Interview transcript: Sam Birrell, Agronomist with Netafim Victoria on crop management

Introduction: One of the key components of a drip irrigation system is crop management. This aspect of the one day drip irrigation course at Moree was covered by Netafims Irrigation Agronomist, Sam Birrell.

Sam Birrell: The key thing is when you are drip irrigating and you have a pressurised system, delivering exact amounts of water as opposed to flood irrigation, you can apply a little bit more science of the crop needs so therefore you need to know exactly how much water the crop needs. So there is a simple scientific calculation made which uses evapotranspiration. That’s just a figure that is derived through temperature and humidity and a few other things and it’s readily available on various web sites. The Bureau of Meteorology. 
So evapotranspiration for a particular geographical area multiplied by a crop factor and each different crop, pecans , peaches, apples and lucerne all have different crop factors. So when you multiply those two figures together you get the millimetres that crop requires, at a particular time to be irrigated.

Now each drip irrigation system puts out a certain number of millimetres per hour so its a very simple calculation to make that you need to run your system for a certain number of hours per day or per week.

Stuart Bray: So similar to weather based scheduling then?

Sam Birrell: Yes I think we are moving to weather based scheduling as a starting point and then using plant sensors or moisture sensors to fine tune that  just to compare if what is being used by the crop in the soil with what’s happening above ground.

Stuart Bray: So your WUE could be increased to what sort of level if your using that technology?
Sam Birrell: Look I think 95 per cent is realistic if the definition of water use efficiency is how much water is applied to the  crop roots and if you apply water so that its used  by the  plant and not lost below it then you can get up around 95%.
Stuart Bray: What other advantages are their with drip say applying fertiliser?
Sam Birrell: Fertiliser application through the system is a huge advantage from a number of different areas particularly with nitrogen. When people spread nitrogen it can be lost when there’s a big rain or over irrigation that nitrogen dissolves and goes through the soil profile and into the water table and obviously the fertiliser is lost. So that’s no good and it can cause an environmental problem in the ground water.  The other thing is people sometimes spread nitrogen particularly and it can volatilise and that means it turns back into gas and goes back into the atmosphere. Again the fertiliser is lost. And it can cause an environmental problem as nitrous oxide. If you apply just a little bit of nitrogen that the crop needs, every irrigation or every few irrigations then the chances are that the crop is using all the fertiliser, you’re applying are much higher.

Stuart Bray: So you should be able to cut back on your fertiliser costs quite a lot then?
Sam Birrell: We found people who use drip irrigation well and who schedule their fertiliser very well have been able to cut back a lot on the fertiliser they use.

Stuart Bray: What sort of percentage are we talking about?
Sam Birrell: Oh I’ve found people who have been able cut back 40 to 50% on their nitrogen but also generally fertiliser that they use.

