
 

 

 
What 

Rotary spaders have deep working spades (35-40cm) on the end of curved tynes that partially mix and invert the 

soil. Spades carry and bury some repellent topsoil and lift seams of subsoil to the surface that act as pathways for 

water entry into repellent soils. 

 

Benefits 

 Typically improved crop emergence & vigour.  

 Enhanced crop root growth in 15-30 cm layer. 

 Typical wheat yield increases: ~20-80% in year 1; trial data 
indicates a 76% probability of a wheat yield increase of 400 
kg/ha or more in year 1.  

 Mixes nutrients, organic matter and lime to depth.  

 Mechanical weed control. Approximately 2/3 weed seeds 
buried by spading. Control of radish is generally good but 
spading typically promotes germination of grasses . 

 Incorporation and mixing of clay-rich subsoil into water 
repellent sands when clay spreading or clay delving. 

 Removal of compaction but risk of re-compaction is high. 

Key Points 

 Provides a good opportunity to incorporate 
nutrients and lime to depth. 

 Spading is a one off chance to renovate your soil, 
it needs to be done right the first time. 

 Spading can loosen soil and remove compaction 
however, the recompaction can be worse. 

How  

Soil needs to be spaded when wet. The 
deeper the spades go the better. Plant a 
cereal cover crop over the spaded soil to 
minimise erosion risk. Some growers have 
spaded soils when dry then left the paddock 
highly ridged and rough to minimise wind 
erosion but some soil blow still occurs. Deep 
ripping prior to spading can identify buried 
obstacles and make spading easier, faster 
and will allow the maximum working depth 
to be reached. Ripping prior to spading can 
also reduce the load put on the spader and 
reduce breakdowns.  

Spading is a good opportunity to incorporate 
nutrients and lime if required. Always soil 
test paddocks to a depth of 40 cm (in 10 cm 
increments) and analyse for pH and nutrients 
before spading to determine nutrient 
incorporation and lime requirements. 

Costs  

~$100-120/ha for owner operated - 
excluding capital cost of rotary spader;  

~$120-150/ha for contractor. 

How long does it last  

~3-5 years but longevity is still being 

assessed.  

Disclaimer: The contributing organisations accept no liability whatsoever by reason of 
negligence or otherwise arising from the use or release of this information or any part 
of it. 

Rotary Spading in WA  

A rotary spader in action 



 

 

Rotary Spading in WA  
Risks  

 Seeding too deep. Risk is higher for small seeded crops like 
canola.  

 Wind erosion, sandblasting and furrow infill.  

 Increased evaporation in year 1 from cultivated surface and 
burial of stubble. 

 Some loss of soil organic matter as a result of cultivation. 

 Break up of residual root systems and destruction of 
macropores within the cultivation depth which may impact 
on rooting depth. 

 Re-compaction of loosened soil by farm machinery traffic 

 Longevity of benefits in research trials has been variable 

 Can enhance grass weed germination which can compete 
with crop growth if grasses are not controlled well. 

Lessons from other farmers  

 Spaders are a high maintenance machine that can experience 
a lot of breakdowns. 

 By removing the non wetting top soil more grass weeds might 
germinate. Try a Clearfield wheat to control brome grass. 

 Soil needs to be wet. Half wet, half dry soil is susceptible to 
blowing. 

 Take the time to set your seeder up properly, seeding into 
spaded soil is very different from ‘normal’ seeding. 

 When seeding make sure stubble material is not building up 
on the tyne. This causes seed to be buried too deep.  
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Critical points  

 Maximise the working depth of the 

machine.  

 Incorporate lime as untreated subsoil 

acidity could reduce crop responsiveness to 

spading.  

 Reducing traffic passes and restricting 

traffic to permanent wheeltracks will 

optimise the benefits of reduced 

compaction from soil loosening. 

Where it works 

Mild to strongly water repellent sandplain soils such as sandy 

earths; deep sands; deep sandy duplex.  

Not suitable for rocky, stony or high gravel soils because 

spades will struggle to penetrate these soils. Can work in some 

sandy gravels provided the gravel content isn’t too high or  

gravel is below the working depth of the spader. Bigger 

benefits occur in soils with moderate to high yield potential. 

Bigger biomass crops growing as a result of rotary spading on 

low yield potential soils (pale deep sands) with poor water 

holding capacity can hay off due to higher early water use and 

insufficient stored water for grain filling. 

Above: Wetting up of a spaded soil after 50mm of rain. 
The mixing action of the spader has buried some but not 
all of the non wetting top soil. Some areas are still dry, 
however, overall more of the soil is wet compared to top 
photo. 

Above: Wetting up of highly repellent untreated soil 
after 50mm of rain.  Water has not soaked into bulk of 
the soil, only entering the preferred pathways created 
by existing plant roots. 


