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Rangitata Holdings Ltd is a 490 ha fully irrigated intensive arable operation at 

Wakanui, growing cereals, grass seed, vegetable and forage seed crops with a high 

level of inputs, achieving very high yields across the board. Decisions and practices 

are based on due consideration for envirorunental impact and economic/financial 

viability, for which we have received some recognition - 2010 Canterbury Supreme 

Winner in the Balance Farm Envirorunent Awards (incl. ECAN Water Efficiency 

award, Hill Lab's Harvest award, Balance Nutrient Management award), 2006 

Lincoln Farmer of the Year (Irrigation), Finalist LFY 2001 (Technology) 

Implementing up-to-date knowledge and technology, we try to farm according to 

best practice measuring, monitoring and quantifying as much as possible. 

Measures of nitrogen sustainability: All wheat and rye grass paddocks (and some 

others) are tested for Deep Soil Nitrogen reserves. All subsequent nitrogen 

application is based on this. From proven research we know that wheat requires 

25kg N per tonne of yield aimed for, and 185kg N for maximum yield in ryegrass 

and fescue. We aim for, and regularly achieve, over 15 tonne/ha of feed and 12 t/ha 

milling wheat and over 3000kg/ ha ryegrass. We are also beginning to test for 

residual nitrogen after harvest. 

We monitor soil moisture and crop water requirements to avoid over-watering 

which might cause leaching. For the same reason we employ Variable Rate Irrigation 

technology which ties water application to the soil's water-holding capacity, as well 

as avoiding areas of overlap. We have a lysimeter trial installed by Ecan and NIWA 

to measure what passes though the soil profile. 

We use variable rate fertiliser application of phosphate and lime to even up soil 

variability in paddocks so that applied nutrients are used to maximum advantage 

and we are experimenting with it for nitrogen application and potentially other 

nutrients. This practice has the effect of using less fertiliser over all. 

When harvesting seed crops there is often considerable dry matter residue which is 

returned to the soil. Also, instead of fallowing, winter cover crops are sometimes 

planted to soak up residual nitrogen, and these are mulched in the spring. How 

would the nitrogen content of these practices be reconciled with the computer 

model? 

The proposed level of regulation regarding leaching limits of 20kg/ha may have 

serious implications on crop yield and thus farming profitability. It was the stated 

case of the Target Review Panel of the Canterbury Water Management Strategy (of 

which Eric was a member) that economic viability and economic enhancement was 

to be a condition of these targets. 
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If farming does not return sufficient profit to allow for some discretionary spending 

capability then existing and future technologies will not be implemented - as these 

almost always involve some capital outlay. If implemented these technologies have 

the potential to achieve greater sustainability than any restriction of nitrogen 

application. 

The use of monitoring methods, the outcomes of research and new technologies 

mean that we farm to optimize nutrients within the whole farm system. The 

imposition of targets which are to be modelled retrospectively will not improve our 

farm's environmental or financial performance. A plan that actively encourages the 

best use practices will be most effectively implemented within our, and other, farm 

systems and will have the best financial and environmental outcomes. While we 

understand that under the National Policy Statement targets are required, the use of 

imprecise modelling practices should not be done in preference to, or at the expense 

of, improved farm practices. 


