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CONTROLLED TRAFFIC 
FARMING SYSTEM A 
GREAT SUCCESS
By Wayne Griffin 

economics, efficiency and productivity 
of his business has been the move to a 
2-metre controlled traffic system.

“We’ve been on controlled traffic and 2m 
rows for the last 14 or 15 years,” Jeff said, 
when Australian Canegrower visited the 
Atkinson farm recently.

“Absolutely everything we do - planting, 
spraying, harvesting – everything 
matches and it’s all done on GPS. Even 
the soybean harvester is on four metres, 
and the pineapples are on controlled 
traffic too.”

"We've dabbled with other systems - 
we've done a bit of 2.4m, but the 2m 
rows work best for us so that's what we'll 
be sticking with."

While environmental concerns have 
driven much of the agricultural practice 
change witnessed in recent years, 
the motivation behind Jeff’s move 
to controlled traffic was much more 
practical.

It’s been 30 years since Jeff Atkinson 
swapped the cattle hauling business for 
life on a cane farm. Today, alongside his 
wife Glenys and sons Kepler and Farren, 
he cuts around 210 ha of sugarcane 
per year and harvests up to 300,000 
pineapples. He's also Chairman of 
CANEGROWERS Maryborough. 

Over the past three decades Jeff has 
witnessed significant innovation and 
practice change in the cane industry, 
much of which he has embraced on his 
own farm at St. Helens, 10 minutes north 
of Maryborough.

By far the most important change, 
he says, in terms of improving the 

When Jeff Atkinson moved his 530-hectare sugarcane, 
soybean and pineapple farm to a fully controlled traffic 
system in 2003, he hoped it would help cut costs and 
improve productivity. 15 years later, Jeff believes it’s 
one of the best on-farm decisions he’s ever made and is 
encouraging other growers to do the same. 
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"Harvesters are 
1.9m, so it just 
makes sense to be 
on a 2m system.  
It’s not logical to 
be on a 1.6m rows, 
with 1.9m gear 
running up and 
down destroying 
the stool." Pictured: Jeff Atkinson moved his entire cane 

and pineapple farm to a 2 metre controlled 
traffic system. The farm is irrigated by three 

centre pivots using treated effluent water from 
Maryborough. 

“The reason we did it originally was we 
wanted to match all our row spacings to 
our equipment, to make the system as 
efficient as possible,” he said. 

“Harvesters are 1.93m, so it just makes 
sense to be on a 2m system.  It’s not 
logical to be on a 1.6m rows, with 1.9m 
gear running up and down destroying the 
stool.”

Controlled traffic is not a new innovation 
and the multiple benefits associated with 
such a system are widely accepted by 
today's farmers.  

From the improvements in soil health 
and yield, to the significant savings that 
growers can achieve in time and money, 
there's a lot to be said for adopting a 
controlled traffic system.

Despite this, many cane growers are 
still farming without the aid of GPS 
guidance - something Jeff believes needs 
to change. 

Continues page 20 
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On farm lead paragraph here ...   

"All farms are different, so growers 
need to work out what is best for their 
own business, but I would definitely 
encourage them to think about it," 
Jeff said. 

"The benefits are well proven and we've 
seen them ourselves.

"If you don’t compact the soil, your soil 
health will improve and with that comes 
a number of other benefits.

"Since we’ve changed to this system our 
tonnage has definitely increased. We also 
do fewer passes in the tractor these days. 
In fact, we’ve cut our tractor hours down 
by a third, so that’s a big saving in terms 
of time, as well as fuel and maintenance 
costs.

“We find with the 2m row system that 
sometimes we don’t even have to spray 

the ratoons, it’s closing in quick enough 
to keep the weeds out. So that’s another 
big saving on chemicals.

"And we don't use a rotary hoe on the 
cane at all these days, we use a speed 
tiller. After so many years on controlled 
traffic the soil works up fine. 

"I haven’t ripped a wheel track in 10 
years," Jeff added.

But, as Kepler explains, there's one key 
ingredient to successfully transitioning 
to a controlled traffic farming system - 
patience!

"It’s not an overnight thing, that’s what 
people need to understand," he said. 

"Once you’ve changed your whole 
system over to controlled traffic, you 
could still be looking at five years before 
you start to see any results.

"We’ve cut our 
tractor hours 
down by a third, 
so that’s a big 
saving in terms 
of time, as well 
as fuel and 
maintenance 
costs."
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"Really you have to wait until that 
second crop cycle before you notice 
improvements. 

"The first crop you won’t really see any 
benefits in the crop itself. You’ll pick up 
the time saving benefits and the cost 
savings on fuel and that, but you won’t 
pick up any benefit in the cane. You need 
to stick it out to see those benefits."

Cutting nitrogen 
Another big change the Atkinsons have 
made is the switch to liquid fertiliser. 
This, Jeff says, has allowed them to 
significantly reduce nitrogen inputs.

Three years ago Kepler purchased a 
modified applicator which allows him to 
incorporate the liquid with other granular 
inputs and bury them directly into the 
root zone.

"Our K and phosphorous still go in as 
a granual but our nitrogen goes in as a 
liquid rather than normal urea," he said.

"We do it all in one pass - we open the 
soil with coulters and bury the liquid in 
with the granular potash. The difference 
is, if you use normal granular urea, you’re 
more likely to lose some of it to the 
environment. So to make up for that loss 
you have to use more of it. 

"By using the liquid, and putting it into 
the ground rather than just on top of the 
soil, we’re able to cut back on our rate 
because we have minimum loss."

Not only have they maintained their 
tonnage, averaging around 100 t/ha on 
one farm and 80-90 t/ha on the second, 
they've also improved the sugar content 
of their cane, Kepler said.

"We started at about 320L ha and now 
we’re down to 250L," he said. 

"But we haven’t lost any tonnes as a 
result of that cut, in fact, we've probably 
picked up a bit of sugar. 

"The good thing about the liquid is you 
can store it in tanks on-farm and just fill 
up as you need it. You're not having to 
constantly deal with one tonne bags.

"It just makes life easier - there's nothing 
wrong with that!" 

Pictured: Kepler Atkinson with the modified 
fert applicator. It can carry 2 tonnes of 

granular inputs and 2000L of liquid fertiliser.


