
Rural NewsVO
L 

3 
 –

  A
U

TU
M

N
 2

01
5

US farmer Joel Salatin
inspires Whittlesea

 

THE CITY of Whittlesea Agribusiness 
program was excited to host the 
international speaker and alternative 
farmer, Joel Salatin at the Whittlesea 
Showgrounds on Sunday 19th April.

Joel Salatin is a third generation, full-time 
farmer and self-described ‘Christian-
libertarian-environmentalist-capitalist-
lunatic’ from Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley.  
Hailed by Time Magazine as the ‘potential 
saviour of American food’, his business, 
Polyface Farm, is a family owned, ‘beyond 
organic’, local-market farm that services 
more than 5,000 families, 10 retail outlets 
and 50 restaurants with beef, pork, 
rabbits, free range eggs, broilers, turkeys 
and forestry products.

Joel inspired a diverse crowd of over 100 
people ranging from local established 
farmers to new landholders and aspiring 
young farmers by asking “What is holding 
you back?  What do you fear?  Why can’t 
you turn your hobby farm into a full-time 
business?”  

Joel’s unique and entertaining approach 
delivered clear solutions to address the 
common fears of aspirational farmers.  
He outlined how the Polyface approach 
to ‘beyond organic’ produce and 
‘participatory environmentalism’ has 
equalled success for his family and other 
like-minded, entrepreneurial farmers.  
Joel described innovative approaches 
such as taking control of the supply chain 
through value adding, farm gate sales, 
‘stacking’ complimentary enterprises to 
maximise the production potential of the 
land and using technology, such as online 
sales, to increase the earning potential 
of farm businesses.  He advocated for 
starting small in something that you have 
a genuine interest in.  “Anything worth 
doing, is worth doing poorly first!” Using 
the analogy of a baby learning to walk, 
Joel explained that we shouldn’t expect to 
get our farming enterprise perfect on our 
first attempt, but to keep working, learning 
and improving over time.

Finally, Joel addressed the fear of being 
optimistic.  “We’re supposed to believe 
everything is going to be the pits! People 
enjoy being negative, talking themselves 
and their neighbours down.” Joel said 
“What you need to do is to think – what 
would you be doing if time and money 
were no object? Now, go do that!” 

A delicious meal of produce from 
local farmers and manufacturers was 
prepared by The Meat Room, Bespoke 
Butchers of Kilmore East.  The menu 
included cheese from Epping’s Hellenic 
Cheese, dips from Chris’s Dips in 
Thomastown, lamb from Merri Meats 
in Beveridge, bread from Turner’s 
Bakehouse, Mernda and olive oil from 
Merri Merri Olives also from Beveridge.  
Wine was produced by Melbourne 
Polytechnic and soft drink was from 
local manufacturer, Slades.  All this was 
topped off by a beautiful dessert, Tarte 
Tartin, prepared from Apted’s orchards 
apples by Turner’s Bakehouse.  Special 
thanks go to Hellenic Cheese, Merri 

Merri Olives and Apted’s Orchards for 
donating their contribution to the meal.

The next Agribusiness event is the ‘Small 
Blocks, Big Ideas’ forum on Sunday 3rd 
May.  The forum is now being held in 
cooperation with Nillumbik Shire at the 
Hurstbridge Community Hub.  See the 
Upcoming Events section on the back 
page of Rural News for more details. 

Joel Salatin, international speaker and lunatic 
farmer with City of Whittlesea Economic 
Development Department representatives.

Seasonal weed control

NEW PRESCRIBED PEST 
PLANTS

THISTLES are weeds of disturbed 
areas and degraded pastures. They 
are a widespread problem across 
the City of Whittlesea. There are 
many varieties of thistles, however 
the most common are Artichoke, 
Spear (pictured) and Variegated.  
Rosettes will appear over autumn 
and winter, with flowering stalks 
elongating in spring. The species 
flowers over spring and summer, 
producing purple flowers before 
producing seed and dying. 
Spear and Variegated Thistles have 
recently been added to Council’s list 
of Prescribed Pest Plants under the 
Local Law.  Council will be running 
a thistle education and compliance 
program targeting Spear, Variegated 
and Artichoke Thistle during 
autumn and winter 2015.

Spear Thistle (Cirsium vulgare).
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Focus on agriculture

Treasures of 
our rural north
MERRIANG PARK

STANDING IN the shearing shed at 
Merriang Park, Scott Barrow talks about 
the history of the farm as he sharpens 
blades on the grinder in preparation for 
shearing.  ‘Dad bought the farm 51 years 
ago. I enjoyed farming and studied at 
Glenormiston Agricultural College. When 
Dad passed away, I took on running the 
farm and bought the block next door not 
long after.’

Merriang Park is a 285 hectare farm located 
in Beveridge with predominantly rye grass 
and phalaris based pastures. The key 
enterprise is production of prime lamb, 
although they also run approximately 70 
head of Angus breeders. Scott focuses on 
best practice animal husbandry and solid 
relationships with his primary markets to 
secure the farm’s profitability.

‘We run 500 first cross ewes with Dorset 
or White Suffolk rams. All the ewes are 
scanned with those carrying twins given 
extra care. As a result we generally 
achieve a 140 percentage plus lambing 
percentage. Excellent animal husbandry 
and nutrition are central to our operation. 
Our key market is Coles. We work hard 
to meet their specs, so the majority are 
destined for the supermarket shelves.’

‘Being a farmer makes you a price-taker 
rather than a price-maker. This, and the fact 
that you only get a couple of pay days each 
year, makes it difficult to plan. Working with 
Coles has been great for us. We can lock 
in forward contracts, know what we will be 
paid for our lambs, know the specifications 
required and ensure that our production 
systems meet those specifications.’

Scott, along with his wife, Victoria and two 
daughters live at Merriang Park. ‘I love 
living and working here. We have the best 
of both worlds being so close to Melbourne. 
We know how lucky we are.’

Integrated 
Gorse 
management
GORSE Ulex europaeus is a weed of 
national significance and if left unmanaged 
can create dense impenetrable thickets 
that exclude livestock, smother native 
plants and create a huge fire risk.

In 2014, Council’s Land Management 
Team contacted properties that had been 
identified as having Gorse infestations. 
One property in Wollert had an infestation 
that was approximately 45 hectares of solid 
Gorse.  After receiving a letter from Council, 
the property’s land manager, Christina, 
organised a meeting with Council Officers 
and a representative from the CFA.

After this discussion, Christina decided 
to use a ‘Groomer’ to create firebreaks 
around the edge of the infestation and also 
through the middle so that the CFA can 
follow up with a controlled burn. This will 
not only significantly reduce the fire risk to 
nearby housing developments but will also 
reduce the weed burden and spread to 
neighbours. 

Burning will germinate Gorse seeds so 
follow up control over the coming years 

will be important to ensure the time, effort 
and money is not wasted. This property 
is a great example of an integrated weed 
management strategy using a variety of 
methods and working through a simple 
plan.

‘Dealing with the Gorse seemed 
overwhelming at first but after receiving 
advice from Council, we have started 
tackling it in small sections. The problem 
won’t be solved overnight but we are 
now moving in the right direction,’ said 
Christina.

The Wollert property before and after 
firebreaks were installed through a gorse 
infestation.

Farm dams
DAMS CAN BE a valuable farm asset 
but can also cause land management 
problems if not designed, constructed or 
managed appropriately. Problems with 
dams can be difficult and costly to repair.

A dam is more than a simple hole in the 
ground. There are some basic things to be 
considered when planning a dam.  How 
much water does your farm require? Is 
the location appropriate to fill the dam? Is 
the soil suitable or will you need to import 
material?

Dams need to be designed to include 
structures such as a spillway to prevent 
water from flowing over the dam wall when 
the dam is full. This can erode the wall and 
cause the wall to fail.

In most situations, a planning permit 
is required to construct a dam under 
the Whittlesea Planning Scheme. If the 
proposed dam is on a waterway or is to be 
used to irrigate crops, then a licence from 
Melbourne Water is required instead.

Before deciding that you need a new 
dam and applying for a permit, consider 
alternatives such as reticulating water 

from an existing dam or shed tank. 
The combined impact of many small 
dams affects stream flows in our local 
waterways. Providing water through a 
trough can conserve water, improve water 
quality and save the money needed to 
construct and maintain a dam. 

Information on dam construction, 
maintenance and other issues associated 
with farm dams can be found at  
www.depi.vic.gov.au/agriculture-and-
food/farm-management/managing-dams

To apply for a permit contact the City of 
Whittlesea’s Established Areas Planning 
Department on 9217 2236. 

Failing dam wall due to poor design and 
construction.
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‘Banjo’ working lambs destined for the Coles 
supermarket shelves at Merriang Park.
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Roadside 
woody weed 
control
WOODY WEEDS are currently 
being targeted in high conservation 
roadside areas. Species targeted 
include Broom, Gorse, Radiata Pine, 
Pittosporum and non-indigenous 
Wattles. 
The following roads will be targeted for 
treatment: 

• Old Glenburnie Rd, Eden Park
• Glenburnie Rd, Beveridge
• Cameron Rise, Beveridge
• Twelfth Ave, Eden Park
• Fifteenth Ave, Eden Park
• Wildwood Rd, Whittlesea

Introduced species can out-compete 
local species and also spread to 
neighbouring properties. These works 
are in accordance with the objectives 
of the City of Whittlesea’s Roadside 
Management Strategy 2014. For more 
information contact Council’s Land 
Management Team on 9217 2471.

Focus on agricultureCapers
AN INNOVATIVE, LOW WATER 
USE CROP

THE CAPER BUSH Capparis spinosa (or 
Flinders Rose) is a deciduous shrub that 
grows to approximately one metre high and 
just over one metre wide. The buds appear 
from mid spring and continue through 
summer. These buds are the edible caper. If 
left to open, the fragrant flowers are a pinkish 
white with lavender coloured stamens. The 
caper berry will then appear which can also 
be used, although it is less familiar to the 
Australian market.

The plants originate in the Mediterranean 
and require a similar climate, thriving in 
environments suiting olives and almonds. 
They suit poor nutrient soils, are drought 
resistant and salt tolerant, but will not 
tolerate water logging and prefer a near 
neutral pH. They reach maturity between 
three to five years and have a productive 
life of 25 – 30 years. Yields of between 
one and five kilograms can be achieved 
depending on varieties.

Plants can be productive in areas 
with average rainfall as low as 350mm 
(winter and spring rainfall) and summer 
temperatures in excess of 40°C.  Frost will 
damage young plants and new growth. 
This is a consideration for the timing of 
planting, but it is a deciduous plant and 
can withstand temperatures to minus eight 
degrees Celsius. 

Root systems are deep and extensive 
and growth habit is sprawling. This 
habit protects soil from evaporation and 
suppresses the growth of weeds, reducing 
requirements for irrigation and herbicide 

use. Flowers and fruit are on first year 
wood, making pruning an important part of 
annual management. 

Harvesting is done by hand and is 
conducted on a continual basis throughout 
summer. Pickers pass each plant every 
eight to 20 days. Capers are then graded 
and packed in brine or layers of salt, 
depending on the desired processing 
method. 

Locally grown capers have a potentially 
strong niche market with those supportive 
of regional produce and seeking quality 
and flavour. Given the high production 
costs in Australia, it is unlikely that locally 
grown capers will compete with cheaper 
imports. Therefore, the quality should be 
emphasised and marketed. 

Local marketing opportunities include 
Farmer’s Markets, farm gate sales, 
consignment sales in local grocery outlets, 
direct sales to restaurants and online 
sales. There is also contract growing 
opportunities.

For more information about growing 
capers, contact the Agribusiness Officer, 
Annemaree Docking on 9217 2593 or email 
agribusiness@whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Caper flower and caper bush.

PHOTOS: Annemaree Docking 

Protecting Your Soils Workshop series 
INTRODUCTION TO SOILS

CITY OF WHITTLESEA Agribusiness and 
Land Management Programs, in conjunction 
with the Department of Economic 
Development, hosted the Protecting 
Your Soils Workshop series. The series 
aimed to help landholders increase their 
understanding of soil and its relationship to 
productivity and land capability.

Lindsay Hyde, from the Land Health 
Extension team, introduced landholders to 
some of the basics such as pH and its role 
in acidification and nutrient availability. Soil 
structure, texture and how they affect soil 
function and productivity were covered. 

The introduction to the basic chemistry 
involved in soil dispersion was very 
relevant for this area with many local soils 

being dispersive in nature. The use of lime 
and gypsum were also discussed.

With the classroom work done, participants 
headed to the paddock. They practiced 
field pH testing, soil texturing and soil 
dispersion tests. The group was able 
to reinforce the classroom work by 
comparing the two contrasting soil pits at 
Gwynedd and John Hunter-Payne’s Merri 
Merri Olives property.  

Further workshops will be delivered to 
build the knowledge and understanding of 
sustainable farming and land management 
practice.  For more information, contact 
Mark Williams on 9217 2471 or email 
agribusiness@whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Landholders getting their hands dirty 
learning about field testing soils.
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Smart property design 
for productivity –  
land class fencing
LAND CLASS FENCING is a simple 
approach to grazing management of 
horses and livestock. It involves fencing 
areas that have similar management 
requirements as influenced by aspect, 
slope, soil type, erodibility and drainage. 
The approach allows the most appropriate 
management of each land class without 
compromising the needs of another, 
maximising soil conservation potential 
and increasing productivity. 

Consider one large paddock with hill 
country and low lying creek flats. The 
hill country will dry out faster in summer, 

with the creek flats being boggy in the 
winter. Left as one paddock, stock will 
have access to the hill in the summer 
leading to overgrazing. In the winter, stock 
will damage the boggy country through 
pugging. These impacts lead to soil 
degradation, pasture damage, reduced 
productivity and weed infestation. 

The alternative is to fence this paddock 
into land classes. By separating the hill 
country and the flats, you are able to tailor 
your grazing to protect your soils when 
they are most vulnerable and make the 
most of the natural attributes of the areas  

– summer grazing on the moist flats and 
well drained hill paddocks in the winter.

For more information about pasture 
management techniques, contact the 
Agribusiness Officer, Annemaree Docking 
on 9217 2593 or email agribusiness@
whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Upcoming events

Whittlesea Small Block Big 
Ideas forum joins forces with the 
Nillumbik Landholder Expo and 
Hurstbridge Farmers Market

Sunday 3rd May 2015
9.30 am – 3 pm
Hurstbridge Community Hub 
50 Graysharps Road, Hurstbridge

DISCUSS! INSPIRE! SUPPORT! Mark the 
date – Sunday 3rd May at Hurstbridge 
Community Hub.

Farming on small acreage on the urban 
fringe is not without its challenges 
but it can be an exciting career and 
fantastic lifestyle. Rod May - Captain 
Creek Organics, Ben Falloon - Taranaki 
Farm, Tammi Jonas - Jonai Farms, and 
Kirsten Larsen - The Open Food Network 
will tell their stories and answer your 
questions about how to get started and be 
successful in your own farming business. 
Be inspired by people who are really 
doing it! 

In addition, the Landholder Expo offers 
free information, advice and activities for 

landowners and kids about rural land and 
local flora and fauna.

And to top it all off – the Hurstbridge 
Farmers Market will be open until 1 pm. 

The market has a range of stallholders 
from surrounding regions selling free 
range meats (including pork, beef and 
buffalo), fresh seasonal fruit & vegetables, 
olives & extra virgin olive oil, honey, 
eggs, cheeses, bread, wine, gluten-
free products and a range of specialty 
produce.

Come and join us for a huge day of local 
food, information and inspiration! 

For more information about this event 
and to book for the forum, contact the 
Agribusiness Officer, Annemaree Docking 
on 9217 2593 or email agribusiness@
whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Land class fencing protects soils and 
increases productivity.
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Tammi Jonas and her husband Stuart at Jonai Farms.
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