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At the latest Wilson Inlet Grower Group we were fortunate to have Ron Watkins present on how to manage water on our farms.  Ron and Sue Watkins are third generation beef farmers whom have recently taken on a Young’s farm after moving from Frankland.  Ron has pioneered an innovative approach to managing water in the landscape which was highly regarded in Charles Massey’s  Call of the Reed Warbler.  By carefully mapping how water moves through a farm landscape Ron has demonstrated that any grower can retain more fresh water on farm and mitigate waterlogging at the same time.
 
Ron’s concept of whole farm planning has seen him win several major environmental awards including the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)Global 500 Award, UNEP Saving the Drylands Award, Rural Achiever of the Year Award and the Churchill Fellowship.  
 
Ron started providing a consultancy 1984 doing whole of environment landscape designs.  Ron considers Energy, Soils, Seasons, Water, Air, Plants, Animals and Humans into account with each of his designs and believes you must take all of these aspects in consideration when designing and managing a farm.  

Ron says that approximately 15% of water on the farm moves below the top soil along the top of the clay layer.  By mapping the contours of the clay layer (which requires digging several holes and carefully observing visible topographical features) a farmer can situate their drains so they capture this water which is normally lost.  Drains are then dug down into the clay layer (they must reach into the clay layer).  In this way water can be channelled to a receiving water body (dam or soak), or in the case of waterlogged pasture, channeled elsewhere to prevent pooling during the winter.  Waterlogging must be prevented as this creates an anoxic environement which kills off your soil biology and pasture growth. 

Ron also emphasised the important of maintaining understory in your remnant vegetation and wind breaks as this provides habitat for small birds (as they only nest and forage in the understory).  These small birds provide natural insect control.  Farmers need to consider that small birds seldom fly further than 100 metres from their understory habitat, therefore spacing your wind breaks closer together not only prevents drying of your soil but also maintains natural insect control.

For a fee, Ron can attend your farm as a consultant which can save you valuable time and money.  Contact Ron at watkinsrg@westnet.com.au. 
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