
The Benefits of Summer Crop!

After a challenging season of 2006 & 2007, it isn't hard to see that we all need to look at how we
run our enterprise to get the maximum use of our precious water. When we see the dizzying
heights of the cost of water in times of drought it urges us to improve our water use efficiency.
One of the best ways is to look at the types of feed we produce on farm and do the numbers on
their water use efficiency and possible production you can achieve.

Two well known high water use efficient crops are Maize and Sorghumo each have characteristics
that present different uses on all enterprises, either for use by the enterprise or for sustaining an
income from selling fodder in the forms of hay or silage.

There are four distinct reasons why Maize and Sorghum are renowned as the best summer crops to
grow. Yield, Cost Effectiveness, Water Use Effrciency and Quality.

Currently there isn't another crop or plant species that is commercially available that can produce
as much high quality fodder as either of these two crops. Both crops can be grown in dry land
situations, providing adequate moisture levels are available.

Sorghum is one of the if not the most water efficient crops commercially grown. Current new
hybrids have higher levels of quality than ever before; one particular trait that is extremely
beneficial to high quality is the introduction of the Brown Mid Rib (BMR) gene. There are three
forms of the BMR gene, BMR 6, BMR 12 & BMR 18 Gene. The BMR trait has been
scientifically bred to produce less amounts of the indigestible form of fibre, lignin, within the
sorghum plant. Lignin is known scientifically as ADF (l) or Acid Detergent Fibre Lignin, in all
forages, the lower level of ADF (l) in a plant, the greater amount of digestible material becomes
available to the animal, hence increasing the production of the animal with less fodder. The
different genes BMR 6, 12 & 18 are known to have significant differences. The BMR 12 gene to
our best knowledge has been shown to increase digestibility over the BMR 6 & 18 gene.

HSR have three BMR 12 hybrids in their extensive list of hybrid product range, each have a
special purpose and end use, but all lead to having some of the best quality attributes on the market
in Australia today.

The benefits are clear with forage sorghum, with its deep penetrating roots, the crop can do very
well on very low levels of moisture, or perfofin excellently with inigation, requiring less water
than all other summer crops. With yields of over zstlDM/Ha achievable, costing less than
$0.005c per kg/DM, you can start to see just why the amount of sorghum area continues to grow.

Long gone are the days where growing forage sorghum produced tree trunks with high levels of
ADF and NDF (Neutral Detergent Fibre or the digestible form of fibre) and had high levels of
Prussic acid, today's new hybrids demonstrate vastly thinner stems with higher proportions of leaf
all with a concentrated effort on reducing the levels cyanogenic glucocide in the plant tissue which is
the precursor of Prussic acid formation within the animal.

All sorghum plants contain some form cyanogenic glucocide, but by choosing new hybrids, by not
feeding stressed crops under the height 50 cm, or by feeding a drought stressed poor crop as a sole



diet will substantially reduce the chances of prussic acid poising to the point that it is removed
from the equation. A stressed crop can see the levels of cyanogenic glucocide increase, the plant will
stress in drought situations through lack of water, heavy frosts, trampling or other damage (e.g. hail) and
insect attack. Even after receiving rain, the crop may still pose a risk, as there can be elevated levels of
cyanogenic glucocide in the new growth. It is advisable to leave the crop to grow for a time to dilute the
concentration. If a grower becirme concerned with their crop either due to stress or timing of
grazing, a test can be done to check the levels of cyanogenic glucocide, if the levels are to found to be
high, the crop can be made into silage, where the silage fermentation process can render prussic
acid levels to be non-detrimental.

In the case of maize, unless you have excellent dry land situations of which allow the crop to grow
to its potential, then inigation becomes the key ingredient to this crop, which just happens to be
amongst the 3 largest grown crops in the world. Maize has been grown in Victoria and NSW for
30+ years and has provided many benefits along the way. Currently hybrids are able to produce
yields up to and beyond 30T/DM/FIa with costs into the pit between $0.07-$0.18/kg/DM, but with
quality that can exceed I I MJ/Kg/DM, with these sorts of figures, you can also start to see just why
this crop is grown so widely. Maize silage can become an invaluable tool, especially if land area
or water is limiting, it requires only small amounts of land to produce high amounts of quality
forage. A short season maize crop may only require between l-7 mega litres of waterto produce a
potential 30+ T/DM/Ha. A common misconception with maze silage is the high cost associated to
grow a crop, this needs to be placed in context, amaize crop will cost b/w $1S00-$2500/ha to grow
and silage into the pit, this is due to the high amounts of fertiliser and machinery needed to
properly complete the job. This taken in context allows that hectare of land a potential production
of 30+ t/DM/Ha within 4-5 moths for between l-9 megalitres, it doesn't take long to see that there
is virtually no other way to produce as much high quality feed in the same time frame or with the
same amount of water as you can by producing maize. What growers potentially need to consider
is the real cost of growing pasture or other crops through the summer period and also throughout
the whole year and compare it to growing maize, as it is the real cost that we need to concentrate
on to be able to decide what to grow and what is the economically correct decision for your
particular enterpri se.

Maize is both simple and extremely rewarding to grow when following a set program for yield and
sticking to it.

John Gilliam, Dairy farmer at Nilma North in Gippsland has become an experienced grower of dry
land maizeo learning and improving with each crop grown. With the past few season really
showing that even in tough rainfall years, the opportunities to obtain b/w I 8-20 T IDM/Ha has been
achievable. It's amazing what can be done on such little moisture, John explains. John undertakes
a program that sees the paddocks that maize is to be sown into be planted with what's called a
HDL or High Density Legume in the autumn, directly after the maize has been taken off. This is
direct sown to provide a high protein product that conditions the paddock for the following crop if
maize. The HDL consist of a Berseem, Persian and Balansia clover mix that complement each
other and can handle mild forms of water logging. The idea is to have a product that conditions
the soil for the followingmaize crop by both adding nitrogen (due to the plants being legumes) and
by being legumes, when it comes time to plant the maize, the paddock isn't left with having to deal
with a hard to break down grass root structure.

Soil preparation has become a key ingredient for successful germination. A well prepared soil
allows a precision planter to do exactly what it needs to, "Precision Plant'o By starting with a
weed/clod free moist soil that has a precise seed placed every l3-14 cm (95000 seedsiha 30 inch
row spacing) the start is structured. Apart from the right amounts of fertiliser, all that's needed
now is moisture to obtain yields up to 30 t/DMlha. John has been consistently achieving avg
yields of 18-20 T/DM/Ha for the past 4 seasons. All the work is completed by local contractorso
and the overall costs into the silage pit including ground preparation, chemical, planting, fertiliser,
harvesting etc avg $2400/ha. Broken down. this equates to a cost of $ l26|DMT (12.6 c/KG/DM).
When you compare this to feed bought in drought years like the we one we have just experienced,


