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Hunter trials
pave way for
technology

By PENNY
ZELL '

TECHNOLOGY that could allow
farmers to log onto the computer
and check the soil moisture con-
tent of their paddocks from satel-
lites is being tested on eight‘far'ms
around Merriwa. :

The trial is being done in prepa-
ration for the launch of satellites
in 2007 and 2010, which will meas-
ure the amount of moisture in the
top five centimetres of soil world-
wide to improve weather forecast—
ing internationally.

But the data will not only be
used for meteorological applica~
tions - it will also be manipulated
by leading Australian and interna-
tional scientists to provide practi-
cal, real-fime data for farmers,
such as soil moisture content to a -’
depth of one metre or so.

By combining this information -
with data already available (like
long-term weather forecasts),
farmers may be able to plan their
crop rotations and agronomy up to
three months ahead of time, says
project leader, Dr Jeffrey Walker
from the University of Melbourne.,

“Knowing the amount of mois-
ture content in the root zone of
their paddocks and its distribu-
tion across their farm could great-
ly improve farming operations,”
Dr Walker said.

Soil moisture measurements
could also help farmers dealing
with insect and discéase manage-
ment by improving the timeliness
of herbicide and pesticide applica-
"tions,

Dr Walker is working with a
group of 30 Australian and inter-
national scientists to collect and
validate data from  aircraft ver-
sions of the instruments that will
be used on the satellites ear-
marked for ~launch by the
European Space Agency in 2007
and NASA in 2010,

The instrumentation used to
measure so0il moisture is attached
to two light planes which pass
over the Upper Hunter Valley
properties for up to five hours a

day at heights -of 150 to 3050
metres (500 to 10,000 feet).

Using passive microwave sen-
sors, the satellite instruments
measure the natural emissions
from the earth’s surface to give a
soil moisture reading for the top
five centimetres.

This provides “footprints” of the
soil moisture every 50 to 1000m.

Meanwhile, scientists on the
ground measure the soil moisture
on each property using portable
HydraProbes to validate the air-
craft measurements.

Each of the properties involved
in the trial also have permanent
so0il moisture monitoring sites
from five-centimetres to one-
metre deep to validate the root-
zone soil moisture estimates.

The technological limitations of
the satellites, which will be used
from 2007, means they will only be
able to measure soil moisture in
single footprints of 2500 square
kilometres.

So by taking higher resolution
measurements now from a closer
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dlstance to the earth Dr Walker
and his team say they will be able
to validate and improve the algo-
rithms they will use in combina-

tion with other data to convert the. -

data onto a smaller scale.

“We are still collecting an enor-

mous amount of data; where and
how that data will be applied is
yet to be determined,” he said.

“But we hope to develop the
technology to produce a high-res-
olution root zone soil moisture
map one to two metres deep.
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“Dr. Greg Hancock, of the -
niversity of Newcastle, ‘said.

. the dlstrmt was chosen as a sue

“Wlthm flve to 10 years; we hOpe
farmers will-be able to get on the
net, enter their information and
pull up the soil moisture figures.”
_Such data is keenly anticipated
also for non-farm applications,
like flood forecasting (from run-
off}, bushfire hazard measure-
ments and drought monitoring.

Interest has even beén expressed
by military groups who could use
the information to map -areas
where they could send their tanks.
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Stubble Mulching!

IF these issues are important to you,

.are a must.
Cost effective, reliable, high quality

Only Kelly Engincering can supply the

Booleroo Centre, South Australia. )
Tel 08 8667 2253. Fax 08 8667 2253
www.kellyengineering.com.au -

%

TL1520746"

machinery designed for Australian Farmers,

patented Disc Mulching range of chains.

LLY % g

_ NGWEERWG -

Integrated Weed Management!
Moisture Conservation!

Cheap Paddock Preparation!

Kelly Disc Mulch Chains and Prickle Chains

f”‘gés@ i

3

SUMMER CROPPING
- SAVE $$$

Fertilise with R.U.M
FREECALL BEAULIEU R.U.M

1800 020 909

TL1521259

o2

X5

L

7

‘catchment”,”

~ with Dr Hancock, Dr Jeffrey -
- Walker, of the University of
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© checking soil moisture on:
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monitoring, scientists at the
University of Newcastle are also
analysing soil carbon and the tex-
tual properties of the soil as part .
of the trial.

Senior lecturer at the university,
Dr Greg Hancock, said their stud-.
ies had potential applications in
mapping soil carbon and trading
carbon credits.

“We want to know where soil car-
bon is in the whole catchment, not
just in individual paddocks or
farms,” he said
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ly-bird fee'of $200 for registrations
eived before .}anuary 31 C




