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1.2 Lucerne in Australian Farming Systems 
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Winter activity 
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Phase Farming: the benefits of lucerne to cropping rotations 
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Over-cropping or intercropping: a new farming system? 
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Abstract. A preliminary evaluation protocol is described of Medicago sativa that enables a diverse range of
germplasm from different winter-activity groups to be evaluated in the same experiment. The protocol was used to
compare the seasonal growth patterns of very winter-dormant M. sativa sspp. falcata and caerulea accessions with
highly winter-active M. sativa ssp. sativa accessions. Herbage production was strongly related to winter activity
in the cumulative first year of growth and in second-year winter months, but completely unrelated in 3 cuts in
the following spring. The vertical measurement of plant height was confirmed to be a good indicator of herbage
production in winter, but neither stem height nor length were good indicators of spring production.

The preliminary evaluation protocol identified highly winter-active class 10–11 germplasm with high winter
production and excellent recovery after cutting, and accessions of M. sativa sspp. caerulea and falcata (winter
activity class 1) with excellent spring and summer production. These wild relatives of lucerne have great potential
to increase the area of cultivated M. sativa in Australia, largely as a component in pasture mixtures. They also offer
improved quality traits over winter-active Lucerne, including a higher leaf to stem ratio, and a lower stem thickness
and internode length.

Additional keywords: alfalfa, genetic resources, lucerne in pasture mixtures, rotations, dryland salinity.
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Abstract. The persistence of a diverse group of lucerne (Medicago sativa sspp.) germplasm was evaluated under farmer
management across a range of acidic and neutral-alkaline soils at 8 sites in South and Western Australia. Dryland field trials
were sown in parallel with commercial lucerne paddocks being grown in rotation with cereal crops, remaining unfenced
and under management by the farmer for the life of the stand. The combined differences in soil type, grazing management,
and low rainfall contributed to large differences in average lucerne persistence between sites in South Australia and Western
Australia. After 3 years, plant frequency (a measure of plant density used to monitor persistence) averaged 17% (at least
17 plants/m2) on the strongly acidic soils in Western Australia and 30% on the neutral-alkaline soils in South Australia
(at least 30 plants/m2). Differences in persistence were attributed to the combined stresses of soil pH, drought conditions,
and grazing management. Genetic correlation analyses between sites failed to show any clear patterns in the performance of
entries at each site, except for a high correlation between 2 South Australian sites in close proximity. Highly winter-active
germplasm was less persistent than other winter activity groups, but was higher yielding when assessed in an additional
trial at Katanning, WA. Highly winter-active lucerne (class 9–10) should continue to be recommended for short (2–4 year)
phases in rotation with cereals, and winter-active groups (6–8) should be recommend for longer (4–7 year) phases in
rotations. The results of this evaluation are also being used to identify broadly adapted, elite genotypes in the breeding of
new lucerne cultivars for the southern Australian cropping districts.
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Over-cropping lucerne with wheat: effect of lucerne winter activity
on total plant production and water use of the mixture, and

wheat yield and quality
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Abstract. Two field experiments in southern Australia investigated a farming system of over-cropping wheat
(Triticum aestivum L.) into established lucerne (Medicago sativa subsp. L.) varieties of different winter activity
ratings. The study was completed at Roseworthy, South Australia, and Katanning, Western Australia, between August
2000 and May 2003 in seasons receiving below average and average rainfall. Comparative lucerne persistence and
biomass, wheat biomass, grain yield and protein contents, and soil water contents were measured. Wheat grain yield
was reduced by 13–63% by over-cropping lucerne compared with wheat monoculture. Winter-dormant lucerne
(winter activity Classes 0.5 and 2) reduced the yield penalty compared with winter-active varieties (Classes 6 and
10) in 2 of the 4 evaluations. The positive response to applying N at sowing in the second year of over-cropping wheat
at Katanning was greatest in the most winter-dormant lucerne treatment (winter activity 0.5). Soil water contents
were similar under the lucerne/wheat over-cropping and lucerne monoculture treatments irrespective of lucerne
winter activity. Deficits of up to 43 mm at Roseworthy and 88 mm at Katanning were measured in the 0–200-cm soil
profile at the start of the third summer of the study. The study shows that it can be more efficient in terms of land
area to over-crop wheat into lucerne than to grow monocultures on separate parcels of land akin to phase farming.
The improved productivity of over-cropping is associated with the separation of growth patterns of winter wheat
and summer-active lucerne. This farming system offers great potential for improving sustainability and productivity
in southern Australian cropping rotations.

Additional keywords: pasture, companion cropping, dryland salinity, inter-cropping.
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Companion farming: over-cropping lucerne with wheat 
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