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COVER STORY

When SALT magazine visited
the Paper Collar Grazing
Company in 1999, Richard

and Nanette Sounness were very positive
about the value of lucerne in controlling
rising water tables and salt. Five years
on and that enthusiasm is just as strong. 

They are also delighted that other locals
are at least “putting their toes in the water”
with lucerne. Some neighbours are now
growing even larger areas than the
Sounnesses, losing Richard his local
‘lucerne king’ crown, despite being a former
chairman of the Western Australian
Lucerne Growers.

Richard Sounness was drawn to lucerne
about 10 years ago, more as a soil tonic
after a long and sustained cropping
program, than a salinity treatment. But
during the high rainfall years of 1996-98 he
was very surprised by its capacity to use
soil moisture and therefore control rising
groundwater. This was “the icing on the
cake”.

The Sounnesses now have 455 hectares or
about a sixth of their land, sown to lucerne
in phase farming mode. Each year about
80-100 ha is removed and returned to crop
while a new area is planted with lucerne.

But Richard is the first to admit that while
salinity is under control in most paddocks,
it is far from beaten. Bare patches of ground
where the lucerne won’t grow are still

visible in some paddocks. Barley grass will
grow there and Balansa clover has done
okay.

“Maybe I started with lucerne a bit late for
salinity,” he muses. “But growing lucerne
has many advantages for the farming
system, controlling water tables being only
one of them. It helps to break the cycle in

controlling weeds and diseases such as
take-all. It provides good grazing for lambs
and pregnant ewes at critical periods such
as around harvest. And another bonus is
that I ’m not getting bogged in my
paddocks!”

In 2003 the Sounness properties grew 900
ha of wheat and 575 ha of canola, with the
rest of the land in either lucerne or annual
legume pasture, a mix of crimson and
Balansa clovers, Orion medic and Cadiz
serradella.

This mix is sown dry in late March for
convenience, assuring that it doesn’t get
overlooked when everyone is flat out
putting in the crop a month or two later.

They finished 1250 lambs for market on
the lucerne, getting them to around 21-22
kilograms dressed weight without needing
to buy in pellets. 

One of their biggest successes in 2003
was under-sowing canola with lucerne in a
paddock of about 90 ha. Conventional
wisdom was that moisture levels would be
insufficient for both crops leading to
stunting of one or both, but 525 mm of
rain meant that both plants thrived, leaving
good lucerne pasture amid the canola
stubble.

Soils are mostly duplexes - sand over clay
and gravelly sand over clay, always needing
addition of lime to raise the pH before
growing lucerne.

You can’t plant a whole farm to trees and

Lucerne still looking
good at Borden
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Case study: Richard and Nanette Sounness,
Salt River Road, Borden

Location: 400 km south of Perth, WA
Property area: 2873 ha
Rainfall average: 425 mm per annum
Enterprise: 7500 sheep for wool and lambs,

wheat, canola
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Opposite page: Checking water table levels with a piezometer installed on the
Sounness property. One sixth of the farm is sown to lucerne at any one time to
help keep groundwater under control.

Right: Canola undersown with lucerne was a star performer in 2003 for Richard
and Nannette Sounness.

CONTACT:
■ Richard and Nanette Sounness, 

Tel. (08) 9827 9277,
E-mail: paperfarm@bigpond.com

Key points
■ Lucerne has become an

important element of the farming
system, helping control water
tables and providing other
benefits.

■ It is very useful in using excess
water, but don’t expect it to grow
in saline conditions.

■ Phase farming with lucerne and
crops continues to keep salinity
at bay.

The Sounness property at Borden has
been the site of the longest phase pasture
rotation trial in WA comparing annual and
lucerne-based pastures.

The trial began in 1995 financed by the
Grains Research Development Corporation
(GRDC) with involvement from CLIMA, the
Department of Agriculture, the Western
Australian Lucerne Growers and more
recently the CRC for Plant-based
Management of Dryland Salinity. 

A three-year pasture phase was followed
by three years of crop (wheat/canola/wheat)
then three more years of pasture completed
in 2003. In the first phase lucerne was
shown to maintain a 40-100 mm soil
moisture deficit compared to annual
legume pasture (sub-clover). 

The lucerne controlled weed populations
better through physical competitiveness
and knockdown herbicide tolerance,
contributed more nitrogen to the soil, and
resulted in 10 per cent better wheat yields.

When returned to pasture again following

the cropping phase, lucerne created a
significant moisture deficit or buffer in the
soil compared with the annual pasture,
reaching a maximum deficit of 130 mm.
When removed in spring of 2003 the
lucerne had used 105-120 mm more stored
soil moisture than the sub clover. The soil
was therefore able to store more in-coming
rainfall before leakage to the groundwater
could occur.

Although it is widely assumed that
lucerne produces less biomass than annual
pasture, this was not true after the 2001
establishment year at Borden. While the
annual pasture dried off in October 2002,
the lucerne continued to grow into
summer, producing about 4.5 tonnes per
hectare, equalling the 12-month production
of the annual pasture and providing
valuable early summer forage to fill the gap
between annual pasture senescence and
stubble availability.

Good conditions in 2003 resulted in
higher production with both species

producing about 8 t/ha of legume between
April and removal in spring. Lucerne had
about half of the weed burden compared
with the annual pasture.

This evidence supports a lucerne grazing
study carried out on the Sounness property
in 2001 and 2002 which found that in
response to late spring and autumn rain
lucerne extended the seasonal forage
production and increased the returns for a
sheep meat and wool enterprise compared
with the annual pasture/stubble grazing
regime.
• Roy Latta, DPI Victoria, leads the CRC 
for Plant-based Management of Dryland
Salinity project ‘High Water-Use Farming
Systems’ that integrate crops with perennial
pastures.
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Longest phase rotation trial in WA
The science behind the story

lucerne is much the same. It’s a question of
getting the right balance in the system to
have enough perennial pasture to suppress
the water tables and be used profitably by
livestock, but not too much to adversely
affect overall returns.

“We need perennials in our farming
system, and you have to change that system
while showing a profit along the way. This
can be a difficult balance,” Richard said.

About four years of crop, usually wheat/
wheat/canola then wheat, is a typical
rotation before returning land to lucerne for
three or four years.  

While cagey about returns, Richard says
their system is now about right with the
income to cost ratio looking healthy!

• Georgina Wilson is NDSP Communication
Coordinator (WA).
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