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Plant tissue testing and trace elements – finding hidden keys to increase productivity and reduce nutrient loss
Sampling pasture plants during spring growth for lab analysis helps farmers pinpoint which nutrients and minerals are limiting growth in their pastures. Improving understanding on a paddock-by-paddock basis then allows farmers to apply fertilizers with the elements most needed, boosting productivity and avoiding waste. This allows more nutrients to be retained on farms and less lost to waterways. 
This year, plant tissue samples were collected by farmers during spring growth, in the pre-flowering to beginning of flowering stage. The samples were analyzed to measure macro-nutrients (nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium) and trace elements (e.g. cobalt, copper, selenium, molybdenum) present in the pasture plants’ leaves. Trace elements are present only in tiny amounts within the plant or soil but are vitally important to both plant and livestock health at the correct levels. 
Independent agronomist Graham Mussell spoke to a roomful of Wilson Inlet farmers in November, highlighting that nutrients and minerals identified as “marginal” in sample results were actually in the target or optimal range, having just enough for productive pastures and no excess. The terminology used may lead farmers to believe they should apply more of that nutrient, when in fact it was not deficient and wouldn’t lead to large increases in pasture growth. 
Plant tissue testing complements soil testing as it provides a more direct estimate of what livestock are receiving in their pasture-based diets. Sometimes, certain conditions can prevent uptake of a particular element from the soil into plants; or prevent absorption by the animals. Graham explained this could be the case with molybdenum – with increasing pH, molybdenum becomes more available and when in excess, can prevent animals from absorbing copper, potentially resulting in fertility problems. 
Farms across the catchment were almost universally low in selenium and cobalt, illustrating the continuing need to provide mineral supplements to livestock to prevent deficiencies which can have large impacts on animal health and fertility. 
The farmers present were convinced of the value of both soil and plant tissue testing. As Graham pointed out – at today’s fertilizer prices, it’s more important than ever to use soil and plant tissue testing to make sure your pastures are getting what they need.
WIGG is funded in part by the Western Australian Government’s State Natural Resource Management Program.
Contact Shaun Ossinger; 0401 291 457; info@wicc.org.au for more information. 
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