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I welcome Robin Boom’s comments about brix testing in his letter published alongside my column in the last issue of Rural News.

Although brix testing has been around for many years its frequent use on pasture is, as he says, relatively recent. Little research has been done on pasture brix in this country and so there is little published information that is helpful to todays 

farmers.
Intelligent use of lime-based     

fertiliser, along with improved 

pasture management, raises 

brix levels consistently.


It is quite correct that brix measurements vary depending on the time of day, the season, the weather, the species sampled and their height in the sward, and the way that the sample is handled.

The potential for variable results is considerable and in that respect it is not unlike soil sampling where, despite the best efforts and observations of the sampler, there is still the distinct possibility that the few plugs taken per paddock will not be truly representative of the whole area.

The advantages of brix measurements are that they are quick, relatively simple, cost nothing once you have bought the test instrument, and the results are immediate.

It is easy to take many samples and so get more reliable results. Farmers can do the tests themselves and don’t need to rely on sales staff from either conventional or biological fertiliser companies. Brix meters are available for as little as $200.

My clients are well aware of the risk of variability so they take sensible precautions to ensure that their sampling and testing procedures are as consistent as possible. Averaging many results leads to greater accuracy gives a better basis for comparisons over time.

The greater use of lime is certainly an important factor in improving the palatability of pasture.

Our clients’ experience is that the addition of ‘biological’ elements to lime enhances soil and pasture productivity over time and that stock actually eat less rather than more of the treated pastures because their needs are more quickly satisfied. These are, of course, subjective observations based on estimates of pasture residuals after grazing particular areas, and not on direct measurement.

Experience also indicates that the intelligent use of lime-based biological fertilisers, along with improved pasture management, raises average brix levels consistently.

Typically, brix levels that are around 2-3 under a conventional super/urea regime will increase to double-digit figures within two years. We observe that stock are more contented, their condition scores improve and they become more productive. Health also improves, and animal health bills drop significantly. The production and health figures are shown very clearly in monthly and annual business management details.

Indications are that soil carbon also increases. The few results we have so far indicate increases in total carbon of around 5% in one year.

However, there are still many unknowns and it would be great to have some answers, but given the current limited research interest in soils, pastures, brix, biological fertilisers and indeed anything that isn’t genetically modified, patentable or imported, farmers will just have to rely on trial and error and their own observations.

This is not such a bad thing. Farmers are not stupid, and there have been many instances in the past where on-farm innovation has led the way and research has followed.

I believe that the value of particular biological fertilisers in pasture and animal production, along with the careful use of brix as a tool to monitor pasture quality, will eventually be assessed and fine-tuned by scientists.

And I will welcome that because with their depth of knowledge and methodical approach, scientists can separate fact from folklore and provide a more accurate guide to better farm practices.

Ultimately, profit is the best test for any new management practice in a farm business.

Predicting and measuring daily profit is what my members rely on for decision making, and those choosing to head down the biological track are finding that their use of brix and selected lime-based biological fertilisers is certainly proving profitable.
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