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CROP OPTION

Triticale grain production was dealt a 
major blow when Viterra stopped 

accepting the crop in 2010. 

Growers with storage facilities and easy 
access to feed mills and other markets 
continue to include it in their rotation, 
but long-time triticale breeder and 
advocate Dr Kath Cooper says it’s now 
somewhat of an underground operation, 
although mainstream seed companies do 
have triticale seed available and GRDC 
fact sheets on its attributes and how to 
grow it are readily available. 

“Some farmers will say, ‘I’m going to keep 
growing triticale because I’ve got markets, 
but I don’t like telling anyone about them 
as I don’t want to compete with anyone 
else and lose that market’, so it’s a bit of  
a secret industry,” she said. “But many 
people who buy seed from us say they 
can’t produce enough triticale grain or 
forage to meet the demand.”

A triticale enthusiast for more than 35 
years, Kath and her partner Mike Elleway 
own a 515ha farm at Sherlock in the SA 
Mallee. The property, on which they 
produce certified seed for sale to growers 
throughout Australia, is also home to a 
triticale breeding facility, a self-funded 
research operation in which Kath is 
continuing to develop new varieties. 

From 1982 to 2004 she worked as a 
researcher in the University of Adelaide’s 
crop breeding program, undertaking 
triticale breeding and associated research 
to support development of markets for 
the grain. 

She met Mike, a Cowell farmer who had 
seen the resilience of triticale first-hand, 
at a recreational cycling event. 

“Mike says there were seasons on his 
family’s farm when triticale was the only 
crop worth harvesting,” she said. “He 
wanted to help progress triticale because 
it had helped his family. He assisted me 
with trials and promotion of triticale on 
Eyre Peninsula, got a research position at 
the University of Adelaide and eventually 
worked with me on the triticale program. 
We would both like to see the crop stick 
around and progress.”

Triticale lost favour with many Australian growers almost a decade ago, but its ability to produce biomass and grain 
in tough conditions could see it re-emerge as a viable option for dryland farmers.

Right time  
for triticale? SARAH JOHNSON

Despite what she perceives as a lack of 
industry support for triticale, Kath 
believes triticale’s resilience in drought 
conditions could see renewed interest in 
‘this currently undervalued crop’.

“If the season is tough, triticale will still 
produce something,” said Kath, who grew 
a triticale crop at Sherlock last year on 
154mm of growing season rainfall. “We 
had hardly any subsoil moisture because 
that was the second year of drought. It was 
amazing.” A 5mm rain event at heading 
provided enough moisture to fill grain on 
the thin triticale crop but all their legume 
crops failed. “We got absolutely not a 
single grain off any legume, but that was 
partly due to frost too.” 

Kath and Mike recently had a NSW 
grower looking for crops able to handle 
the drought conditions in his district 
drive across from Forbes to enquire about 
triticale. “He said, ‘we can’t grow canola 
and have thousands of hectares of wheat 
dying around us, so we want to go back 
to trit’.” 

Triticale, developed by crossing wheat and 

rye, will thrive in high-moisture conditions 
but has several characteristics that make it 
a good fit for drought-prone regions, 
Kath said. These include tolerance and 
resistance to root disease, the ability to 
grow and produce a saleable crop on 
relatively poor soil conditions and potential 
for erosion control. 

“It’s got a deep, aggressive root system 
that holds the soil together and prevents 
erosion, so it definitely reduces the 
amount of dust blowing, which we’ve 
seen too much of during the past couple 
of years,” said Kath. Its extensive and 
vigorous root system also delivers good 
disease tolerance because any root pruning 
due to disease is offset by the number of 
healthy roots. Some varieties have an 
absolute resistance to cereal cyst nematode 
(CCN), which can be beneficial for 
following crops in the rotation where 
CCN is an issue. “You can clean up CCN 
by growing a triticale variety that hosts 
zero cysts for two successive seasons ,”  
she said. 

There are also ongoing soil health benefits 

KATH COOPER CHECKING THE PERFORMANCE OF TRITICALE LINES AND VARIETIES IN HER TRIAL PLOTS 
ON THE SHERLOCK PROPERTY SHE RUNS WITH PARTNER MIKE ELLEWAY.






