MAKING THE MACHINERY WORK - IMPLEMENTING
VARIABLE RATE TECHNOLOGY (VRT) AND STRIP

TRIALS

Start simple, calibrate carefully, and let strip trials
guide your investment in VRT.

WHY MACHINERY MATTERS

Even with the best maps and soil testing,
Variable Rate Technology (VRT) only
works if your machinery can apply the
right rate in the right place. Getting the
equipment set up properly is one of the
biggest challenges for growers starting

out.

Modern seeders, spreaders and sprayers
often have the ability to run variable rate
prescriptions, but it's not always
straightforward. File formats, monitor
compatibility, and calibration all need
attention. If the machinery isn't set up
correctly, you can end up applying the
wrong rates or no variation at all, which

means wasted effort and frustration.

The good news is that you don't need the
latest gear to get started. Even without a
VRT ready monitor, you can still run strip
trials by manually adjusting rates. This
makes strip trials the perfect first step,
as they give you confidence in your
machinery and a way to test whether VRT
makes sense for your farm before

investing further.

Fertiliser calibration workshops at Lameroo

CHECKING CAPABILITY AND PREPARING
THE DATA

The first step is to check whether your machinery is VRT capable. Many
popular controllers such as John Deere, Trimble, Topcon and AgLeader
can already handle VRT files. If you're unsure, check the manual or speak
with your dealer or agronomist. If the machine cant accept variable rate
files, you can still create strips by changing rates manually.

If your machine is VRT ready, the next step is preparing the data files.
Management zones can be created from NDVI imagery, yield maps, or
EM38 soil surveys. These layers are converted into “prescription maps”
that tell the machine which rate to apply in which zone. Programs such as
DataFarming, AgLeader SMS or PCT AgCloud can export these maps in
formats like shapefiles or ISOXML.

Transferring files to the machine is usually done via USB stick, but some
systems allow Wi-Fi or cloud transfer. Once the files are loaded, check on
the monitor screen that the paddock zones are displayed correctly, to
avoid surprises once you're in the paddock.
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Variable test strips set up across different soil
management zones within a paddock.

CALIBRATION, STRIP TRIALS AND
RECORD KEEPING

Calibration is critical. Fertiliser products flow differently,
and machines need to be checked to make sure they deliver
the right rate. Always run a short test strip to confirm the
controller is adjusting rates correctly across different
zones. A small investment of time here prevents a season’s
worth of errors.

If you're not using VRT maps, set up strip trials by manually
adjusting rates.

While you may have chosen your VRT seeding and fertiliser
rates for each zone according to the paddock data available
and farmer intuition, it is highly recommended that both
higher and lower rate paddock strips are placed across
paddock zones to help verify, adjust, or refine zoning
decisions.

A good designis to run three treatments for each set of
tests:
» alow rate(nil or half your standard grower practice),
» astandard rate (your standard grower practice), and
» ahighrate(typically 50-100% more than your standard
grower practice).

These strips should run right across your management
zones and be wide enough for at least one header pass -
usually two seeder widths. Marking their location is
important. GPS recording is best and most autosteer
systems will display a run number, but even simple markers
like flagging posts at the ends of strips is better than
nothing.
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Strip trial in-season crop walk. Treatments: 0-0 = nil/control, 90-0 = 90

kg/ha DAP, 45-20 = 45 kg/ha DAP + 20 kg/ha urea.

During the season, keep track of how the strips look. NDVI
imagery or drone pictures can show early differences,
especially in phosphorus trials. Tissue testing is another
option to confirm whether responses are showing up in crop
nutrition. Even simple crop walks, noting differences in

growth, colour or density, are valuable.

To maximise the value of strip trials, repeat them in the
same locations each year. This will provide invaluable data
for fertiliser decisions, as a low and high input treatment can
be compared across different soils and seasons.

Keeping good records makes the results more meaningful.
Write down the paddock name, strip locations, rates applied,
and any in-season observations. As the crop grows, check
whether the machine has delivered the right rates by looking
at NDVIimagery or simply walking the paddock.

At harvest, collect the results carefully. Strips can be
harvested separately and weighed, or yield maps can be
overlaid with treatment maps. The key is not just to measure
yield but also to assess grain quality and profitability.
Sometimes extra fertiliser delivers more grain but not more
profit, while in other cases the extra spend pays back
strongly.

.1, 5TOPTIPS FOR SUCCESS
1.Check Capability First
2.Prepare and Load Data Correctly
3.Calibrate Before You Commit
4.Design Smart Strip Trials
5.Record and Analyse Results
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ANALYSIS OF YIELD RESULTS Profitability: How much can | improve my profit by

tailoring inputs?

A full paddock of yield data is valuable, but the real value Comparing yields and input costs across strips will
comes when you break it down into smaller sections, such determine whether higher rates pay back, or if savings
as by soil type, management zone or strip location. This from reduced inputs is more profitable.

allows you to make direct comparisons between treatments
Number of zones: How many management zones

performing under varying conditions and see the true should | be using?

impact of fertiliser rates across the landscape. . . . .
P P If strips show clear differences between soil types, it

) ) may justify more zones. However, if responses are
Comparisons and analyses of these differences can help . . .
) ) i i similar across the strips, fewer zones are likely to be

answer two main questions when implementing VRT:

sufficient.
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-_ o Strip trial, with nil strip in the middle showing delayed maturity.
Treatments: 0-0 = nil/control, 90-0 = 90 kg/ha DAP, 45-20 = 45

Yield monitor kg/ha DAP + 20 kg/ha urea.
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USEFUL RESOURCES

o Mallee Sustainable Farming (MSF): Practical local support and grower-driven information - msfp.org.au

e GRDC - Precision Agriculture in Practice Ill: A detailed guide to VRT, strip trials and data management -_Read here
e Local agronomists and advisers: Your first point of contact for tailored, paddock-level support.
e AgriSolve - https://ag:risolve.com.au/



https://grdc.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0045/598977/GRDC_PA-in-practice-III_WEB.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://grdc.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0045/598977/GRDC_PA-in-practice-III_WEB.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://agrisolve.com.au/

