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GRDC PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 
SOYBEAN SUCCESS
[00:00:12] Fiona Fagan Hello, I'm Fiona Fagan. Soybeans are an oilseed crop which were traditionally used for oil extraction and stock feed. More recently, though, soybeans have also become a popular ingredient used for making soy milk, tofu, miso, soy sauce and other foods. In a boost to Australia's soybean industry, GRDC has partnered with Soy Australia, the Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries and the New South Wales Department of Primary Industries to develop the online soybean production manual, a complete guide to growing Soybeans in Australia. The new online manual has been showcased at a series of workshops, including one in the Queensland city of Bundaberg, which I went along to. The workshop featured presentations from industry experts, including David Thompson from Bean Growers Australia, who was able to tell me more about the origin of soybean production in Australia. 
[00:01:15] David Thompson Soybeans was originally a crop that was grown for crushing. There was a crushing plant originated in Newcastle that was the forerunner. The change in the soybean industry happened with the closure of that crushing plant and the direction of the soybean industry, then focussed more towards the edible component and higher valued sort of soybeans for that. The edible component of soybeans is the high-end tofu-type market. There's also been the introduction over time of soy milk, and one of the mainstays of soya beans usage has been into the baking industry as a flour improver for bread. 
[00:01:54] Fiona Fagan And where does Australia's sit among global soybean producers? 
[00:01:58] David Thompson Australia is minnow in global production. We're finding that the US and Brazil, they would account for somewhere in the vicinity of 70-80 per cent of world production. So yeah, we'd be probably around about that 1 per cent if we were that. But there's a lot of other nations around the world that are in a similar boat. When you've got your dominance coming out of the US and Brazil, there's not much gap for the others to sort of fit in, but there is plenty of demand out there globally for those type of products. 
[00:02:24] Fiona Fagan So there's a potential here for the industry to grow in Australia? 
[00:02:27] David Thompson Definitely, there's plenty of growth in there that's just to even satisfy existing demand. And that's without replacing some of the imported products that are produced and imported coming into Australia. I don't believe that we will ever be in a situation of replacing the solvent extracted protein mill, which is a base source of protein for the stock feed industry. This economies of scale and production needed. I think the numbers are probably around about a million tonnes of protein meal being imported into Australia. If we can look towards satisfying our domestic edible and full fat markets, which I estimate to be at least around 100,000 tonnes a year, we'll be well-served in achieving that. 
[00:03:07] Fiona Fagan So where did soybeans grow in Australia, and how difficult are they to grow? 
[00:03:13] David Thompson Soybeans will be grown anywhere from the northern tropics into Victoria, mainly on the east coast. I think there's only some small amounts being grown or have been grown in the Western Australian tropics, or maybe some in the southern type areas, but all the production is predominantly on the east coast. Of recent times we're seeing that the production has been more along the coastal type areas, and that's been as a combination in the agronomy of sugarcane and the benefits of growing a followed crop of soybeans. 
[00:03:45] Fiona Fagan So why do producers choose to grow soybeans in Australia? What are the motivations? 
[00:03:51] David Thompson Soybeans provide a good economic return in comparison to other crops. It's complementary because of its nitrogen fixation abilities for the following on crops. And there's a ready market there in a domestic market for them. 
[00:04:07] Fiona Fagan So what do Australian soybean growers need to know about available varieties and selection? 
[00:04:14] David Thompson Australian soybean growers should be in contact with both the marketers and also the agronomists. There's some good packages out there on the individual varieties, which are best suited for the different areas of production and for the different quality parameters that are required for those markets. 

[00:04:32] Fiona Fagan So talk about the online soybean manual and associated workshops and how they benefit the industry and growers. 
[00:04:38] David Thompson The soybean manual and its online portal has been a major advancement in the upgrade of soybean production in Australia. Australian soybean demand is greater than what the production is. We look towards a domestic demand in the vicinity of 100,000 tonnes. In recent times we haven't been achieving that, so there's a lot of scope for it, and the production of the manual will assist both agronomists and growers in trying to achieve that additional production. 
[00:05:07] Fiona Fagan So the workshop that's taking place here today and tomorrow. What are the benefits of having a workshop like this? 
[00:05:14] David Thompson The benefits of the workshops that have been conducted at Bundaberg, Mackay and Townsville over the past two to three weeks. They provide very good interaction between the participants, and we've been finding that there's been a high amount of agronomists turning up. There has been some growers and also some of the auxiliary components being the sugar industry people, which is a part of what the development is sort of looking towards being as to a rotational crop and the benefits that are from it. The likes of a workshop type thing, there is more personal interaction where a question is raised and answers can be given on the spot. 
[00:05:52] Fiona Fagan Neil Halpin is a Bundaberg-based senior farming systems agronomist for the Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries. He first took an interest in soybeans almost 30 years ago, when he started investigating them as a potential companion crop for sugarcane. So why soybeans? Why do you have an interest in soybeans? 
[00:06:13] Neil Halpin I suppose it stems back to work we started back as long ago as 1995, where we noticed the issues within the sugarcane farming system. It was pretty evident there were a number of things that we were doing wrong with sugarcane, particularly with a monoculture and having a legume break crop experimentally, we were seeing yield increases of at least 20 per cent in the cane crop. 
[00:06:35] Fiona Fagan So primarily you're interested in them for a crop rotation purpose as opposed to a harvest purpose? 
[00:06:41] Neil Halpin I suppose initially it started out with that basic as our lead in, but it's also about economic diversification. So cane prices are cool at the moment. But there's been a lot of time in history where they haven't been and having that rotation crop has been extremely important cash flow in the system and probably more longer term, environmentally taking the amount of nitrogen that can be in a soybean crop off as grain is also another neat fit, so it's multifaceted. 
[00:07:07] Fiona Fagan So have soybeans become more popular as a crop choice? 
[00:07:10] Neil Halpin Definitely through time they have, and they tend to like a lot of things, unfortunately, commodity prices tend to influence growers decisions. But what we've seen, particularly here in Bundaberg, a core of people that know the benefit of them being in the system, and regardless of what cane or soy prices are doing, they put it as part of the rotation because they see longer term, that's where they need to be. We're seeing, you know, particularly areas like Mackay really starting to hit their straps and talk to these guys. They need to realise it's not impossible to do on the coast and to do well. And likewise, Burdekin growers have definitely been giving it a go as well. 
[00:07:45] Fiona Fagan So are soybeans easy to grow? 
[00:07:47] Neil Halpin In my opinion, yeah. Initially cane grows took a little bit to get the head round in terms of probably a tighter timeframe than what they're traditionally used to in sugar cane, and I suppose in more recently we've seen some foliar diseases coming as issues, particularly in the Burdekin area. I suppose it's some of the challenges and insect management is also a challenge, not an insurmountable one, but one that we can lose the yield potential pretty easy if you're not keeping your eye on the ball. In some of their hard setting soils, getting them out of the ground was probably the biggest challenge. 
[00:08:17] Fiona Fagan Harvesting can be one of the main challenges for soybean growers, and it's one of the issues addressed in the new online soybean production manual. Harvesting expert Kevin Charlesworth, who spoke at the workshop, says growers can lose up to 20 per cent of their crop if they don't get it right. So talk about the process of harvesting soybeans?
[00:08:40] Kevin Charlesworth So the main process is the gathering process. That's where you can tend to lose most of the grain. That's where the crops cut with a knife and then pushed into the machine with the reel. If you don't have those two things, set the at the knife at the right height, the reel at the right speed, you can actually lose, some people say up to 20 per cent of your crop just there. So, it's very important to be very conscious of what you need to do there and understand the process there. The rest of the machine is basically setting it up as you would a normal crop, which is pretty straightforward really. There's only about five different things you can change. Just keeping in mind that you don't change five at one time. 
[00:09:15] Fiona Fagan So Kevin, you grew soybeans 35 years ago. What was it like as a grower back then? 
[00:09:21] Kevin Charlesworth Risky. Honestly, it was for soybeans. Very small market, very little knowledge. Varieties were very poor compared to today it's chalk and cheese. 
[00:09:32] Fiona Fagan Alex Conway is an engineer with Control Unlimited who's working on the GRDC Stored Grain Extension project. He says storage is another challenge of soybean production, especially in tropical regions like Bundaberg. So why are soybeans an important crop? 
[00:09:51] Alex Conway They really trying to complement the cropping systems in these regions that we've been visiting. So predominately sugarcane, they're becoming what is typically been a bit of a cover crop or a green crop in this region. And now we're actually saying that growers are looking to harvest and install those soybeans, and it really is giving them another branch to their businesses. So it's really quite exciting to see. 
[00:10:11] Fiona Fagan So is soybean production growing in Australia? 
[00:10:14] Alex Conway In certain regions, soybeans coastal in northern regions is where we're seeing most of the growth happen, but it's a pretty new sort of crop, and there's still a lot of work to be done, particularly in the ground storage area. But really, I think education is the key to all of it. So as things are expanding, just making sure that the information is there and that really is happening through the online modules and workshops such as this. 
[00:10:35] Fiona Fagan So talk to me about the storage of soybeans. Is it tricky? 
[00:10:39] Alex Conway Soybeans are an interesting one. Storing soybeans themselves, they're actually quite large grain, which does make it nice and easy to aerate - aeration systems can work quite effectively. But what we do see can be a bit of a challenge, is we're seeing in a lot of these regions are grown either in a coastal region or northern regions, which often humidity is a bit of a challenge. So we definitely see more to do with the regions where they're being grown can be quite challenging from a storage perspective. So that's sort of why we're really trying to educate growers around just monitoring that grain while it's in storage and making sure they've got everything ready to go for storing soybeans. 
[00:11:16] Fiona Fagan Judy Platt is a sugarcane and soybean grower who attended the Bundaberg workshop. You've been growing soybeans for quite some time. How have you noticed a change in the industry and is it a good crop to grow? 
[00:11:29] Judy Platt Well, I think soybeans are a great crop to grow. They suit our cane farming system just brilliantly, and they bring a lot of benefits soil health wise and breaking the pest cycle for the cane. But I actually think they're a great crop for lots of other farming systems as well. And of course, today being held in Bundaberg, there's a focus on the cane system, but I'd actually love to see soybeans being considered by farmers and other farming systems because they're just such a fantastic crop. I think that durable, they're forgiving. They still take a level of management that pushes the farmer to build his skills and knowledge, and they return so many benefits to the system. I found the workshop today and yesterday absolutely brilliant. I mean, some of it I sort of knew before. I've heard before, of course, but a lot of it was a great refresher, some of those little gems of wisdom that you sometimes forget, but also because the speakers have been given plenty of time to talk. They've gone into quite a lot of detail of a very subject which has been brilliant, because often when you talk to them, it's on the fly, or they do a quick presentation at a field day, whereas this has been a lot more in depth. Then we've got of course, got their great notes to refer back to. I did access the online manual before I came to the workshop. It's sort of helped me decide whether I needed to come or not, and I saw that there was plenty of extra information and more detail that perhaps hadn't been in older publications. So I was really pleased with that. And I told them on the manual was quite easy to use. It's great that there's been a renewed push to promote soybeans, and it's the kind of crop that people should be thinking about using when they're changing farming systems as a bit of a cleaning up the paddock, so to speak. But the benefit is that you can also earn an income from it. So I think it's just a win win all round. I think it's a great crop. 

[00:13:16] Speaker 7 I'm Matthew McCauley and I'm from Nutrien Ag Solutions in Murgon, which is based in South Burnett. 
[00:13:21] Fiona Fagan And how have you found the soybean Masterclass today? 
[00:13:24] Matthew McCauley It's been really good. As a graduate coming into the business, soybeans are a new crop for me. So it's been awesome to see, like the whole picture of soybeans, right from planting all the way to marketing at the end of the season. Yeah, it's been fantastic. 
[00:13:37] Fiona Fagan And how about the online manual will have you access to it and have you found it? 
[00:13:40] Matthew McCauley Yeah, the online menu is really good. It's so easy to get through and you can see all the modules really easy. Just say click on them and go through all the information. That's great. 
[00:13:48] Fiona Fagan And how has that helped you sort of learn about soybeans? 
[00:13:51] Matthew McCauley It's been able to provide me with information that I might not have known before, and you can just go on and see all the information there from industry professionals. And yeah, it's right on your fingertips. You can access anytime. It's been great. 
[00:14:09] Fiona Fagan That was Matthew McCauley from Nutrient Ag Solutions, who was one of the attendees of the Bundaberg Workshop for the online soybean production manual. Earlier, I spoke to soybean grower Judy Plath, Bean Growers Australia's, David Thompson, Neil Halpin from the Queensland Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, harvest expert Kevin Charlesworth and engineer Alex Conway from Control Unlimited, who is working on the GRDC Stored Grain Extension project. To view the soybean production manual online, go to the Soy Australia website soyaustralia.com and navigate to the growers tab and into the agronomy portal. I'm Fiona Fagan. This has been a GRDC podcast. Thanks for listening. 
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