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Introducing N-Watch
(A GRDC NGN Investment) 

Stirlings to Coast Farmers (SCF) has secured investment through the Grains Research and Development Corporation 
(GRDC) for a new project aimed at helping growers manage nitrogen decisions in what is shaping up to be a very 
challenging season. The project was developed in response to local grower concerns about fertiliser cost and 
availability in 2026.

THE CHALLENGE THIS SEASON

The idea was discussed at SCF R&D Committee discussions in March, where fertiliser dominated the discussion, 
and growers identified nitrogen as one of the biggest risks this season. Fertiliser prices have risen sharply, with urea 
increasing from around $850/t to about $1,400/t. At the time of the meetings, many growers had also been told they 
may only receive 40–60% of their usual supply. For growers in the lower Great Southern high rainfall zone, where 
production systems typically rely on higher inputs, this creates real uncertainty around how best to manage nitrogen 
without compromising yield or profitability.

TRIAL SITES AND TREATMENTS

To help guide growers through the season, N-Watch will run four barley demonstration sites at Frankland River, 
Kendenup, South Stirling and Gairdner. These sites cover a range of soil types, rainfall zones and farming systems 
typical of our farming region. 

Each site will test four in-season nitrogen strategies that reflect the kinds of decisions growers are facing this year, as 
well as a nil in season nitrogen treatment for comparison:

•	 standard practice (split applications)

•	 75% of standard rate (split applications)

•	 50% of standard rate (one application)

•	 50% of standard rate applied more frequently (“drip-fed”)

•	 no in-season nitrogen

Trials will be run at paddock scale and set up to allow for accurate yield mapping at harvest. SCF is working with 
independent agronomists and AAGI to ensure the work is robust and relevant to local conditions.

COMPREHENSIVE PLANT TISSUE & SOIL NITROGEN MONITORING 

A key part of the project is regular monitoring across all sites.

From early tillering through to early flowering, SCF will carry out fortnightly soil and plant tissue testing in each 
treatment and location. This will give a clearer picture of how crops are tracking with the nitrogen and rainfall received, 
how much nitrogen they are taking up, and what remains available in the soil.

Additional work will include baseline soil testing, NDVI drone imaging at key growth stages, and harvest yield data, 
along with follow-up soil testing to understand what some of the reduced rates have done to the soil nitrogen levels, 
included prior to seeding in 2027. 



SHARING INFORMATION AS IT HAPPENS

The aim is not to wait until the end of the project to share results, the intention with this project is to support practical, 
in-season decision making in additional to the final, cumulative report. 

SCF will provide regular updates to growers throughout the season in the SCF e-news and on social media that contain 
simple summaries of crop & soil nitrogen status across sites and treatments. A traffic light system will be used to 
make it easier to interpret what’s happening and will be rated against growth stage with some oversight from a local 
agronomist or two!

LOOKING AHEAD

While the focus is on 2026, the project will also look at what reduced nitrogen rates mean for soil nitrogen going into 
2027. Understanding whether lower applications this year will leave less residual nitrogen in the soil will be important 
for future planning.

HOPEFULLY, A PRACTICAL, GROWER-LED APPROACH!

By combining paddock-scale trials, regular monitoring and straightforward communication, the project aims to give 
growers more confidence in making nitrogen decisions during a difficult season, and to build a stronger base of local 
knowledge for possible tumultuous years ahead (although we hope it’s smooth sailing from here!). 


