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Abstract 
 

As a part of the Grains Research Foundation LtdΩǎ (GRFL) interest in building the capacity of the 

younger generation of Queensland grain farmers, they hosted a tour of Texas in August 2014 for 14 

farmers and consultants from the Central Queensland, Western Downs Maranoa and Darling Downs 

regions. These farmers were selected from interested Research Advisory Committee members. 

During this successful tour of Texas, USA several items were flagged as requiring further 

investigation on future tours by GRFL.  

The 2014 participants flagged the increased growth in sorghum acres and exports in the USA as 

requiring further investigation, along with how research needs are identified (particularly looking at 

the US sorghum industry) and how private research is funded. It was also noted that it is extremely 

important to further develop & foster the relationships built during the 2014 tour & to make new 

connections to expand the learning opportunities for our farmers. 

The 2014 tour was hosted by National Sorghum Producers, who assisted with organising all visits for 

the tour ƎǊƻǳǇΦ ¢ƘŜ b{t ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ DwC[Ωǎ vǳŜŜƴǎƭŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

expressed their interest in hosting further groups if GRFL were to send more farmers over. 

In early 2015 GRFL opened applications for the tour for travel in August 2015 to any Queensland 

grain farmer. It was decided to expand the tour outside of Texas to visit areas that have similar 

farming systems to Queensland, along with viewing the dryer Texan & wetter Illinois climates to give 

different comparisons against what they are used to. 

The 2015 tour participants undertook the tour as a way to develop their knowledge of the US 

agricultural industry from industry representation, through to research and farm gate. It also offered 

them the opportunity to back up their knowledge of the Australian Grains Industry so that they 

could identify areas where improvements could be made based on their learnings from their US 

counterparts. The tour focussed mainly on sorghum, however our contacts at National Sorghum 

Producers suggested that we also look to other crops such as wheat, corn & soybean for information 

due to the size of these industries in the USA. 

  



Executive Summary 
 

The 2015 Globalising Growers Tour visited four US states in 12 days, covering over 3700km, 2700km 

by bus plus two flights. Tour attendees were: 

¶ Myles Ballentine ς farmer ς Banana ς Central Queensland 

¶ Stephen Gibson ς farmer ς Dulacca - Western Downs Maranoa 

¶ Andrew Butler ς farmer ς Condamine ς Western Downs Maranoa 

¶ Kimberly McIntosh ς farmer ς Glenmorgan ς Western Downs Maranoa 

¶ Damien Scanlan ς farmer ς Yelarbon ς Western Downs Maranoa 

¶ Luke Skerman ς farmer ς Daandine ς Darling Downs 

¶ Derryck Mickelborough ς farmer ς Dalby ς Darling Downs 

¶ Anna Mickelborough ς farmer ς Dalby ς Darling Downs 

¶ Lachlan Nass ς farmer ς Jondaryan ς Darling Downs 

¶ Gordon Hayes ς farmer ς Brightveiw ς South East Queensland 

¶ Gary Chesterfield ς advisor ς Toowoomba ς Darling Downs 

¶ .ŜŘŜ hΩaŀǊŀ ς advisor ς Toowoomba ς Darling Downs 

The group visited with farmers, state agricultural department representatives, university 

researchers, government researchers, commercial researchers, crop & checkoff organisations and 

commercial agricultural focused businesses. 

Of particular interest to the group was the opportunity to learn more about sorghum production in 

the US and any research that is occurring in the US that would be of benefit to Australian farmers. 

The major trait that caught their eye was the work being done with cold tolerance genes, currently 

being undertaken by Dr. John Burke of USDA ARS. 

Along the way it became apparent that US farmers and their respective state & nationwide crop 

organisations are doing a lot more to drive demand for each particular crop than what currently 

happens in Australia.  

Also of interest to the group was the work these organisations are doing to develop conversations 

between consumers and farmers. In particular, the work being done by Illinois Corn to connect 

Mums (Moms) from Chicago, mainly from the blogging community, to Farm Mums who blog to 

break down the barriers of communication and to open up avenues for conversations about where 

their food truly comes from was of great interest to the group. 

 

 

  



Itinerary 

Tour Itinerary 

Saturday, August 1  

Hotel:  Novotel Brisbane Airport 
 SkyGate Complex ς near DFO 
 
5.00pm Pre-Tour Briefing with Damien, Meg & Brendan Taylor 
 
6.30pm Group Dinner 
 
      
Sunday, August 2          

Flights:  Brisbane to Sydney ς QF 513 ς Departs 9.25am, arrives 11.00  
 (Arrive at airport at 7.25am) 
 
  Sydney to Dallas/Fort Worth ς QF 7 ς Depart 13.00, arrives 13.35 
 
  Dallas/Fort Worth to College Station ς AA 3673 - Departs 15.10 arrives 16.08 
 Missed flight due to delays in clearing customs due to most coming off farms. Stayed 

night in Dallas. 
 
Bus:  Airport to Hotel DFW 
 
Hotel: Ramada College Station 
 506 Earl Rudder Fwy S 
 College Station, TX, 77840 
 (979) 846 0300  
  
Monday, August 3          

Dress:                  Neat Casual 
Hotel:    Clarion Inn, Austin North (Bad hotel!! Stay in the centre of town to experience all 
 Austin has to offer) 
 7928 Gessner Dr 
 Austin, TX, 78753 
 (512) 339 7311 
  
5.30am Drive to College Station from Dallas 
 
8.30 am Breakfast with Joe Outlaw followed by Tours of Texas A&M University  
 Agricultural & Food Policy Center (AFPC) ς Joe Outlaw, James Richardson 
  AgriLife Research & Extension ς Bill Rooney 
 Department of Soil & Crop Sciences ς Cristine Morgan 
 
3pm  Drive to Austin - Hotel 
 
Tuesday, August 4         

Dress:                  Neat Casual 



 
Hotel:  Lubbock Quality Inn & Suites 
 3430 W Loop 289 
 Lubbock, TX, 79407 
 (806) 780 4000   
 
6:15 am Depart Austin for Academy 
 
8:00 am ±ƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ WŀƳŜǎ YŀƳŀǎΩ CŀǊƳ 
 10660 Hartrick Bluff Road 
 Little River Academy, TX 
 
10:00 am Depart for West Texas  
 
4:00pm Tour Heinrich Farms, Russell Heinrich 
 9102 East Hwy 84   
 Slaton, TX 
 
6:00 pm  Tour and Dinner at Bert & Shelley Heinrich Farms 
 Lubbock, TX  
 
 Drive to Hotel 
 

Wednesday, August 5          

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Hotel:  Lubbock Quality Inn & Suites 
 3430 W Loop 289 
 Lubbock, TX, 79407 
 (806) 780 4000  
 
8:30 am Depart for Ropesville, TX 
 
9:00 am  Tour Henson Land and Cattle, Mike Henson  
 5942 E. State Rd. 41 
 Ropesville, TX    
 Phone: (806)893-8688 
 
11:30 am  Lunch  
 
12:45 pm  Depart for Idalou, TX  
 
1:00 pm Tour Chromatin Nursery, Dr. Larry Lambright  
 Idalou, Texas 4 miles east of Idalou on US 62/82 and 1 mile north on CR3700  
 Grain, sweet and biomass sorghum 
 Phone: (806) 773-1328 
 
2:30 pm  Depart for USDA-ARS 
 
3:00 pm  Sorghum Checkoff/National Sorghum Producers Update @ USDA-ARS 



  John Duff, NSP Analyst  
  Phone: (806) 638-5334 
 
3:40 pm USDA-Agricultural Research Service, Dr. John Burke 
          Sorghum research update & Lab tour  
 3810 4th St., Lubbock, TX 
 Phone: (806) 749-5560 
 
 
Thursday, August 6         

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Flights:  Lubbock to Dallas/Fort Worth ς AA 144 ς Departs 08.00, arrives 09.14 
 
  Dallas/Fort Worth to Wichita ς AA2636 ς Departs 10.45, arrives 12.12 
 
Hotel: Parkwood Inn & Suites 
 505 S. 17th St. 
 Manhattan, KS. 
 (785) 320 5440 
 
12:25pm Bus to pick up group from Airport 
  
1:15 pm      Meeting with Kansas Corn & Kansas Soybean 
 Greg Krissek & Dennis Gruenbacher 
 Discussion on assessment/commission structures 
 Kansas State Extension Sedgwick County 
 7001 West 21st Street, N,  
 Wichita, KS 
 
 2:30 pm      Tour Monsanto's Sorghum Station ς Mike Letz 
 7159 North 247th Street, W 
 Mount Hope, KS  
 
4:00 pm         Ryan Speers ς Jacob Farms 
 9757 N. 151st St W.,  
 Sedgwick, KS 
 
5:15 pm  Depart for Manhattan, KS 

  

Friday, August 7         

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Hotel: Parkwood Inn & Suites 
 505 S. 17th St. 
 Manhattan, KS. 
 (785) 320 5440 
 



10:30 am  Kansas Wheat tour and discussion ς Marsha Boswell 
  1990 Kimball Ave,  
 Manhattan KS 
 http://kswheat.com/ 
 
Noon  Lunch TBD 
 
1pm  Kansas Department of Agriculture ς Suzanne Ryan 
  1320 Research Park Drive 
 Manhattan, KS 
 https://agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/agricultural-marketing-advocacy-and-

outreach-team 
 
3pm International Grains Program ς Mark Fowler 

1980 Kimball Ave  
 Manhattan, KS 
 
Free time Manhattan ς  
 http://issuu.com/sunflower_publishing/docs/2015_manhattan_ks_visitors_guide/1 
 http://downtownmanhattanks.com/ 
 
 
Saturday, August 8         

Dress: Neat Casual 
Hotel:  Holiday Inn Kansas City Downtown ς Aladdin 
 1215 Wyandotte St 
 Kansas City, MO, 64105 
 (816) 421 888 
 
Visits:  Free Time 
 

Sunday, August 9         

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Hotel: Comfort Inn and Suites (St Louis) 
 18375 Chesterfield Arpt Rd 
 Chesterfield, MO, 63005 
 (636) 530 1200 
 
Visits:  Drive to St Louis ς Free time in St Louis 
 

Monday, August 10         

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Hotel:  Country Inn and Suites by Carlson Decatur 
 5150 Hickory Point Frontage Rd 
 Decatur, IL, 62526 
 (217) 872 2402 

http://kswheat.com/
https://agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/agricultural-marketing-advocacy-and-outreach-team
https://agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/agricultural-marketing-advocacy-and-outreach-team
http://issuu.com/sunflower_publishing/docs/2015_manhattan_ks_visitors_guide/1
http://downtownmanhattanks.com/


 
8.00am  Monsanto ς St Louis. Finish by 9.45am. 
  
11:00am Climate Corporation 
 
12.30pm Lunch 
 
1.30 pm Dowson Farms visit 
 
3.00pm Drive to Decatur 
 
  
Tuesday, August 11         

Dress: Neat Casual 
 
Hotel: Hawthorn Suites by Wyndam Bloomington 
 1 Lyon Ct 
 Bloomington, IL, 61701 
 (309)829 8111 
 
Visits:    
7:45am осл ¸ƛŜƭŘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ άtǊƻǾƛƴƎ DǊƻǳƴŘǎέ CƛŜƭŘ 5ŀȅ - 

https://events.360yieldcenter.com/site/index 
 https://360yieldcenter.com/about-us/ 

(Gregg SaudersΩ previous business was Precision Planting which was sold to 
Monsanto  

 http://www.precisionplanting.com/#/ 
 http://news.monsanto.com/press-release/monsanto-company-purchase-planting-

technology-developer-precision-planting-leader-deli 
 
3.30pm Tour Greg Sauders Commercial Dairy farm  
 https://www.rivervalleyfarm.com/ 
 https://www.rivervalleyfarm.com/about#overview 
   
 
Wednesday, August 12         

Dress: Neat Casual 
Hotel:  Millenium Knickerbocker 
 163 East Walton Place 
 Chicago, IL, 60611 
 (312) 751 8100 
 
Visits:  Becks Hybrids ς Cancelled due to them double booking us with their field day 
 
 Illinois Corn ς Met with Phil Thornton, Tricia Braid to discuss the role of Illinois Corn. 
  
  
Thursday, August 13 

Flight:  Chicago to Los Angeles ς QF 3164 ς Departs 18.25, arrives 21.03 

https://events.360yieldcenter.com/site/index
https://360yieldcenter.com/about-us/
http://www.precisionplanting.com/#/
http://news.monsanto.com/press-release/monsanto-company-purchase-planting-technology-developer-precision-planting-leader-deli
http://news.monsanto.com/press-release/monsanto-company-purchase-planting-technology-developer-precision-planting-leader-deli
https://www.rivervalleyfarm.com/
https://www.rivervalleyfarm.com/about#overview


  Los Angeles to Brisbane ς QF 16 ς Departs 23.45, arrives 06.40 (Saturday 
15/08/2015)  

 
Visits:  Free Time 
 

  



An Overview of the US Sorghum Industry 
 

For the 2014/2015 year to date, over nine million tonnes of sorghum has been exported. Nearly 

eight million tonnes went to China, the remainder went to Japan, Korea & Canada. This is a 500% 

increase in exports since the 2011/2012 year, which saw 1.5 million tonnes exported to Mexico, 

Japan & the EU. (Source: Sorghum Checkoff Quarterly Report April-June 2015) 

The yearly sorghum surplus is steadily decreasing, from 11.28% in 2008, to 7.22 in 2014. Whilst 

sorghum acres decreased in the 2014 year from the 2013 year, farmers are becoming more 

productive with a production increase of 10%. (Source: United Sorghum Checkoff Program 2014 

Annual Report) 

The total revenue of the United Sorghum Checkoff Program for 2014 was $9,274,290. Of this, 37.9% 

was spent on research, 18.6% on market development, 4.4% on communication, 21.9 was passed 

back to individual states, 6.1% on administration, 1.3% was allocated to USDA Oversight and 9.5 was 

excess revenue. (Source: United Sorghum Checkoff Program 2014 Annual Report) 

 

  



Review of Learning Objectives 
 

The learning objectives of the Globalising Growers tour were developed following the 2014 

άCǊƻƳмDǊŀƛƴέ ǘƻǳǊΦ  

Learning Objective One: Understanding of the US Sorghum/Corn/Soybean Checkoff 

Programs - how are research priorities identified & funded, how much involvement do 

growers have in the process. 

The group found it extremely interesting that all crop organisations aligned themselves with energy, 
not food, for the purpose of driving demand. Following lower corn prices for the 2014 financial year 
Yŀƴǎŀǎ /ƻǊƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΚ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ Ψ/ǊŜŀǘŜ aƻǊŜ 5ŜƳŀƴŘΩΦ  

Every crop group had money allocated to marketing to drive demand for their product. Dennis 
Gruenbacher of the Kansas Soybean Commission says their breakdown of income is 40% marketing 
50% breeding and 10% administration. 

Dennis Gruenbacher cited, in addition to Bio Diesel market development, some marketing moneys 
were allocated to competitive submissions for funding to develop products with innovative uses of 
Soybean products or by-products, open to anyone with very broad scope. One example was 
production of Gridiron Helmets, although rejected for fear of legal ramification in event of failure, 
highlights the length and breadth they will go to drive demand for their product.  

Greg Krissek of Kansas Corn noted that in addition to ethanol they heavily support livestock export 
organisations.  Naturally the theory follows that should livestock export be very strong, the industry 
requires higher volumes of feed corn - driving demand. 

Illinois Corn Growers Association were very firm in aligning corn with energy (in the form of ethanol) 
and highlighted how they had utilised the 'green' lobbyists to support farmers and agriculture by 
demonstrating the pollution effects of oil based energy as opposed to the more environmentally 
friendly ethanol. Their philosophy is that growers returns are driven not out of short supply but 
strong demand - therefore they must drive demand in any way they can - predominately through 
ethanol. 

Government is driven by voter sentiment - therefore if voters are supportive of agriculture, then the 
Government must support Ag.  Failure to do so may result in less votes.  Therefore, Illinois Corn 
invests heavily in positive experiences with Agriculture.  This can be through targeted web 
advertising, YouTube and Social Media, through to inviting Chicago Women to do farm tours for the 
purposes of them blogging about how positive their farm experiences were. They are free to ask 
about any concerns they have so as to develop trust in agriculture. 

All crop groups very prominently have farmers on their boards. These growers represent a region of 
their state. The account & law staff of checkoff organisations tend to have direct interest in 
agriculture by either being involved with a farm, or who have family still on the farm.  

 
 



Learning Objective Two: Understanding of the US Sorghum Industry & increased 

exports of the US crop. 

The group gleaned a lot of iƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ Wŀȅ hΩbŜƛƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǊŀƛƴǎ 
Program at Kansas State University, the main being that the idea of Sorghum being sold to the 
Chinese for Alcohol production is a story, Sorghum is being used for animal feed and ethanol 
production and the Chinese Govt will not sell at a lower price to its end users. 

It seems that the bulk of the increased exports from the US is a product of China wishing to reduce 
its excess and overpriced corn stock which has a domestic price of US$9/bu.  China's domestic 
consumers were able to import corn much cheaper until government involvement ceasing all 
imports of corn from the US.  Consumers switched to importation of Soy, to which the Chinese 
government responded with a ban on all GM products.   

Sorghum is not a GM product, therefore Chinese consumers are importing Sorghum to avoid the 
high corn price imposed by the government. The demand has increased to a point where there is 
concern that it is highly noticeable and there is fear it is only a matter of time before the Chinese 
government will impose some form of restriction on Sorghum imports for the purpose of reducing 
its significant Corn stocks. 

When this block does occur, China is likely to cite chemical residue as the issue in the hope that it 
will force end users to use the stockpiled corn. More information is needed to find out how this will 
affect the Australian crop if & when it does occur. 
 

Learning Objective Three: Understanding of some of the research currently being 

undertaken by various bodies, including Texas A&M, USDA ARS, Kansas State 

University. 

Sorghum 

There is significant work invested into breeding in the US between government, private and 
university programs.  

USDA ARS 

Dr John Burke of the USDA-ARS highlights many advances in genome mapping (complete), trait 
marker identification, development of cold tolerance varieties, drought tolerant varieties, 
senescence varieties, and multi-seed breeding. 

USDA-ARS discovered CPPU enzyme, a synthetic cytokinin to increase root development 

USDA-ARS identified ideal crop canopy temperature, tools to measure this, and developing ways of 
managing crop temperature to maximise yield, or at least understand losses. 

Texas A&M 

Texas A&M continue pre-breeding, and whilst apparently not commercially profitable, out of private 
interest they developed a naturally purple seeded variety which now shows promise in the 
comparably small health food market. 



 

Monsanto 

Monsanto Sorghum Breeding (Mike Lanz) is also developing varieties for dry land situations 
(80%).  Monsanto owns trade names Dekalb, Channel and Bucknell 

Mike did acknowledge commercial constraints in his breeding in that Monsanto Marketing may limit 
varietal releases with significant grower benefits for they are not yet ready to "push out" older 
products.   

Mike is under pressure to release a new variety every year.  This limits their ability to put time and 
resources into developing significantly better varieties which would benefit the grower. 

Mike noted that government and private breeders are both not entirely efficient with government 
breeding programs hindered by time taken in grant/funding applications and thesis 
reporting.  Private breeders are expected to regularly release new varieties, and whilst these may 
represent improvements, such short lead times do not allow for radical development into breeding 
for traits which growers desire most. 

Kansas State University 

KSU is in contact with farmers and they do approach farmers to ask "what do you want to 
know".  The philosophy is that the "University is for the farmer". 

Kansas State University's Ignacio Ciampitti focusses on nutrition, plant physiology and cropping 
systems.  His current primary project is to develop an app for growers to better predict Sorghum 
yield by simply taking a photo of the Sorghum heads. 

Ignacio's plant physiology background allows him to share with growers critical Sorghum 
growing information.  They know that plant emergence evenness is more important than singulation 
for maximising yield.  

No one (several agronomists, breeders and seed company agronomists) could clearly articulate this 
information (singulation importance in Sorghum) to growers in Australia prior to going on the tour 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿŜǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ψwhy is thatΩ? 

Ignacio can state which growth stage is critical for yield determination, being head size 
development, grain number development and seed weight determination. 

Upon returning to Australia, one of the growers attended an irrigated Sorghum presentation where 
the seed suppler agronomist could not identify these growth stages. 

Dr John Burke (USDA-ARS) would suggest yield determination and detailed varietal traits are known 
by all seed companies.  Growers should be able to access this information from seed suppliers, 
although as per the experience above, it is not necessarily growers experience to have the seed 
company know this information.   

Wheat 



Double Haploid Breeding at Kansas Wheat to increase the development of breeding.  Previously 
taking up to 6 years, now only taking one. Kansas Wheat have a very impressive facility. 
 

Learning Objective Four: Understand how private research is funded by commercial 

businesses such as 360 Yield Center and Beck's Hybrids. 

Unfortunately the tour of Becks Hybrids was cancelled due to all staff being tied up with 
preparations of their field day which was held the day the group flew home. 

The group was to meet up with Gregg Sauder to chat about how he developed his business model 
but on the day was too busy to fit the group in. 

The group did note that Gregg is an extremely good salesperson & that the 360 Yield Center Proving 
Grounds field day was the most amazing and excessive field day they had ever witnessed. 

Whilst it was good for the group to experience such an event, in the future, visits should be 
scheduled to not coincide with such large scale events as those involved get lost in the moment. 

360 Yield Centre is owned by Gregg Sauder. Gregg sold Precision Planting (developed back in 1993) 
to Monsanto for a handsome amount US$250million which has allowed him to develop the 360 Yield 
Centre concept.  The concept is important for the US for it addresses the need to efficiently apply N 
to soils in a timely manner for they have issues with leaching of N and their CEC is very low relative 
to Australia. 
 

Learning Objective Five: Identifying what research needs to occur in Australia to keep 

ahead of the US in regards to quality & market requirements (i.e. how to improve our 

varieties for the Chinese Baiju market). 

CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Wŀȅ hΩbŜƛƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǊŀƛƴǎ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀǘ Yŀƴǎŀǎ {ǘŀǘŜ 
University it was discovered that the Chinese are not importing sorghum for the production of Baiju. 
Therefore it may not be necessary to breed for this market in particular. 

Perhaps the industry needs to keep a closer eye on exports & chemical residue testing of outgoing 
grain to be able to counter any claims more effectively. 

Cold tolerance was a particular trait that was identified by the group that would be beneficial to 
Australian farmers. 

Development of the purple seeded sorghum as a health food ςproduction would need to be limited 
but are there opportunities for this both domestically for the fast growing health foods sector & to 
be exported to Japan/China as a superfood? 
 



Learning Objective Six: Understanding of the size of the GM industry in the US via 

Monsanto visit. 

It was suggested by Errol Corsan of NuSeed that the group visit Monsanto to gain an idea of the size 
of the US GM industry. The growers were very impressed with the technology used by Monsanto 
through their St Louis visit. Certainly the GM corn industry is very large in the US. 

It seems that their sorghum breeding program is hindered by the need to push out new varieties on 
a regular basis rather than the large developments required by growers. 

 

Learning Objective Seven: Develop contacts to grow relationships with for fostering 

future information & knowledge sharing. 
 
The tour group made some very good contacts whilst in the US. GRFL are keen to further foster the 
relationships developed over the two tours held so far in future years. GRFL are also keen to 
reciprocate the hospitality extended to both tour groups by organising annual tours of Queensland 
for those whom the groups visit. The first tour will be held in February 2016 depending on interest. 

¶ Texas A&M -  Agricultural and Food Policy Centre, AgriLife Research & Extension and Soil & 
Crop Sciences 

o Great contacts were made with Joe Outlaw & Bill Rooney who were both extremely 
accommodating of the group.  

o Continue to communicate with Bill Rooney to keep up with latest sorghum breeding 
developments. It is particularly interesting for the farmers to see what is being 
developed elsewhere so that they have increased knowledge of potential 
germplasm suitable for Australian conditions. 

¶ USDA ARS ς Dr John Burke 
o Was great to see the work John is doing with traits growers are looking for. 
o Keep in contact with John to follow up with bringing traits into Australia that will 

benefit Australian growers. 
¶ National Sorghum Producers 

o Again in 2015, NSP were very accommodating for our group, with many tours 
organised. In particular Shelee Padgett who organised the Texas sector, Jesse 
McCurry who organised the Kansas sector and travelled with the group whilst in 
Kansas and Shelley Heinrich who hosted the group for dinner in Lubbock one 
evening.  

o Keep in contact with them to continue learning about the US Sorghum industry. 
¶ Kansas Wheat/Corn/Soybeans 

o It would be good to spend more time with Kansas crop groups to learn more about 
the programs they run for farmers 

¶ Kansas State University 
o YŜŜǇ ƛƴ ǘƻǳŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ Wŀȅ hΩbŜƛƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǊŀƛƴǎ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ for straight down 

the line market information. 
¶ Illinois Corn Growers Association & Marketing Board 

o The group were very interested in continuing the conversation with Illinois Corn & 
their work in developing connections with consumers in their local large cities. 

o Keep in contact for assistance with developing programs for curating conversations 
with consumers. 



o Learn more from them about developing markets for grain & grain products.  



Conclusion & Recommendations 
 

Throughout the tour, the group were on the lookout for research and ideas relevant to the needs of 

Australian grain growers. Several recommendations have been made by the group for further 

investigation. 

1. Developing cold tolerant sorghum varieties for Australian conditions 

Dr John Burke of USDA ARS has been developing many traits including cold tolerance in 

sorghum. The group identified that such a trait could be highly beneficial for Australian 

growers where early rain is received in July/August/September when soil conditions are still 

cool. The idea would be to plant early & get the plant at flowering stage prior to the high 

heat of December when such conditions affect yield potential. This trait would be suitable 

for all areas, including CQ where the potential to plant even earlier would give growers 

greater options. The sorghum area could also possibly be extended into southern regions. 

tǊƻŦΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ WƻǊŘŀƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 5ǊΦ WƻƘƴ .ǳǊƪŜΩǎ ƎŜǊƳǇƭŀǎƳΦ IŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎŎǊŜŜƴƛƴƎ 

for cold tolerance for the past 3 years. Commercial breeding companies apparently have 

data on cold tolerance for their varieties. 

 

This trait was identified as being of importance for southern Queensland and NSW where 

early rain is received & farmers would like to take advantage of  

 

Upon the groups return a preliminary meeting was held with Prof David Jordan of QAAFI to 

discuss how a cold tolerant trait could be made available in Australia. It was decided to hold 

a further meeting at Hermitage Research Station in Warwick to look at what work is 

currently being undertaken there in relation to cold tolerance. 

 

Recommendation: Tour attendees would like to see GRFL put up a project to GRDC for some 

basic economic modelling of a cold tolerance trait for sorghum in partnership with CSIRO & 

GRDC. Dr Scott Chapman of CSIRO is willing to assist with this modelling.  

 

They would like to model the development of cold tolerance germ plasm, where seedlings 

can withstand cold of down to 12 deg Celsius for up to 72 hours, to allow an option for 

earlier planting where winter or early spring rainfall has occurred to make use of soil 

moisture while it is available. This would be of particular benefit for areas in the Darling 

Down & further south & may make sorghum a viable option in Victoria, opening the industry 

for significant expansion. 

 

2. Developing Demand for Australian Grain 

It became acutely aware to the group the amount of effort the various state crop groups put 

into developing demand for their product. Whether it is research in new and innovative 

ways corn or sorghum can be used, through to ensuring the end users can meet and greet 

the farmers that grow their product, they are extremely proactive in ensuring that there is 

continued growth in demand. 

 



Recommendation: Tour attendees would like to see further effort placed on creating 

demand for Australian Grain both domestically & internationally. Could sorghum growers 

work with environmentalists to create greater demand for ethanol use in fuel? Whilst the 

group understand that GRDC is limited in what it can do to create demand, they are keen to 

meet with groups that are free to undertake such work. 

 

3. Creating Conversations with Consumers  

Illinois Corn pointed to the group that if voter sentiment was with agriculture, then so are 

politicians. How can Australian Agriculture create a more positive community sentiment? 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜΣ ōǳǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ 

connect with other farmers. 

 

Recommendation: Attendees would like GRFL to look at ways to assist with curating 

conversations with Australian Consumers. While there is some work being done in this arena 

more work needs to be done to equip farmers with the skills to have conversations on social 

media & to encourage our urban friends to ask questions of & visit farms to get information. 

GRFL may need to learn more from Illinois Corn about how they curate such converstions. 

 

4. Further Develop Capacity of Participating Farmers 

GRFL are very proud of the way that participants in both the 2014 and 2015 tour groups 

represented the Australian grains industry. All were actively involved with discussions at all 

locations and all learnt a great deal. The #From1Grain program is ideally suited to farmers as 

ŀƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǇǊogram such as 

Nuffield Scholarships or Australian Grain Leader program.  

 

Recommendation: GRFL believe it is essential to continue the annual tours to provide 

capacity building for farmers who want to build their capacity, but are time poor.  

 

GRFL also believe it would be beneficial to the Australian grains industry for both the 2014 & 

2015 tour attendees & future attendees to receive further training in various areas. Of 

particular interest to GRFL would be for the participants to undergo Company Director 

training so that they have the knowledge of what to expect when asked to join boards. 

Further training in areas such a media or social media would also be of benefit. 

 

 

  



Daily Trip Report 
 

Day One: Monday 3rd August 

Hosted by the staff of Texas A&M University.  

 

Visit One: Texas A&M Agricultural and Food Policy Center (AFPC), Joe Outlaw, James 

Richardson 

Background 

The A&M in Texas A&M stands for Agricultural & Mechanical.  Established as part of the Federal 
government Land Grants program whereby land was made available for Universities to specialize in 
Ag and Mechanical to promote the regions productivity.  This occurred in each state. TAMU is the 
largest university in the US by land area and 30th largest by enrolment at approx. 54,000. 

Role of Agricultural and Food Policy Center 

The AFPC team travel across the US to conduct detailed financial analyses on over 900 individual 
farming operations and across industries. This 
information is used to make projections which 
are provided to guide Congress decisions on the 
Farm Bill. Locations of these farming operations 
is contained in Appendix 1. 

USDA data may not be as reliable as we 
Australians may think. The TAMU data is much 
more reliable/accurate, although the Govt may 
hold much of this data close to their chest. 

Changes in Farm Bill policy have meant that 
subsidies are on the decline ς there are no 
longer set-aside acres, has moved more to a 
safety net system instead of a guaranteed 
payout.  This involves a 60% govt. subsidy of the 
Multi-Peril Insurance Scheme (MPIS), however the trigger points for price are lower than the cost of 
production so now for the first time US farmers can make a financial loss. 

Equipment and machinery purchases for US farmers can be immediately claimed as a tax-deductible 
expense up to $500,000/yr.  Amounts over this are depreciated normally. 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ улΩǎΣ ¦{ ōŀƴƪƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ ōŀǎed lending 
system, to a cash flow based lending system. 

At present, the average cost of productions of corn is higher than market return. Current COP is 
$4.25/bushel. National farm ROA is 1-2% for cattle and 2-4% for cropping. 

Information gained 

Figure 1: Texas A&M AFPC Economist Joe Outlaw 
with GRFL tour attendees 

https://afpc.tamu.edu/
http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/outlaw-joe/
http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/richardson-james/
http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/richardson-james/


Having a team of people from all agricultural productions on the ground collecting information on 
yields, costs of production, drought areas, cattle numbers, prices and so on reporting to our 
government on a regular basis with factual information may better help the Government understand 
what is actually happening on ground here today in Australia. We have our Ag Census that we fill out 
half-heartedly after receiving 3 reminder letters in the mail but I feel more is needed and this could 
be an area to really give our Government a better understanding. Would be great if we had a group 
of people like Joe and his team dedicated to gaining and reporting current agricultural statistics. 

Recommendation 

GRFL recommend that it be further investigated how to undertake a similar program of collating 
detailed financial analysis in Australia to give more accurate projections. Could universities 
undertake such work? Future GRFL tours will undertake a demo financial analysis using Australian 
figures whilst at AFPC. 

Web resources 

Texas A&M Agricultural and Food Policy Center (AFPC) - https://afpc.tamu.edu/ 

Joe Outlaw - http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/outlaw-joe/ 

James Richardson - http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/richardson-james/ 

 

Visit Two: Texas A&M AgriLife Research 

& Extension ς Bill Rooney 

Overview  

Texas A&M continue pre-breeding, and whilst 
apparently not commercially profitable, out of 
private interest they developed a naturally 
purple seeded variety which now shows 
promise in the health food market due to its 
high antioxidant levels. Could be considered 
the next superfood.70% of trial work is done 
with grain sorghum, 30% with forage and bio 
fuel varieties. Peaked at 50% grain sorghum -
50% ethanol around the time of the ethanol mandates in about 2008. Some crossover between 
biomass and forage varieties depending on mgmt. 

Current Research 

The team at Texas A&M AgriLife Research are working on cold tolerance traits which all on the tour 
were particularly interested in. They are also working on multi seed traits and purple/black seeded 
varieties for human consumption.  

 

Figure 2: Bill Rooney and Diana Bagnall, Texas A&M AgriLife 
Research (Photo by Bede O'Mara) 

https://afpc.tamu.edu/
http://agecon.tamu.edu/faculty-staff/faculty/outlaw-joe/
http://agriliferesearch.tamu.edu/
http://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/


Recommendation                                                                              

GRFL recommend that tour attendees keep abreast of the 
continuing research being undertaken at TAMU for future traits 
suitable for Australian conditions. GRFL to continue liasing with 
TAMU researchers on trait development and for future tours 
both in the US & Australia. 

Web Resources 

Texas A&M AgriLife Research - 
http://agriliferesearch.tamu.edu/ 

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension - 
http://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/ 

Bill Rooney - http://soilcrop.tamu.edu/staff/rooney-william-bill/  

 

Visit Three: Texas A&M Department of Soil & Crop Sciences 

Eastern and Southern Texas are recent alluvium deposits from the Gulf of Mexico.  

Soil types in Texas vary greatly ς 8 out of the 12 US FAO soil classification orders can be found on the 
TAMU campus. Soils around College Station are 
Sandstone, Siltstone and Shales, in a formation of 
alluvium on five river terraces visible around the area 
as follows: 

¶ T5 ς White sand over red clay, well drained, 
very fertile. 

¶ T4 ς ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŎƭŀȅǇŀƴΩ ƻǊ ΨǊŜǎƛŘǳǳƳΩ- 
top 30cm is a sandy loam with a sharp 
transition to 60% clay with high levels of 
sodium and sulphur.  Low water holding 
capacity, poorly drained and very limited 
fertility. 

¶ T3 ς ±ŜǊǘƛǎƻƭǎΣ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨōƭŀŎƪƭŀƴŘǎΩ 
ƻǊ ΨōƭŀŎƪ ƎǳƳōƻΩΦ  Found north of Austin and 
in West Texas.  Widely used for cotton but 
considered hard to manage. 

¶ T2 ς Alluvium 

¶ T1 ς Silt loams on uplands and rises 
displaying mollic properties but not quite 
good enough to be classified as Mollisols. 

Web Resources 

Texas A&M Soil & Crop Sciences - http://soilcrop.tamu.edu/ 

Figure 3: Black/purple seeded sorghum 
(Photo by Luke Skerman) 

http://agriliferesearch.tamu.edu/
http://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/
http://soilcrop.tamu.edu/staff/rooney-william-bill/
http://soilcrop.tamu.edu/


 

 

Day Two: Tuesday 4th August 

Hosted by National Sorghum Producers ς Visits organised by Shelee Padgett, Regional Director, 

Texas, National Sorghum Producers 

Visit Four: James Kamas, Little River Academy 

Overview 

James Kamas is a switched on guy with a tidy 
farm chasing premiums for niche markets. He 
currently has 1000Ha under cultivation and next 
season will be leasing a further 365Ha. 

His average farm holding is around 200acres 
with the largest lease 640 ac @ approx 
$100/ac/yr, next biggest 450 ac.  Land prices are 
about US$3000/acre. 

James started with 180ac inherited from his 
parents. Up until 2000 farming was a hobby and 
part-time role when he decided to lease off 
neighbours and has grown his farmed area since. 

With no children, James hopes a long-standing employee will take over. 

Kamas Farms receives нуέ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ annual rainfall which is spring dominant. 

Production & Marketing  

James is interested in alternative markets. One such market is producing sorghum to be made into 
packing peanuts (from variety DeKalb5400).  For this market James stores sorghum on farm and 
recieves a storage fee plus a premium. He also has deals with Monsanto for seed production. 

James tries to run a set rotation of wheat, corn, sorghum, single skip cotton but depends on soil 
types and seasonal variation.  Some of the river bottom country has sandy knobs unsuitable for 
some crops.  James does not double crop and makes use of long fallows. 

[ŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ sorghum averaged 7.3t/ha with a long term average of 5.6t/ha, the long term corn 
average is 6.2t/ha 

Current corn price $3.80/bu , but cost of production is $4, sorghum is trading at a $1.10/bu premium 
(while Chinese export demand exists), but typically sorghum is a discount to corn. The 2015 (new 
crop which was being harvested while the group visited) is valued at $5/bu for sorghum landed 
Houston, TX. 

Figure 4: James Kamas with participants 



Much of James produce goes to Houston Port ς 290km away ς all by road transport at a cost of 
US$35/Ton.   

Recommendation 

GRFL recommend that alternative uses for sorghum such as packing peanuts be investigated. 

 

Visit Five: Heinrich Farms 

Overview 

Bert and Shelley Heinrich of Heinrich Farms 
are located at Slaton near Lubbock. They are 
self proclaimed cotton growers, diversifying 
into sorghum. They have adopted zero till on 
their farm (which to the group seems to be 
rare in this area). They have adapted a stalk 
cutter onto the front of the planter bar to 
leave cotton stalks standing all year to reduce 
wind erosion, then cut them at planting in a 
one pass operation.  

Heinrichs use composted manure at 5 ς 7.5t/ha/yr plus chemical fert at 106kg/Ha of N in anhydrous 
ammonia form. Also using humic acid and microbes to increase soil microbial activity.  Soils are 
ΨŘŜŀŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ƻƴ ŎƻǘǘƻƴΦ 

Similar to the Australian situation of having an older variety which is a constant performer, 
IŜƛƴǊƛŎƘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎƻǊƎƘǳƳ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƛǎ 5/![ отлтΣ ŀ 30yr old variety which may not be highest yielding 
but a consistent performer.  

Planted May 2-3 @ 86,000 plants/Ha dryland and 125,000 irrigated. Sorghum yields this year 
hopefully 4.5-5T/Ha on irrigation country. 2013 yields were 7.8T/Ha irrigated and 2.8T/Ha 
dryland.  This was considered a good year. 

Normally there is a large domestic demand for sorghum from Texas ethanol plants however due to 
high export price of sorghum they are railing in corn from Iowa. Ex farm sorghum price this year of 
US$157/Ton.  All will be railed to port for export to China. 

Land and Resources Ownership 

²ŀǘŜǊ ƛǎ ƻǿƴŜŘ ōȅ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊǎǇŀŎŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ нлллΩΦ  Mineral rights are owned by the 
landowner but on a separate title so can be sold with or without the land.  Most often traded 
separately. 

Oil wells are negotiated on an individual landowner basis but can be up to 20% of the net profit of 
the well.  All shale oil.  Unsustainable at current oil prices so drilling has slowed but exploration 
continues. 



Many wind turbines in the area.  These take up a 30M x 30M pad per windmill plus a service road 
and the lease to the landowner is US$5000/yr. 

Water Availability & Soil 

!ǾŜǊŀƎŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ муΦсέ. This year (2015) has 
been very wet with around олέ received thus far, 
so have not needed much irrigation if any. 

The water table in their area is becoming alarming 
low, Burt and Shelley have made head way in 
better using water allocations by starting to 
implement drip irrigation and bettering their 
above ground irrigation with technology attached 
to his pumps to ensure an automatic switch off 
should anything go wrong during the watering 
times. Farmers are also facing heavy restrictions 
into the future as the water table is not being 
replenished, limited to using 18 inches of water 
per acre of ground water for irrigations. 

Irrigation water from the Ogallala Aquifer around 
Lubbock (West Texas) is 45-90 meters 
deep.  North of Lubbock it is 100-120 meters 
deep.  This aquifer is depleting badly and at 
current rates will be critically low in 30-50 
years.  As a result of this farmers are 
implementing more water efficient irrigation 
systems such as drip line.  

Soils are undulating with shallow sands on the rises and sandy loams over clay on the lower slopes 
and drainage lines with a pH of 8. 

Centre pivot takes 6 days to water a 65Ha circle with 25mm. плέ Ǌƻǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘǊƛǇ ǘŀǇŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 
rows 12-мпέ ŘŜŜǇΦ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Day Three: Wednesday 5th August 

Hosted by National Sorghum Producers ς Visits organised by Shelee Padgett, Regional Director, 

Texas, National Sorghum Producers 

Visit Six: Mike Henson, Henson Land & Cattle, Ropesville. 

Overview 

Mike Henson of Ropesville, Texas was the 2014 NSP 
Sorghum Grower of the Year. With 4800ha cropping (cotton 
& sorghum) plus 19,500ha ranch running 500 Ψmomma 
cowsΩ plus an aerial spraying business running four planes, 
plus a trucking business Mike has a very diversified 
business.  

This is MikeΩǎ ǎƛȄǘƘ ȅŜŀǊ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǎƻǊƎƘǳƳ ŀƴŘ has planted 
8000 acres sorghum which should yield 6.5t/acre average. 
More sorghum this year due to low cotton prices and very 
large workload for cotton, e.g. a new tractor was purchased 
in March 2015 and already has 1250hrs on it as of 5th 
August, all in cotton. 60-40% split dryland ς irrigation. 

Mike has been instrumental in the development of the John 
Deere round bailer stripper, which he has been testing for 8 
years. Cotton is predominately harvested with cotton 
strippers as opposed to conventional spindle pickers as 
sand wears out heads & spindles too quick. Mike is not afraid to take risks, however does extensive 
research into whatever venture he is wishing to enter.  

Production 

Runs his whole operation with 8 farm employees, 1 for the cattle and 4 in the aerial spraying 
business.  Pays his men US$40,000 -70,000/yr. 

Soil depth is 2.5ft deep over shale and rock. MikeΩs record yield was grown with 28" of water; 200 
units N; 44,000 seeds per acre. Does not ever double crop. 

As with many farmers, Mike is having problems with glyphosate resistant weeds in particular palmer 
amaranth which is also resistant to atrazine. Similar to many of the cotton growing regions of 
Australia, he is unable to use 24D after a certain date because of cotton that is grown in area. He is 
currently using treflan, lumax (which is a mixture of atrazine, metaclor and callistorol), inter row 
cultivating, wick wiping with 22% paraquat solution and mouldboard ploughing to bury seeds. 

Mike prefers not to grow cotton due to the intensity of growing and lower returns. One year he lost 
5000 acres to hail. Has also produced 246 bushel/acre corn in the past. 
 
Mike plants sorghum at 50,000seed/acre for irrigation and 40,000seeds/acre dryland with a 40inch 
row spacing. 



Has a good rotation of mouldboard ploughing around 30-35% of total area per year to bury weed 
seeds, practices minimum tillage and the use of 
composted manure at 5-7.5T/Ha/yr at a cost of US$30/T 
spread.  Compost is from a local dairy and the analysis is 
30%N, 30%P205(12%P) , and 30%K20(24.9%K) which 
seems to be too much N, but is what the group was told. 
Also uses 200-225kh/Ha of N under sorghum 
(Manure+UAN through pivot + 60 spread in-crop) 

Mike credits all these practises combined to his winning 
the National Yield Competition last year with an average 
yield of 15T/Ha, with patches topping out at 16.3T/Ha. 
¢Ƙŀǘ ŎǊƻǇ ƘŀŘ нуέ ƻŦ ƛƴ ŎǊƻǇ ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ Ǉƭǳǎ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ Ǉƭǳǎ 
and unknown stored soil moisture.  Disregarding stored 
moisture this equates to a WUE of 22.85kg/mm/Ha. 

Varieties used are all Pioneer ς 84P80, 84G62 and 84P72. 
His 24 row planter can sow 750-900ac/day of 
sorghum/cotton. ±ŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ άƻŦŦ ǘȅǇŜǎέ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ 
sorghum hybrids. Mike also grows forage wheat and 
triticale under one 60Ha circle for winter forage for 
weaners and one circle of pasture for summer. After 
grazing wheat and triticale it is watered again, let regrow 
then baled.  Sold for US$11/ small square bale. 

 

Visit Seven: Chromatin - Dr. Larry Lambright 

Overview 

Head size, expression and 
population manipulation 
(or # heads/ha) are the 
keys to a good hybrid 

Likes low tillering hybrids 
for high plains of Texas, 
cool nights & high N 
promotes tillering. 

They are aiming for triple 
floret traits, but need to 
breed better standability 
(addressing plant 
architecture) 

 








































