
The 2018 Australian Biological 
Farming Conference was held at the 
Southern Cross University, Gold 
Coast, on the 9th – 12th November 
2018.  
 

Nine CQSHS Members attended 
the conference through the support 
received from the Department of 
Agriculture and Fisheries (DAF).

Farmers at the conference used 
diverse farming practices from 
organic, biodynamic and regenerative 
farming to conventional farming 
systems.  All were working towards a 
common goal of trying to farm in a 
way that regenerates their soils while 
staying productive and economically 
viable.  It was concluded that 
changing from industrial farming 
is possible while actually increasing 
yields and becoming more profitable.   

There was an acknowledgement 
of world class speakers at the 
conference.  Notably, Derek Smith 
and Peter Norwood who spoke 
on Dr William Albrecht’s mineral 
balancing to bring soils’ macro 
and micro nutrients back into 
equilibrium.  Derek Smith discussed 
the practical applications of mineral 
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balancing, reducing fertiliser tie up 
and waste while Peter Norwood 
gave a compelling account of the 
impacts on animal and human health. 
The speakers communicated the 
importance of including elements 
other than just N, P and K when 
feeding crops.  

In May, Graham Lancaster from 
EAL, Southern Cross University, 
took participants through a full day 
of understanding soil chemistry and 
the benefits of balanced nutrients in 
agricultural systems. 

Facilitated by Reef Catchments in 
conjunction with CQSHS, the day 
was well attended by landholders.  
An infield soil pit morning was 
held the next day on Richard Prior’s 
farm where Graham highlighted 
soil textures and clay content 
culminating in a Soil Health Card 
Analysis.
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For the first few years we farmed 
bananas conventionally with a crop 
cycle of four or five ratoons with a 
cucurbit break crop of pumpkins 
or melons. This was followed by 
a yearlong fallow of legumes and 
grasses and brassicas. Typically 
Lablab or Cow pea in summer and 
Fenugreek or Barrel medic and 
oats or barley or wheat and a forage 
brassica in winter. This meant a two 
year clean break from bananas. The 
summer and winter fallow crops 
were meant to break the disease cycle 
and increase soil fertility by being 
ploughed in as green manure. 

Although this was considered best 
practice at the time it still didn’t lead 
to the increase in soil carbon we were 
looking for.  It wasn’t until I heard 
Simon Mattsson speak about multi 
species cover cropping and zero 
tillage after his first Nuffield Scholar’s 
trip that I realized that weeds didn’t 
need to be as big a problem as I had 
thought. 

Current thinking is we need a 
minimum of eight different species 
in the soil for the Mycorrhizal fungal 
network to function. I would say 

now, we are regenerative farmers 
concentrating on building soil carbon 
while increasing the biological 
diversity above and below the ground. 
Weeds, as well as other introduced 
legumes, forbs and grasses are all 
just part of a robust healthy system. 
The problem weeds for us are mainly 
vines that climb over the crop and 
have a smothering effect, this is just 
as relevant in Sugar Cane production.

I have been a member of our local 
Landcare movement for about 28 
years. In the early years I learned a 
great deal by going to other farms 
(not just other banana farms) and 
field days and workshops. In 2007 
I won the Rural Press Landcare 
“Primary Producer” award, largely 
for revegetation work we had done on 
our property since taking it over. 

For the last four, going on five years, 
I have been the Chairman of Pioneer 
Catchment Landcare (PCL) based 
in Mackay. In that role I have tried 
to give all the assistance PCL could 
muster in the formation of Central 
Queensland Soil Health Systems 
as an independent, all-inclusive 
research and regenerative farming 
organization. 

If we all farmed this way there would 
be no need for the proposed Reef 
Regulations because with 100% 
ground cover 100% of the time 
infiltration rates are increased and 
soil erosion is almost nonexistent 
which means any fertilizer put on 
stays in the paddock. A consequence 
of this is not as much fertilizer is 
needed in the first place which 
leads to big savings in the cost of 
production.

“
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Contributed by Dave Hunter

Multi-species plantings between the bananas helping the 
Mycorrhizal fungal network to function, concentrating on building soil carbon 

while increasing the biological diversity above and below the ground.

Member story: The role of multi-species in 
biological diversity and building soil carbon
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Managing multi-species: a crimp roller can be used to manage 
multi-species before incorporating into the soil.

Multi-species planting: multi-species crop planted  
by Ray Abela on his farm for fallow management to reduce water run off and 
to diversify soil biology and improve soil structure.  This crop was planted 
using Ray’s multi-species planter. 

from the 6 Rules of 
Biological Farming 
(‘Advancing Biological Farming’, 
Gary F. Zimmer, 2011)

RULE  4

“Create maximum plant 
diversity by using green manure 
crops and tight rotations.  
Maintaining a high level of 
plant diversity has a lot of 
advantages.  By including cover 
crops in the rotation you feed 
a variety of soil life so no one 
group of organisms, including 
pests and diseases, takes over.  
Maintaining diversity above 
ground will help maintain 
diversity in the soil as well.  
Growing an assortment of crops 
and cover crops also means you 
cycle a variety of soil nutrients, 
rather than just the ones your 
crop uses”.
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Multi-Species

Resources FOR LOAN
These books are available for loan.  

Contact Jo Prior (Admin. Assistant) 0427 760 467.



The home engineered 
and built super fine lime 
applicator can be used for 
pasture and cane cropping 
applications.  For hiring of 
the unit, contact Ray Abela 
on 0428 761 324.

All about SUPER FINE LIME
“Calcium is the facilitator for all 
nutrients going into and out of 
the plant because of the impact 
of this element on cellular 
integrity and root development.  
It is critical to plants for soil pH 
control, as it influences nutrient 
solubility and ultimately the 
control of nutrient uptake in 
the plant.  Calcium can impact 
soil structure by flocculating 
clays (breaking them up into 
flakes) therefore improving 
water movement and aeration 
in the soil.” 
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(The Art of Balancing Soil 
Nutrients, William McKibben, 
2012).

CQSHS organised for Rod 
Karger, a retired Soil Agronomist 
specialising in sustainable farming 
systems, to give a talk at the 
Masonic Lodge in Walkerston on 
June 15th, this year.

Rod’s experience began in 
South Australia focusing on 
soils, livestock, horticulture and 
floriculture but he also spent two 
decades advising how to reverse 
declining sugar cane productivity 
and symptoms of Yellow Canopy 
Syndrome (YCS).

20 local farmers came to hear 
him discuss the importance of 
understanding how soils are 
supposed to work and why 

proportional nutrient applications 
enhance sustainable productivity.

He highlighted the importance 
of controlling pH, Calcium (Ca) 
and Magnesium (Mg) plus trace 
elements and gave examples of 
excessive and deficient symptoms. 

Rod emphasised the benefits of 
growing legume crops between 
cane rotations.

Further discussion was  
based on identifying soil 
textures which included a  
practical demonstration  
with farmers soil samples.  

Rod’s talk was based on his  
practical experiences and 
observations over a life- 
times work and was well 
received by all that  
attended. 

 

It generated many questions and 
answers, opening the door for 
future presentations from him. 

His information showed how 
increasing soil biota improves 
soil structure and will potentially 
reduce sediment run-off to the 
reef. It was encouraging to see the 
number of farmers proactively 
seeking knowledge.

Rod Karger workshop: soil biota and the 
effect on soil structure and sediment run-off
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