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Brett Slater, with the first Biodynamic dryland rice crop, Fairy Hill, New South Wales 

 
Brett Slater produced beef cattle with his parents at 
Kyogle for years, before the family bought the 530 
acre (215Ha) property at Fairy Hill, just north of 
Casino, New South Wales, 15 years ago, and started 
cropping. They converted to organics 11 years ago, 
but started reading about Biodynamics, and, seeing 
that as a definite step forward, converted to BD five 
years ago. Brett and his wife Karen now own and run 
the farm in partnership with Brett’s father. 
 
When the organic certification inspector came to do the 
annual inspection, he would sit inside with his laptop 
computer, asking questions and typing for several hours. 
When Brett suggested they go and have a look at the 
actual farm, the inspector always said he didn’t have 
time!  When he converted to Biodynamics, the 
inspection process was a complete contrast. The 
experienced Bio-Dynamic Research Institute farmer-
inspector would spend half an hour on the paperwork, 
then spend two and a half hours looking at the farm, the 
soils, the crops and the animals, discussing different 
aspects. Brett finds that he learns a lot from these 
inspection visits. 

The climate here is sub-tropical, with an average rainfall 
of around 42 inches (1080mm). The soil is mostly a 
deep, heavy black volcanic soil, though it becomes more 
loamy closer to the river that runs through part of the 
farm. The soil was really hard when they started on the 
farm, but, after six years of organic farming and five of 
Biodynamics it has improved considerably, becoming 
much easier to cultivate.  Brett’s tractor hours have 
reduced considerably over the last eleven years.  
 
Brett sprays prepared 5001 several times a year, 
whenever it fits in with sowing, harvesting or working in 
green manures. He has two 20 acre stirring machines 
and applies the 500 with a reciprocating spray unit 
mounted on the back of a ute. It takes Brett ten minutes 
to reach the farthest part of the farm (the 200 acres on 
the other side of the river) , and 40 minutes to spray the 
500. This leaves ten minutes to get back and turn off the 
stirring machines with the next batch of 500. 
 
501  is  not  usually necessary here because of the strong 
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Brett’s Biodynamic soybeans – note the uprightness of the plants and the leaves 

 
sun, but one year Brett applied 500 and 501 together to 
aid a struggling barley crop during an extended cold, 
wet, overcast period. 
 
When Brett was organically certified, he used a bit of 
organic fertilizer – there were always organic salesmen 
coming to the door with the latest product. Since 
converting to BD, however, he has not felt the need to 
apply anything at all. Prepared 500, green manuring, 
careful crop rotation and general management seem to 
be providing all the nutrients the plants need. Brett looks 
to the health of the soil and the plants, and, as long as all 
is well, why add anything?  
 
Cropping 
Brett grows soybeans, wheat, barley and for the first 
time this year, dryland rice. Each year, in winter, he puts 
one third of the farm into green manure. The rotation is: 
soybeans followed by wheat or barley, followed by 
green manure, then back to soybeans. Green manures 
consist of a mix of species including wheat, barley, oats, 
lupins, forage brassicas and clovers. Each species has a 
different quality, different roots, different growth habit. 
Bearing in mind Alex Podolinsky’s advice that as wide a 
range of species as possible should be included in green 

manure crops (an “orchestra”), Brett will slowly expand 
the repertoire. 
 
Brett sometimes puts his cattle (25 breeders) on the 
green manure a few times over the winter, and then lets 
it come up to waist height before mulching it and 
working it in with offset discs (he would like to get a 
Rehabilitator plough for this purpose). Other times he 
lets the crop grow without grazing.  
 
In this area, care must be taken to mulch and work in the 
green manure at the right time, because you never know 
when the next two inches of rain might come. Brett tries 
to work it in just as it starts to flower (September). If he 
leaves it too long and rain comes, he then has to wait 
until the soil is dry enough to get on, and by that time it 
may have over-matured or gone to seed. Brett sprays 
500 on the green manure at a time after working it in 
when there is enough soil showing for the 500 droplets 
to contact. He gives the green manure two months to 
decompose before sowing a subsequent crop. 
 
Soybeans 
Brett grows 430 acres of soy. They are sown in 
November  and December, using different varieties 
depending on the time of sowing.  The predominantly



summer rainfall makes it an 
ideal area for soybeans. 
Usually, as the soil 
approaches seed bed 
condition, Brett allows the 
first crop of weeds to 
germinate after a fall of rain 
and then cultivates them in 
with a lighter version of a 
scarifier. As the crop grows 
he does inter-row cultivation 
with a six row scuffler until 
the crop canopy grows over. 
After that, a crew is 
employed to hand pull weeds 
for six to eight weeks. The 
soybean crop was incredibly 
free of weeds when I visited 
– he likes to harvest clean, as 
weeds that are still green at 
harvest can stain the seeds. 
 
The soybeans are not 
significantly troubled by 
pests -  the main pest is the 
heliothis grub, which eats a 
few holes in the leaves. Brett 
releases Trichogramma 
wasps as a predator. A few 
green vegetable bugs come 
late  in  the  season  and   can          Soybeans starting to fill the pods 
Damage the pods, but are not 
really a problem. The Slaters have, over the years, 
planted windbreaks of Eucalyptus Gunnii, casuarinas 
and bottlebrushes, not only for shelter, but also to 
provide habitat for small birds, which can eat a hundred 
grubs a day each. 
 
The soybeans are harvested in April and May, the plants 
cut off at ground level, and the straw cut up with a straw 
chopper on the back of the harvester and left on the 
ground. Brett prefers to keep the fertility from the 
soybean straw rather than sell it. 
 
The soybeans are mostly marketed as organic at present, 
as there is not enough demand for Biodynamic 
soybeans. Brett would love to see the whole crop 
marketed as Biodynamic. 
 
Wheat and Barley 
After the soybeans are harvested, Brett puts in about 300 
acres of wheat (including Spelt) and barley. If the 
soybean harvest was a dry one, he might only scarify the 
soil to prepare it. If it was a wet harvest, wheel marks 
may have to be cultivated with a chisel plough before 
scarifying. Weeds are not so much of a problem with the 
grain crops, and there are no pest or disease problems. 
 
The grain crops are harvested higher, leaving 150mm 
high stubble.  Some of this is mulched and some baled 

and either kept for his own use or sold. The grain crops 
leave the soil in a very friable state,  
 
All the grain is marketed as Biodynamic, some going to 
Barry Bowden (BD grain farmer and miller in south east 
Queensland) for milling, and the rest to BD dairy and 
poultry farmers. 
 

 
Mulcher, for chopping up green manure crops 

 



 
6-row weed scuffler - guards drop down for young 

plants 
 

 
Eucalyptus gunnii shelterbelt 

 

 
Casuarinas and bottlebrushes bordering soybean crop 

 

 
Deep, wide drains take excess water away 

 

 
Sealed, cool-aerated silos keep the grain fresh in 

storage and reduce the chance of weevils 
 
Dryland Rice 
Until recently, all rice in Australia was grown in 
irrigated paddies. About eight years ago, a north coast 
sugar cane grower, Gary Woolley, imported (through 
AQIS2) six or seven different varieties of Japanese 
upland (non-irrigated) rice, twenty-five seeds of each. 
He trialled them for a few years, and then started 
bulking up seed of the best varieties to start commercial 
growing. 
 
Upland rice in Japan is not irrigated but does require 
warmth and high summer rainfall. The north-east corner 
of New South Wales has the ideal climate. Brett is 
growing twenty-five acres as a trial this year, out of a 
total of 1250 acres of dryland rice in the area. The 
conventional growers will send their rice to a receival 
point at the Broadwater Sugar Mill from where it will go  
to the Ricegrowers Co-operative in Leeton, NSW, for 
dehulling and marketing. Brett can’t do this as his 
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Biodynamic rice would then be mixed with the 
conventional rice. He has applied to be an authorized 
buyer so he can process and transport it separately. 
 
 Brett is very positive about growing rice, and sees it as 
fitting in well with his other crops and management 
system. If he can cultivate in green manure in early 
September, he can sow the rice in late October, before 
he starts sowing soybeans in November. This staggers 
the crops and the workload to some extent. Fairy Hill 
receives, on average, 22” (550mm) of rain in the four 
months from December to March, ideal for dryland rice. 
From Brett’s observations so far, rice leaves the soil in a 
good, friable condition, better than soybeans, so it will 
be a good crop to include in the rotation. Under 
excessive rainfall conditions, Brett’s land can flood – 
last year he lost the whole soybean crop under a metre of 
water (the worst flooding for 54 years), despite the deep, 
wide  drains  on  the  farm. With rice, however, there is a 
good chance it will survive flooding, as some growers in 
the area discovered last year. 
 

 
Beautiful rubbly soil in the rice crop 

 
Brett’s rice will be ready to harvest in a few weeks. He 
is not happy with the weed levels, but it is the first time 
he has grown it and will do better next year. Rice is a bit 
slow to start and a bit sensitive when young, so inter-
row cultivation has to wait until the plants strengthen. 
This can make weed control more difficult than with 
soybeans. 
 
Many farmers stop and say to Brett “gee, you’re lucky to 
get such a good crop”, but Brett’s philosophy is that the 
harder you work, the luckier you get. If you’ve done 
everything that can possibly be done, and the weather 
stops you, then there’s nothing you can do, but if you’ve 
been away, or were not paying proper attention….  
 

It is hard and you do sacrifice, but it can be very 
rewarding. If you’ve done everything right, and still get 
nothing (like last year with the floods), you just bounce 
back up and go again. 
 

 
 
 
 

BIODYNAMIC     
MARKETING 
COMPANY LTD. 
-    distributors of quality 

Demeter Biodynamic and organic produce 
throughout Australia and overseas: 

 
• Fresh fruit, vegetables and herbs 
• Grains, flours, rice and pulses 
• Pasta, noodles, nut and vegetable oils 
• Fruit juices, fruit purees and wines 
• Dried fruit and nuts 
• Dairy produce, soy products 
• Jams and spreads, vinegars 
• Meat, free range eggs and poultry 
• Wool 
• Livestock feed 

 
Main Road Powelltown, Victoria 3797 
Tel: +61 (0) 3 5966 7370 
Fax: +61 (0) 3 5966 7339 

 
 
 


