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GRDC PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 
Precision Ag in Practice: Boardman Agriculture – Applying electromagnetic mapping
[00:00:05] Sarah Clarke This is a GRDC podcast. Hello, I'm Sarah Clarke. Shane Boardman and his family moved from Victoria to northern New South Wales in the late eighties. Not long after their move, they started dabbling in precision agriculture technologies. In the mid-nineties he commissioned an electromagnetic survey of one of his paddocks. At the time, he didn't have the machinery to take the EM data and apply VR technologies. It was when Boardman Ag took over Glen Ayr properties south of Goondiwindi, that they embarked on the next steps and turned their attention to variable rate technologies. I spoke to his 2IC, Sam Hotchin about the trials, the benefits of using precision ag technology and how it's transformed their yield on their broadacre cropping enterprise. 
[00:00:53] Sam Hotchin So I've been using Precision Ag for a long time on this property. Years ago, Precision Ag technology was very expensive, hard to obtain, and very not user friendly at all. So in the recent years, with the rising cost of inputs and the increase in availability of Precision Ag technology and the further competition there, we've been able to adopt more technology in each part of the farm, and now we're able to use technology like EM mapping to better assess our paddocks. 
[00:01:22] Sarah Clarke Tell us about the trials that you've been undertaking on the Boardman's property. 
[00:01:25] Sam Hotchin So that trials we've undertaken is looking at different soil types in the paddock. So our soil types are predominantly a black cracking clay, self-mulching soil and they move through to a sandy clay loam. So looking at these different soil types we've been able to find variations in the paddock in nitrogen and phosphorus and then use these soil tests to apply different rates of fertiliser when it comes to planting an in crop application. 
[00:01:50] Sarah Clarke And what are your Precision Ag tips that you can offer and share? 
[00:01:54] Sam Hotchin I suppose in terms of Precision Ag, getting started is my best tip. As soon as you're able to adopt new technology, work with people who are like minded in the field, you're able to streamline data from tractors to consultants and then make more educated decisions on the farm. 
[00:02:13] Sarah Clarke And what about the EM surveys? The electromagnetic survey? Tell me about that - how has that helped for you the mapping? 
[00:02:20] Sam Hotchin Just gives us more accurate data on the field. So, the whole process involves EM surveying the paddock and then soil testing each area, and then coming back and applying urea based on what our soil tests show. 
[00:02:32] Sarah Clarke And looking at some of the comparisons before and after Precision Ag, tell us about that. 
[00:02:37] Sam Hotchin Looking at paddocks before we had Precision Ag, we were seeing big variations between soil types when it comes to yield. So now that we've been able to apply different rates of fertiliser to our different soil types, we're seeing a much more consistent yield across our paddock and also a much more consistent protein level. So that's where we're looking to move in the future. Protein mapping all our paddocks and then looking at exactly what urea has been used in those areas, and then applying more urea if need be. 
[00:03:05] Sarah Clarke Has that improve the soil quality also? 
[00:03:08] Sam Hotchin Yeah, so this will improve the soil quality. It also improves the grain quality. Precision mapping for us is as much putting enough nitrogen in the good areas of the paddock as it is, only putting enough in the lower soil type areas of the paddock. 
[00:03:22] Sarah Clarke What were some of the on-farm issues that you were hoping to solve with Precision Ag. 
[00:03:26] Sam Hotchin So just being able to consistently drive yield the same across the whole paddock, being able to farm areas of paddock differently to achieve a similar yield. We're trying to increase our high yielding capacity soil results as well as increase our low yielding capacity results without detrimental to grain quality. 

[00:03:45] Sarah Clarke So your tips to other producers looking to go down the path of embracing a more diverse range of Precision Ag technology, devices and methods, what would you suggest? 
[00:03:54] Sam Hotchin Probably suggest just involve yourself with people who are in the same space in the area, and then just give it a crack. As soon as you start doing your first lot of and mapping, you're able to store that data and use it for previous years. So, the earlier you can start storing data and turn your enterprise into a data driven farm, the more decision making tools you'll have further down the track. 
[00:04:17] Sarah Clarke That was Boardman Ag 2IC, Sam Hotchin. Jack Williamson is a agronomist and a private consultant based out of Goondiwindi. He started Williamson Ag in 2012 and has been advising the Boardman AG team on their property to Tulloona, which started with the electromagnetic surveys. 
[00:04:34] Jack Williamson I got involved with Precision Ag on this farm with Shane Boardman, the owner. We just had a couple of paddocks that had quite a big variability in yield and soil type that we could pick, and we just wanted to see if we can do a better job of what we were doing, which is pretty much a blanket application. So we took the first steps a couple of years ago of EM surveys, and it's sort of grown from there. 
[00:04:54] Sarah Clarke And tell me about what those surveys are finding and how it's benefiting this property. 
[00:04:59] Jack Williamson The point of an EM survey is just to drill down into soil variation and it's water holding capacity, basically and then once you scratch the surface there things can grow pretty quickly in terms of how deep you want to go in to the Precision Ag game, whether it's just variable rate urea, to save a few dollars or make those dollars work a bit harder for you, or you can get into more agronomic traits as well, like seeding rates and starter fertiliser rates so that's one of the challenges is you just got to know where you want to end up with it all. And ultimately it's dollars in the farmers pocket that matters. 
[00:05:30] Sarah Clarke I was gonna say what are the benefits then for Shane Boardman's properties with Precision Ag and how is it adding benefits to him. 
[00:05:37] Jack Williamson Using resources to best of their ability. You might take nitrogen away from one spot and put it on a better spot. It's a learning process and we're a couple of years in now, so we're getting better at it. 
[00:05:47] Sarah Clarke You mentioned some challenges. What are some of the key challenges that you've come across here on this property? 
[00:05:52] Jack Williamson Getting your process simplified when we first started soil coring the different zones, it was a bit of a tedious job. But now we've simplified that. Another tip I would give would be to standardise your data. So one paddock we had, number one zone was the worst area and the best zone was done before. And then the next paddock we did, it was the other way around. So that got a bit confusing. So just standardising your data to begin with, just to take an element of confusion out of things would be one. Definitely get some knowledge in the room with you like Christian and Tim they've definitely helped. But also farmer knowledge is huge when figuring out where to start your zones and where to do your soil cores something may show up great on an EM survey, or great on a yield map or poor on a yield map, but it might'n be anything to do with Precision Ag in the paddock, the roos might chew that corner out, which, might need to put up an exclusion fence instead. So yeah, there's paddock knowledge and farmer knowledge definitely has a part to play as well. 
[00:06:49] Sarah Clarke But overall, the benefits of Precision Ag, it's your tips and suggestions advice to other producers... it's worthwhile. 
[00:06:55] Jack Williamson It is. You do need a certain amount of variation really to make it worthwhile. That first paddock we trialled a couple of years ago, we saved 40 tonne of urea on a 600 hectare paddock from what we would have done otherwise to another paddock where we only save a few tonne of urea, but it's putting those resources where they matter, so it's definitely worthwhile. But you do need a certain amount of variation to make it work. 
[00:07:19] Sarah Clarke That was agronomist Jack Williamson. Well, Christian Capp is a precision consultant and has his own business Groh Ag. He too has been advising Boardman Ag on the most efficient types of programs, as well as technology that would deliver the best results for their broad acre cropping enterprise. 
[00:07:34] Christian Capp I think it's about getting more strategic, taking advantage of the functionality of all the equipment these days. So,a lot of the stuff you use in terms of Precision Ag comes in the base model of all the machines you buy, and it's about using that functionality to be a bit smarter with how you farm. So using the data that the machines are collecting to guide your decisions around priorities, where to put the urea, what part of the paddock went well, things like that. 
[00:08:03] Sarah Clarke And we're here on Shane Boardman's property in between Moree and Goondiwindi. What were some of the challenges that you were trying to address on Shane's property? 
[00:08:10] Christian Capp So Shane's paddocks and it's, you know, it's true of a lot of paddocks around here are pretty variable in terms of soil types. We can go from kind of red ridges through to black clay soils. So obviously how those soils perform varies. And what we were trying to do is map that variability. So then in terms of application of nitrogen and seed or whatever fertiliser it is, for example, we're getting a bit smarter rather than doing blanket applications with only our paddocks based on that soil variability. We're doing some targeted soil testing. We're getting an analysis of those results, and then we're making a decision based on those numbers around. I call that part of the paddock needs this much urea and that part over there might need more or half, for example. So it's just about using those numbers, getting a bit smarter about how we farm. 
[00:09:00] Sarah Clarke And those are all techniques under the headline of Precision Ag that's helping tackling soil variability here. 
[00:09:06] Christian Capp Yeah, it's definitely all under the Precision Ag umbrella. As I said, it's a pretty broad topic. Precision Ag it can mean steering a tractor straight all the way through to soil mapping and things like that, so it all falls under that banner. 
[00:09:19] Sarah Clarke Tell us about the trials you set up last year. 
[00:09:21] Christian Capp So I one of Shine's paddocks, we did a soil map using an EM38. We mapped the variability of that soil and then did some targeted soil testing with our agronomist Jack. He's got the results back and we variable rated our urea prior to planting and then at planting our starter and our seed across that paddock we did three trial strips of 250m wide to look at different rates of urea and seed across the paddock, so that we could see what that combination did to our yield. 
[00:09:54] Sarah Clarke And the results so far. 
[00:09:56] Christian Capp Results across the three strips were pretty similar they were probably within a couple hundred kilos per hectare. So for those strips, what we learned, which is what we already knew, that more urea would produce more crop. It also showed us that for those areas where the tests suggest we didn't need as much, we didn't put as much on, and our result was as we anticipated. So we didn't go chasing a response that we weren't going to get by putting a blanket right of application on. 
[00:10:24] Sarah Clarke And long term, the goals on this property that will obviously be driven by Precision Ag and the techniques and the strategies adopted. 
[00:10:31] Christian Capp Oh yeah. So, Shane and Sam were very much into adopting Precision Ag, and we've really gone down the path of utilising all the functionality and machines and products that are out there. So we've EM38 soil mapped the whole property now every paddock and we'll be going out there and doing variable rate seeding and fertiliser at planting time. And that'll be an ongoing thing, so targeting our soil testing, looking at those results to guide our decision making, and we'll be very much adopting all that stuff from now on. 
[00:11:09] Sarah Clarke That was precision and consultant Christian Capp, sharing his insights into what works best on the Boardman Ag property Tulloona, south of Goondiwindi. Earlier, I also spoke with the Boardman’s 2IC Sam Hotchin and agronomist, Jack Williamson. Precision fertiliser decisions in a tight economic climate is a GRDC investment being led by the Society of Precision Agriculture Australia. More information on this topic can be found in the description box of this podcast or online at grdc.com.au - I'm Sarah Clarke, this has been a GRDC podcast. Thanks for listening. 
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