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Why do we need better fertiliser decisions?

Australian grazing industries are facing increasing challenges. There is continual pressure to increase
efficiency and productivity, while at the same time there is mounting scrutiny of the impact of grazing
systems on the environment.

Most Australian soils are deficient in plant nutrients, and therefore fertiliser is a major input on farms,
which underpins pasture, livestock and milk production. The benefits of fertilising pastures include
increased pasture growth, increased soil nutrient cycling and structural stability, reduced erosion and
increased soil water use which lowers recharge to the watertable.

However, nutrient losses from our pasture and animal systems can lead to nutrient enrichment of
waterways, soil acidification and higher levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.

The Better Fetrtiliser Decisions Project will provide improved data and tools for
farmers and their advisors which will assist them to maximise production and
minimise nutrient losses to the environment.

There is a need for refined fertiliser management practices that help to maintain a balance between
boosting pasture production and groundcover and reducing the risk of nutrient loss to the environment.
The Better Fertiliser Decisions project will provide the best available information for making productive
and environmentally responsible fertiliser recommendations, while also identifying key knowledge gaps
requiring further research.

This large national project involves the who’s who of the Australian grazing industry and research,

representing Australian state departments, CSIRO, Universities and fertiliser companies across
Australia.
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Pasture production response to fertilisers

Considerable research into optimum soil fertility levels and fertiliser management has already been
undertaken for the Australian grazing industries. However, the collation and integration of this
information is long overdue.

This project is for the first time creating a national collection of soil fertility data, from pasture
experiments conducted across Australia over the past 50 years. Animal production responses will also
be included where possible. Sources of information include published reviews and papers, departmental
reports and even unpublished data, from government and commercial research groups.

The data sets will go through a rigorous quality assurance process and statistical interpretation. This
comprehensive set of soil test - pasture response data, will be managed using a relational database,
which can then be used to sort and display the information in a variety of ways. This means that soil
fertility/pasture response information can be regionally specific, and deal with important factors such as
pasture type, soil and climatic conditions. The project will also identify gaps in available data and
highlight additional research needs.
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Assessing environmental risks from fertilisers
on farm

Nutrients can be lost from pasture systems in a number of ways including export in animal product, soil
fixation, drainage, runoff and gaseous emissions to the atmosphere. These losses can lead to nutrient
depletion and erosion if nutrient exports are not balanced by inputs, algal bloom problems in nutrient
rich waterways, soil acidification, groundwater pollution and greenhouse gas contributions.

This project will develop tools that can be used to objectively assess where
and when nutrients may be leaking from grazing systems and what
management practices can be used to minimise the risks of adverse
environmental impacts occurring.

It is essential that the risks of nutrient loss to the environment (ie water or air), as well as erosion risks,
are included within an improved nutrient decision making framework. A key part of the Better Fertiliser
Decisions project is the development of a practical framework to identify the risk of nutrient loss and
depletion on farms and involves technical input from a network of nationally recognised scientists. The
environmental risk analysis will need to account for variation in land characteristics over space and
time, climatic conditions and management practices. The resulting tools will be road-tested on farms in
different grazing regions across Australia, ensuring scientific credibility and on-farm practicality.

The environmental risk analysis approach will have the dual benefit of helping farmers consider both
the production and environmental implications of applying fertilisers.



Improving fertiliser decisions on the farm

The information and tools developed will be available to consultants and farm advisers, extension
officers, fertiliser companies, industry stakeholders, policy developers and regulators, and farmers
themselves.

Information from the project will be readily available, scientifically rigorous and yet simple to use and
easy to interpret. It is envisaged that project information will be available through interactive web based
and print based Kkits.

Materials will be produced that are simple to use, scientifically powerful and easy
to interpret using information that is readily available on-farm.

As a result of the Better Fertiliser Decisions project Australian farmers will be able to manage fertiliser
inputs to produce better pasture and at the same time achieve less nutrient imbalance in the
environment. This project will also bring about greater collaboration between those in the grazing
industry and fertiliser companies and a greater acceptance of scientifically sound soil test-pasture
response functions and environmental risk analysis.

Contacts: Science Leader: Dr Cameron Gourley
General Information: Paul Strickland
Phone: 03 5624 2222

Web Site: http://rdu.une.edu.au/nutrientresponse/
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