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Rapid Pasture Meter 
 
Measuring dairy pastures will soon be much easier t han walking through the paddock, thanks 
to the development of a Rapid Pasture Meter that at taches to a quad bike or farm vehicle. 

Accurately measuring pasture can significantly improve pasture utilisation and milk production.  But manually 
measuring pasture is time consuming and tedious.  Technology has come to the rescue with the development 
of the Rapid Pasture Meter. The innovation was developed by the New Zealand Center for Precision 
Agriculture at Massey University and commercially launched by C-DAX in New Zealand in June this year.   
Trials conducted by the FutureDairy team at Camden, NSW have provided advice on adaptation to Australian 
conditions and have determined the calibrations for Lucerne, short rotation ryegrass, prairie grass and Kikuyu.  
Calibrations for ryegrass/paspalum pastures are currently being determined at Kyabram, Victoria.  

The Rapid Pasture Meter is a device that attaches to the back of a quad bike and uses light receptors to 
measure pasture as the meter crosses the paddock.  With the bike travelling at 20km/hr, the maximum 
operating speed, the device measures pasture cover every 27mm, building up a very accurate picture of grass 
cover.  That is 200 readings per second.  With that frequency of readings measurements taken over dung pats 
or weeds should not distort the pasture data. 

“The meter consists of a series of light and optical sensors at 20mm interval.  As pasture passes through the 
centre of the meter it breaks the beam preventing the light hitting the receptor; for each beam that is obstructed 
at a particular moment in time, 20mm is added to the height reading.  However because of the effect of 
averaging the effective height increments available are closer to 10mm,” explained Professor Bill Fulkerson, 
FutureDairy project leader, who has been testing the meter in Australia.  A linear equation is used to calculate 
the KgDM/Ha for a given average grass height. 

In the office, the data is downloaded onto a PC where a feed allocation program such as ‘P+’ works out 
pasture available in each paddock and feed deficit.  Supplementation options can then be entered and the 
program will calculate the area to be grazed each day and the amount of supplement needed. 

Studies have shown that a 10% increase in milk production can be achieved by accurately allocating pasture 
(and hence feed) on a daily basis, even when pasture is very well managed. The benefit comes from utilising 
pasture that would otherwise be wasted through over-allocation and from improved pasture re-growth by 
keeping the post-grazing residue at optimal levels. 

“The main appeal is the convenience the meter offers.  At last we have a quick and accurate way to measure 
pasture.  I think that will mean that farmers will measure pasture more often.  Those who haven’t previously 
measured pasture regularly may take up the practice,” he said. 

The Rapid Pasture Meter is likely to be popular with nutritionist and agronomists.  Rick Jordan, Horizon 
Farming is looking forward to putting the Rapid Pasture Meter through its paces.  A meter is to be made 
available to Horizon Farming in its capacity as project manager of the DairySA funded FutureDairy South 
Australia Forage Partner Farm at Berkefelds, near Mt Schank in the South East of the State.  For many clients 
Rick and his team measure the pasture in every paddock, every week.  “This operation will be much more 
timely and hopefully accurate using the Rapid Pasture Meter and we look forward to reporting back on how this 
tool performs in SA,” said Rick Jordan. 

The Rapid Pasture Meter is expected to be available on the Australian market next year (2007).  There’s been 
keen interest from dairy farmers in New Zealand since the launch, with sales stronger than expected. 

For more information contact Bill Fulkerson, phone (02) 9351-1635 or email billf@camden.usyd.edu.au 
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New Farmlet Study To Find Profitable Forage Systems   
  
Project 3030 is supported by Dairy Australia, University of Melbourne, DPI Victoria and 
DairySA 

A two-farmlet (‘mini-farm’) comparison is underway at the DemoDAIRY farm in SW Victoria, run as a part of 
Project 3030.  Farmers, researchers and service providers are working together in this project to profitably 
increase home-grown forage usage and to trial a new approach to combining complementary forages on 
dryland dairy farms. This study should give Hills & Fleurieu farmers a better insight into how progressive 
dairy farmers grow and use home-grown forage. 
 
Farmlet 1  is managed to maximise production from a perennial ryegrass-only pasture base, stocked at 2.25 
cows/ha.  Pastures are rotationally grazed, with rotations during the year adjusted according to growth rates.  
Pastures are fertilised in autumn with Super Potash fertiliser 300 to 400 kg/ha depending on soil test results.  
Nitrogen inputs totalled 124 kg N/ha in the first year.  Grain, plus small amounts of hay, are bought in to 
maintain cow intakes to produce 500 kg milk solids/cow (around 1125 kg MS/ha). Pasture consumption on 
this farmlet averaged 7.3 t DM/ha in the first year.  In part, consumption was held back by the very late 
opening rains in that year.  In the future, farmers and researchers are aiming for up to 9 t DM/ha pasture 
consumption from this system. 
 
Farmlet 2  involves growing a combination of complementary forages, aiming for up to 12.5 t DM/ha home-
grown forage consumption each year.  Preliminary research suggests that this level of forage consumption 
could support a 15% return on assets if applied successfully on commercial farms.  However, there is a 
higher potential risk in this system, which this study will investigate. 
The forage combination involves perennial ryegrass, tall fescue, annual ryegrass and double cropping 
(winter cereal crop followed by a summer brassica crop) on different parts of the farmlet.  The farmlet is 
stocked at 2.9 cows/ha, and nitrogen inputs totalled 173 kg/ha in the first year.  Milk production targets are 
537 kg MS/cow or 1550 kg MS/ha. 
Cows on the Farmlet 2 consumed 10.9 t DM/ha of home-grown feed in the first year.  This consumption was 
below target due to; 

·  the very late opening rains in the first year, 
·  autumn sowings of tall fescue pastures failed for the same reason, 
·  summer forage crop seeding was delayed until the end of the spring growing season. 
·  high losses of cereal silage, both in storage and at feed out. 

 
It will be interesting to see if participating farmers and researchers can address all of these issues to improve 
consumption rates in future years. GREG MITCHELL,  Project 3030,   mitchellg@chariot.net.au 
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FORAGE Skill$ 
The FORAGE Skill$ coaches role is to support farmers to increase their skills, knowledge and confidence in 
making forage management decisions.  The role of the coach it is not about being the "expert" but rather 
about supporting farmers to work through the program.  The coaches will work closely with small groups, and 
one on one, to support farmers in changing practices and increasing their skills.  All the FORAGE Skill$  
coaches have been trained to deliver the program and they have a wide range of practical skills from 
agronomy to dairy farming experience, Kym Mathew, Mount Compass Dairyfarmer & FORAGE Skill$ coach 
said that "if the farmers involved get as much out of the program as I have they will be way in front from just 
the 1st session" 

 
Forage Skill$ coaches: Kym Mathew, Megan Shawyer, 
Phil Down, Kylie Boston 
 

 
 

The Condition Magician – 
Abracadabra! 
It’s Easy, Quick and Accurate   In Calf’ Extension: Nick Brokenshire & Glen Beath 
Members of the Myponga InCalf Farmer Action Group recently held a session on the Condition Magician 
(CM) Body Condition Scoring tool & found it is easy to learn, quick and accurate. Following on from their 
group sessions where InCalf research has shown that body condition scoring is an important management 
tool the group decided to learn how to more accurately condition score their cows.  
 
Kirstie Murphy InCalf Regional Project Manager, conducted the session, she explained to the group that 
body condition scoring is the visual assessment of the amount of muscle and fat covering the bones of a 
dairy cow, regardless of her body size or weight. Kirstie then demonstrated how to assess body condition 
using the Condition Magician’s 5 key points on the cow & that by focusing on these 5 specific locations and 
ignoring everything else the CM tool is a repeatable system that will give the same answer regardless of age, 
lactation or body weight.  
 
Mt Compass Dairy Farmer Nick Brokenshire found the session to be really practical and useful, he said “it is 
a tool that we can walk back onto the farm with and start using straight away, the Condition Magician gives 
us a process to follow that means we can score cows quickly, to make up your mind in a few seconds – and 
then move to the next cow, it gives us an easy process to use that works”  
 
InCalf recommends in seasonal/split calving herds that the critical times of the year to condition score are 8-
10 weeks before drying off, just before calving and 2 weeks before the start of mating.  InCalf research has 
shown that an individual cow will be at risk if her Body Condition Score before calving is outside the ideal 4.5 
– 5.5 range on the 1 to 8 scale or if she loses more than a whole body condition score between calving and 
mating. For more information about InCalf or the Condition Magician in South Australia contact Regional 
Project Manager Kirstie Murphy 0408 088 624, email kmurphy@adam.com.au 
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DairySA  
Contacts:  

Verity Ingham, Executive Officer T: 08 87660127 F: 08 87660005 dairysa@bordernet.com.au  
Kirstie Murphy,   SADN Executive Officer T: 08 85363958 kmurphy@adam.com.au 

DAIRY FARMERS, NATIONAL FOODS, WARRNAMBOOL CHEESE &  BUTTER FACTORY, DE CICCO INDUSTIRES AND MURRAY GOU LBURN CO-
OP SUPPORT THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE DAIRYSA NEWSLETT ER 

 
Disclaimer: Although DairySA has taken all reasonable care in preparing this advice, neither DairySA nor its officers of agents accept any liability resulting 
from the interpretation or use of the information set out in this document. 

 

Advance in Dairy   
National Leadership Development Program 2006/07 
 
The future of the Dairy Industry is dependent upon having outstanding leaders who can lead the industry at 
an individual, enterprise and Industry level.   
 
The Australian Dairy Industry’s Advance in Dairy  Leadership Development Program provides an opportunity 
for individuals involved in the Dairy Industry to develop leadership skills.  The program aims to bring together 
members from all sectors to increase participant’s skills, knowledge, confidence and networks to assist their 
future representation of the Dairy Industry.  The five month program will commence in Melbourne on 4-6th 
December 2006 with the second 2 day session to be held in Canberra, May 2007. 
 
For those interested information and application forms can be obtained from Kelly Tape on 0408 850 110 or 
kelly@leadingindustries.com.au .  Nominations need to be received by 23rd October 2006 .  Applicants are 
required to gain support from an industry organization or company in the form of sponsorship and 
nomination.   
 
The program will be registered with FarmBis and farmers will be able to apply for a subsidy to support their 
participation. 
If you aspire to being a future leader in the Dairy Industry please consider participating in this course.  
 

ChemCert Course (with Dairy Focus) 
 
Adrian Burgess from TAFE SA Regional, Mount Gambier Campus will be holding a ChemCert course on 1st, 
2nd and 16 th November 2006 , tailored to dairy farmers needs.  
To register your interest please call Mark Thompson – 87 35 1455 or Glenda Smith – 87 62 8304. 
 

TAFE Training Workshops for Dairy –  
 
Courses available for Term 4, 2006: Short Course training & Certificate II and III in Agriculture are listed in 
the Dairy Diary. 
 

WorkChoices for Farmers – Increase your knowledge of the 
New Legislation.  SADA / SAFF . Speaker Chas Cini.  Free admission  
 
Wednesday, 18th October 11am – 3pm at Kadina & District Recreation Centre, Kadina  
Thursday, 19th October 10am – 2pm at Pt Augusta Sporting & Social Club, Pt Augusta 
Friday, 20th October 10am – 2pm at Rudall Community Sports Club, Cleve 
To register: Mary-Ann Lovejoy SAFF Ph: 08 8100 8708, Fax: 08 8232 1199, email: mlovejoy@saff.com.au 
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