, etc 

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 


