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“Precision agriculture 
and remote sensing 
technology offer 
many options for 
growers wanting to 
better understand 
their farm’s irrigation 
and drainage needs.”

Drainage options, irrigation requirements 
and on-farm practices vary by farm and 
region. They depend on local climate, 
water availability and the application 
methods used. 

Irrigation is vital for crop production 
and, except for the Wet Tropics, all 
Queensland cane-growing regions rely on 
supplementary irrigation to some extent. 

While moisture stress can be a major 
factor limiting sugarcane production, 
the opposite situation, waterlogging 
– usually caused by poor drainage 
– can also have a significant impact 
on production. 

Managing these issues can be a 
challenge. After all, we can’t control the 
weather. 

We can, however, work with the latest 
information and technology to minimise 
the risk to the environment and maximise 
production and profit from our irrigation.   

Smartcane BMP has a series of best 
management practices that focus on 
the irrigation and drainage aspects 
of farming.  

Contained in the program’s Irrigation and 
Drainage Management module, these 
practices aim to ensure sufficient water 
for crop growth while minimising the 
amount of excess water that is lost as 
either run-off or deep drainage.  

Knowing the soil’s moisture holding 
capacity, calculating how much water 
to apply and when, and recording this 
information are all good practices.  

The appropriate design and performance 
of surface drainage and, where 
appropriate, the installation of effective 
sub-surface drainage and water capture 
systems such as sediment traps and 

recycling pits, can reduce waterlogging, 
erosion and water quality issues.  

Farm layout and redesign solutions aren’t 
quick or cheap fixes, so knowing the 
soil, drainage patterns and underlying 
topography is important when managing 
low and high yielding areas.

What are the opportunities?
Knowing your soil is vital.  

Precision agriculture (PA) and remote 
sensing technology offer many 
options for growers wanting to better 
understand their farm’s irrigation and 
drainage needs. These include yield 
mapping, EM and EC mapping, strategic 
soil sampling and multi-spectral 
crop imagery  

Soil and crop sensors, which can be 
as simple as a GDot, provide real time 
information back to the grower. 4G 
networks for high-speed internet can 
help connect sensors to windows-based 
software and smartphone apps. 

Variable-rate irrigation (VRI) technology 
offers growers the ability to change the 
rate of water application on the block 
according to crop needs. Commercial 
centre pivot manufactures are also 
starting to offer VRI systems in new 
equipment or as a retro-fit.  

Further support
Precision agriculture applies to irrigation 
as well as ground work. 

To take advantage of it, start by 
benchmarking your farm in Smartcane 
BMP and then speak to your trusted 
advisor about your ideas. 

Extension, training, innovation and 
grants are all available through industry 
and government programs.  

Imagine being able to remotely sense the water needs of your crop, 
have the ability to strategically manage your water use efficiency, and 
be able to adapt on-farm practices based on precision agriculture, 
sensors and connected technology. 

WATER SENSE — Irrigation and drainage 
management in Smartcane BMP


