Flexible Crop Use

Importance

The level and utilisation of crops (and pastures) as either harvested product or grazed by livestock is important in determining best outcomes over a range of seasons. 
Recent Climate Change Impacts and Implications

The recent run of poor seasons has often resulted in low crop yields if taken through to grain. A flexible system which allows multiple uses (e.g. grazing, hay or grain) may allow better outcomes if difficult seasons continue.

Management Issues
1. Opportunity Cropping

Opportunity cropping, is where a crop is sown with minimal inputs (fertiliser and herbicides) with the intention of using it for grazing in average to below average season, but having the option to harvest it for grain in above average seasons. This practice is gaining interest as a risk management strategy for both crop and livestock production.

With the run of dry seasons and the high number of years with dry springs some soil types in the low rainfall cropping areas have become unviable for cropping. When these areas have been left as regenerated pasture, production is often low, with mainly weedy annual species. Opportunity cropping will provide good early feed for livestock and can continue to be grazed if necessary.

Trigger Points

Remove stock from these paddocks when:

· Adequate pasture feed is available in other areas of the property (refer to “Responsive grazing”)

· Decile 6 or above rainfall has been received during May, June and July.

· Cereals grazed beyond GS 3.0 in cereals will incur significant yield suppression if taken through to grain harvest

2.  Pasture cropping

This technique was developed in NSW where a winter cereal crops is sown into a summer active (C4) perennial pasture (such as Red-grass), usually after the first frost. After the opening rains the native grass stand is sprayed with a knockdown herbicide (such as Sprayseed®) to control annual weeds. The cereal is then sown using knife points or a disc seeder to minimise soil disturbance and reduce the damage to the perennial grass stand.
In South Australia most native grass pastures are a combination of winter active (C3) and summer active (C4) species and research has shown that the C3 native grass species and the sown crop compete with each other.

3.  Alley farming

Fodder shrubs can be sown as single or preferably multiple rows (3 or 4) to provide shelter and fodder for livestock. A wide gap of 10 to 30 m is then left between these plantations to allow space for planting of other species with large sowing equipment. These gaps can be sown with either perennial or annual species to provide a balanced diet for grazing livestock.
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