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What should be considered before investing in PA?

1. Are the present yield goals, crop varieties, rotations, rates and timing of chemical, fertiliser and ameliorants (e.g. lime and gypsum) suited to the average production potential of the farm? Before embarking on PA it is important to ensure current uniform management is as good as possible. Some simple PA sampling/monitoring techniques can help with improvements on the ‘best average treatment’. 

2. Do I need a satellite-based vehicle navigation aid (guidance/steer assist/autosteer)? This will primarily depend on whether the farming operation would benefit financially from reducing overlap and improving consistency in chemical and fertiliser applications, and/or if the majority of soil types you farm are susceptible to vehicle-induced compaction. 

3. Do portions of the farm yield differently, or if you don’t know, would you like to test whether there is much variability in yield? Variability in production and production potential is natural. However, depending on the amount and cause/s of variation, uniform application rates of fertiliser and chemical may be causing financial and/or environmental waste.

Is PA expensive?

Farmers can enter PA at different levels. PA is not synonymous with buying a GPS or rate-controlling technology. Changing decisions based on a more thorough consideration of local knowledge in variation in soil, landscape or yield records can be achieved with minimal cost. In general, the amount of variation found on a farm and the degree of accuracy and certainty required in the decisions, will definitely influence the cost. Gathering data to accurately and objectively record variation in soil, landscape and yield and then automatically apply multiple changes in management across a farm will involve greater costs.  

How can PA help with risk management?

Risk management is a common practice for most farmers. In a production system, farmers often practice financial risk management by erring on the side of extra inputs, while the unit cost of a particular input is deemed ‘low’. The trade-off is to lower efficiency in input use and increase potential environmental risk. Generally, minimising financial risk is seen as more important than minimising environmental risk. However, SSCM attempts to offer a solution that may allow both positions to be considered in risk management. As the price of inputs rises, the total financial risk in growing dry-land crops naturally rises. By better understanding the natural variation in yield potential and calculating input use to suit, the financial risk should be reduced. In times where the weather places a greater than usual risk on production, being able to concentrate inputs on known areas with higher performance, and/or reduce nutrients on known areas of lower performance, will also help bring risk down.
Who do I talk to about PA on my farm?
The local farm machinery dealers are a useful first point of contact to gauge the level of PA knowledge in your area and the availability of local support. Machinery field days provide a substantial outlet for information and practical trials of the major PA equipment that is suitable for use in Australia. Armed with this knowledge, the next people to discuss PA opportunities with are local agronomists. There are specialist consultancy companies that can help with data management and interpretation who can be accessed through the internet. 
There are four web forums/magazines dedicated to discussion of relevant PA issues and sharing of information and solutions to problems that can be accessed by all. 
Membership of SPAA Precision Agriculture Association is useful for keeping up-to-date with new developments in the Australian industry.

Useful links  
Web-based forums
Agriculture.com –  community.agriculture.com/t5/Precision-Agriculture/bd-p/precision-agriculture 
PrecisionAg – www.precisionag.com
Precision Talk – talk.newagtalk.com/forums/forum-view.asp?fid=6
Precision Pays – www.precisionpays.com
PA sites for the large machinery manufacturers

AGCO – www.agcotechnologies.com/en/solutions.htm
CLASS – www.agrocom.com/en/precision-farming
Case IH – www.caseihafs.com
John Deere – www.deere.com/en_US/ProductCatalog/FR/category/FR_GREENSTAR.html
New Holland – www.newhollandplm.com
Australian PA research and information sites
Australian Centre for Precision Agriculture (ACPA) 
– sydney.edu.au/agriculture/acpa
CSIRO – www.csiro.au/science/PrecisionAgriculture.html#CSIROResearch
Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC) – www.grdc.com.au
SPAA Precision Agriculture Association – www.spaa.com.au
University of New England Precision Ag. Research Group 
– www.une.edu.au/parg
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