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GRDC VIDEO or PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 
Legume Leaders – Neil Smith: Lessons learned about chickpeas 
[00:00:12] Shannon Beattie Neil Smith farms at Merredin in Western Australia. And after dabbling in chickpeas in the early 2000s, he's now been growing the crop continuously for the past four years. Neil is part of the cohort of Legume Leaders that has been established by the Grower Group Alliance, with investment from GRDC, and who are sharing their insights over a seven-part series throughout 2024. As president of MADFIG, the Merredin and District Farm Improvement Group, Neil is a big advocate of peer-to-peer learning and sees the benefits of the Legume Leaders community as a resource. Hello there, I'm Shannon Beattie and in this episode, Neil shares the challenges and benefits of growing chickpeas, as well as his key tips for growers wanting to incorporate them into their farming system. 
[00:00:55] Neil Smith I'm a grain and sheep producer based between Merredin and Nungarin. I crop about 5000 hectares, with about 1000 hectares of pasture. Growing multiple crops wherever I can grow wheat, lupins, barley, canola, chickpeas, oats and I have grown coriander as a grain crop in the past, but I've ceased growing that just recently. So, I do things a little differently I guess, in that regard. 
[00:01:22] Shannon Beattie Sounds like we need to do an entire the podcast at some stage on coriander. I have not heard that in Western Australia broadacre before, so I know you've stopped growing it now, but fascinating. All right, let's talk chickpeas. How long have you been growing chickpeas on the farm for? 
[00:01:38] Neil Smith I've been growing chickpeas continuously for the last four years. I did grow them in 2003 and 2004. In that sort of timeframe, when Siddique was pushing them at the Merredin Research Station and ascochyta really nailed them back then. And now we've got newer varieties that a lot more resilient to that disease and a lot better economically for us. 
[00:02:03] Shannon Beattie And what are those new varieties, Neil? what is it that you actually grow on the farm or you have been for the past few years? 
[00:02:09] Neil Smith We started with Striker chickpeas four years ago and now we're 100 per cent Captain Desi chickpeas, and they're a lot taller, a lot more disease resistant and harvestable. Instead of being a foot tall, they might be two foot tall, which is a lot nicer. 
[00:02:25] Shannon Beattie What were the reasons that you wanted to start growing chickpeas? What was the logic behind it? 
[00:02:30] Neil Smith I was using the coriander as a break for the grass electives on the heavy land when ryegrass and wild oats became an issue. So, I wanted something else and I'd always had a bit of a soft spot for chickpeas, low rainfall crop. And so, when the new genetics came along, I jumped at them and found that we'd get a high yield in our wheat the following two years and higher protein, which is very welcome. We're not growing low protein wheat on that soil type. It's usually hard wheats, so a boost in our protein is good. 
[00:03:04] Shannon Beattie And what soil types do you tend to try and grow the chickpeas on? Where do they work best? 
[00:03:09] Neil Smith Read heavy land soils pH above seven, probably some over eight. So usually the pH is rising in the depth of the soil. 
[00:03:19] Shannon Beattie And you mentioned that back when you first started trying to grow chickpeas back in the early 2000, there were some issues with ascochyta blight which the new varieties have sort of helped to mitigate. Is there anything else with growing chickpeas that you can do to help with that issue, or is it just the varieties? How do you go about stopping that ascochyta blight? Because I know that it is quite a big problem when growing chickpeas in WA. 
[00:03:40] Neil Smith Yeah, we treat the seed with it's no longer P-Pickel T, it's the active ingredients that were in that I think it's thiabendazole or something like that. And then you can use a fungicide during the crop and generally one is required in this low rainfall environment at sort of first flowering. 
[00:04:01] Shannon Beattie And what other issues have you faced when growing chickpeas on the farm? I'm assuming they're a little bit more complicated sometimes than just dealing with ascochyta blight. So, what are the other problems that you face and how have you resolved them? 
[00:04:14] Neil Smith You do have to put rhizobia on the seed. There's a short time between the rhizobia being on and the fungicides so you don't want to have long periods of time with the fungicide in close proximity to the rhizobia because you kill the rhizobia to inoculate the chickpeas for good nodulation and good nitrogen setting in the crop. So, tag team rhizobia has worked quite well. Just the powder coating onto the fungicide treated seed. Broadleaf weeds have been an issue in the past, like radish. The advent of reflex herbicide has really helped keep the chickpeas clean. 
[00:04:51] Shannon Beattie You've mentioned some of the challenges, but there has got to be some good parts of growing chickpeas as well. We did mention that in the subsequent two years you had high protein, high yields. Are there any other benefits or do you have some numbers on those high protein and high yields that you can give us? 
[00:05:06] Neil Smith I've seen improvement and I've also been able to use better grass selectives so like you could use Factor and Clethodim together. Whereas in canola you can only use Clethodim. You can't use the Factor to control ryegrass because I tend to grow good ryegrass unfortunately. 
[00:05:24] Shannon Beattie And what advice would you give to growers who are thinking of getting into chickpeas? Don't know where to start. Don't know if they're the right fit for their system. What tips do you have for them? 
[00:05:35] Neil Smith Plant them from late April to early May. Sow them as deep as you can get them, which goes against all the other grain crops. You can chase moisture if you can drying seedbed, whack them 10 centimetres down and they'll still come out. They'll grow really well. Very slow to grow. But once they get to sort of August, they really get a move on and they're quick from flowering to pod fill and they look fantastic. Just don't wear boots that you'll want to lose with a malic acid on a leaf when you're walking through those later in the season. 
[00:06:09] Shannon Beattie So key tips are have a bit of patience because they're not going to spring out of the ground straight away and don't wear your brand new RMs as you're walking through the paddock. Neil you are one of the legume leaders as part of this project that GGA is doing. Congratulations. It's a very prestigious title. What advice would you give to growers, I guess, to reach out and just ask for help and ask for tips on these topics? 
[00:06:32] Neil Smith I think just peer to peer learning is a great source of information, and when you do get chatting to people, they generally tell you something that you pick up that improves your system and why I'm part of the MADFIG grower group and enjoying that challenge to my farming career. 
[00:06:51] Shannon Beattie And are there any other tips or any other info that you'd like to add for our growers listening that you think they should keep in mind when it comes to chickpeas? 
[00:06:59] Neil Smith Just work out the agronomy before you start, and it won't have a problem. It's just a different crop with similar challenges to all crops, none insurmountable and the benefits are quite good because they last for two years. 
[00:07:13] Shannon Beattie Wonderful. Thank you so much for joining me on the podcast, Neil. I really appreciate your time. 
[00:07:17] Neil Smith Not a problem. 
[00:07:25] Shannon Beattie That was Merredin grower and MADFIG president Neil Smith talking about chickpeas as part of the seven-part Legume Leaders series, which is an extension of a GRDC investment titled Closing the Economic Yield Gap of Grain Legumes in WA. Bios on the legume leaders and their contact details can be found on the GGA website at gga.org.au. More information on this topic can also be found in the description box of this podcast or online at grdc.com.au. I'm Shannon Beattie and this has been a GRDC podcast. Thanks for listening. 
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