was still about 50 years old!

Like so many others, he was worried
about declining productivity, but to him it
was the fertiliser that had stopped working,
not the soil test. So in the end he stopped
using fertiliser as well. At least he didn’t
have to worry about how to handle his
surplus pasture in Spring!

The trouble is that we have become
conditioned to think of soil tests only in
terms of fertiliser. So it seems natural that
if you are growing the same plants, they
will need the same fertiliser — no matter
how old the test. Of course, things are
seldom as straightforward as this.

So what should we expect from a soil
test and how long before we will need
another one?

If your interest is in sustainable
production and you want to know what is
going on in your soil so you can better
manage both soil and productivity, you will
need a fairly detailed analysis and should
be looking for changes on a regular basis.
This is because soil is a complex and
dynamic system that is continually
changing and adapting to factors in the
environment, as well as your management
inputs.

For this kind of approach, the ideal
situation is to repeat the soil test every 12
months. Certainly, it would be important
to do this if you are busy with things that
could be called ‘developmental’ (e.g.
starting out on a new property,
implementing a whole-farm plan, etc.). In
other circumstances, you should be okay
with repeat tests every 2 years. If you let
things go much longer than this you run

productivity straight away. So while you
may spot a change after 3 years and correct
it, you may still have to work through a bit
of a productivity slump before getting back
to where you were before. Over the long
term, repeating soil tests too infrequently
could see you only “treading water”, rather
than achieving the progress you were
targeting.

The most important thing to remember
about soil tests is that they provide you
with a rational basis for making
management decisions. Without a current
soil test, you will be replacing decision-
making with guesswork.

from one season to the next. This makes
consistency an absolute must. Repeat tests
MUST be done over the same areca and at
the same time of the year if they are to give
you a good comparison and show real
changes.

The ‘Golden Rules’ are:

> Make sure your soil test is as detailed
as possible,

> Repeated it every 12 months to 2 years
and

> Be as consistent as possible with the
way you collect the sample and the time
of year you do it. H
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Be Part of Soils Research

SWEP is the only soil-testing
laboratory in Australia to focus on
measuring basic soil functions (rather
than just plant nutrient requirements)
and to base its work exclusively on
research done on Australian soils.

What is more, it has sponsored
much of this research itself and
continues to do so. One current
project arose out of the many
customer enquiries SWEP received
regarding soil Silicate testing.

Interest in “available” soil silicate in
both soil function and plant health has
been increasing in recent years. Now
there are reliable methods available,
but little research to say what levels
should be or how it should be
managed.

To help develop some of this basic
information, SWEP has commenced a
project to examine soil Silicate levels in
soils across the continent. The first
objective will be to develop a database
of test results and look for correlations

with other test results. Then the
results will be taken to the field to see
what effects different levels of soil
Silicate are likely to produce.

The available soil Silicate test is
presently an option that people can
request with the normal SWEP
complete soil test and it adds $27.50
(including GST) to the cost of a soil
test. However, to help encourage
wider utilisation of this test and more
rapid development of the necessary
database, SWEP has reduced the cost
of this soil Silicate option to only
$11.00 (including GST).

Anyone submitting a soil sample to
SWEP and requesting soil Silicate will
know they will not only be getting
valuable information in return, but will
be helping to advance our knowledge
of Australian soils and improve the
effectiveness of Australian farming
systems.

For more information about this project,
contact Ted Mikhail or Peter Brown at SWEP
Laboratories on (03) 9701 6007.
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