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Regulation risks the future
of sustainable farming
The future of sustainable farming is still at risk from regulatory threats to crop protection active ingredients
and we wish to thank all who have worked with us in lobbying key influencers – we believe the effort
has definitely been worthwhile. Duncan Connabeer, Technical Support Manager, explains more:
There is no doubt that the recent reapproval of glyphosate happened as a
result of the collaborative work by the
industry in bringing the right messages
to the forefront of decision making.
Hutchinsons have been key players in
leading this debate, working closely
with industry partners and growers
alike to lobby their MEPs and MPs to
support its re-registration.
It was recognised back in early 2016,
that we needed to actively defend
glyphosate to ensure that our
customers had the tools necessary
to continue to farm. Not only did
we actively engage ourselves with
politicians to help explain the case for
glyphosate, especially in the control
of black grass, we also wrote to over
6,000 growers to encourage them to
send supporting letters to their MEPs.
We repeated this exercise in 2017,
stressing how important glyphosate is
as part of the farming toolbox
Alongside this, we collaborated
closely with our trade association the
AIC and both the CPA and the NFU

in the work that they were doing to
defend glyphosate.
In a similar way, we continue to
defend other key active ingredients
that are coming under threat of
revocation, explaining the impact
that their loss would have on the
competitiveness of arable and
horticultural farming in the UK.
Currently we are actively engaged in
defending the role of several key actives/
active groups and we await news of the
future of neonicotinoids (clothianidin,
thiamethoxam and imidacloprid) on
non-flowering crops, having been
closely involved in this hard-fought
battle since 2013, when we wrote to
the House of Commons to outline the
value of neonicotinoids on farm.
In 2017 we jointly lobbied with our
agronomists and our clients, urging
them to contact their MEPs to support
the use of these important seed
dressings. Currently there are no viable
alternatives for the control of soil pests
and resistant aphids in the beet crop,
>>>

Fieldwise
ViewPoint
What is
the future
of farming?

Andrew McShane
MANAGING DIRECTOR

2018 is a milestone year for
Hutchinsons, marking eight decades of
service to UK agriculture.
I recently attended this year’s Oxford
Farming Conference and listened
to Michael Gove discuss his future
plans for farming. It is clear that, whilst
committed to supporting farming, the UK
Government is saying that the industry
must prepare for changes ahead.
>>>

>>> and controlling BYDV in winter cereals

in high-risk areas will also be an issue.
In the era before clothianidin, the use
of 3 pyrethroids was the norm for
controlling BYDV in such cases.
With the UK Government’s
comments now aligning with
Europe, it is a concern that these
actives will be lost.
Metazachlor is another highly
valuable active in oilseed rape and
brassica production which is under
threat. We continue to lobby Europe
and again have asked our agronomists
and their clients to defend the
molecule by writing to their MEPs.
We are very concerned that a future
without metazachlor is one which
will inevitably lead to increased
risk of resistance throughout the
remaining weed control options,
potentially meaning that some crops
will no longer be sustainable to grow.
We lobbied hard to explain the
importance of the residual herbicide
pendimethalin – a campaign
resulting in a successful re-approval.
Thiram seed treatment is also coming
under scrutiny. We are working with our
industry partners to defend the molecule
and promoting stewardship practices
which we hope will contribute to protect
the use of the active for as long as
possible. We will hear more about this and
the stewardship requirements which will
be required as part of the re-registration
later this year and will involve seed
producers, growers and agronomists alike.

One of the main sticking points with
precision farming has always been
moving data from one system or
machine to another. However, with
modern cloud computer systems,
it is possible to connect systems
together to transfer data, which
means that the user doesn’t have
to handle any data.
Developments to the Omnia Precision
Agronomy software system mean
that it is now possible to connect
Omnia to MyJohnDeere to transfer
data from one system to the other,
explains Oliver Wood, precision
technology manager for Hutchinsons.
“This allows field boundaries to be
shared between the systems, ensuring
that field areas and boundaries are the
same and that the boundary the user
sees in the GreenStar display is the
same as they see in Omnia.”

>>>
Hutchinsons Technical Director,
David Ellerton has been at the
forefront of encouraging responsible
use of metaldehyde through the
Stewardship group ‘Get Pelletwise’.
As long as metaldehyde still appears
in water, the threat of its withdrawal
from the market remains, so it is
essential that we use pellets wisely
and demonstrate that, through
industry stewardship, we can meet
the highest environmental standards.
The work does not stop here. Whilst
we continue to encourage agronomists
and growers to ensure policy makers
understand the importance of various
crop protection products, Hutchinsons
also recognises the need to demonstrate
a responsible approach by researching
and adopting a wide variety of cultural
control methods and adopting holistic
approaches. We strongly believe that
this strategy will help to ensure the
chemistry we desperately need to retain
within our armoury is used in the most
sustainable way possible.
Our work at Brampton and other
regional technology centres underpins
this very approach; using cultural
methods to improve soil health, the
environment and long-term grass
weed control. We believe that all of
this work is vital to the sustainability
of UK arable and horticultural farming.

To find out how you can help
defend key active ingredients,
please contact us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk

Combined with the recently launched
report ‘A Green Future: Our 25 Year
Plan to Improve the Environment’,
as advisors we need to digest the
implications of these announcements
and understand the consequences
for you in trying to run a profitable
farming business.
Certainly, Michael Gove acknowledged
the key importance of technology in
driving sustainable farm productivity
forward. Our role in helping to develop
this technology and to make sure it is
practical for you to use will, I believe,
increase in importance over the next
few years. The 25-year plan calls for
all England’s soils to be managed
sustainably by 2030. Our ‘Healthy
Soils’ service will grow in value to you
as the full implications of this challenge
become clearer.
Although Michael Gove’s speech had
some clear messages which give us
a stable platform for planning over the
next few years, a number of longer term
issues remain unaddressed. The issue
of rewards for public goods, rather than
crop production, makes me wonder as
to the extent to which we will be advising
you as ‘Natural Capital’ managers in
the future, rather than food producers.
However, I am sure that many changes
in political direction lie ahead and we all
know that one of Government’s most
important functions is to make sure its
population does not go hungry.
Andrew McShane

Omnia & John Deere

compatibility easier than ever before
“So now moving yield maps into
Omnia from MyJohnDeere is a very
straightforward process. Sending
variable rate files from Omnia to
MyJohnDeere is very easy.”
For both the yield maps and variable rate
files, the user doesn’t have to handle any
of the data files, points out Mr Wood.
“The process is made even easier if the
user has got JDLink on their machines.
This means that variable rate files can
be sent from Omnia straight to the
tractor and yield data can go from the
combine to Omnia.”

“This is the first development like this
within Omnia and there will be more
to follow with other manufacturers
during 2018.”

omniaprecision.co.uk
consultancy@omniaprecision.co.uk

Results from some of the latest
potato trials by Hutchinsons
show the dramatic impact variety
choice plays in tackling Potato
Cyst Nematode (PCN) and other
agronomic challenges.
Part of a range of trials at our new Fenland
trial site near Mildenhall, Suffolk, the
investigation found big differences in the
ability of commercial varieties to allow PCN
populations to multiply within a season.
While “tolerant” varieties generally
produced a good yield when grown
in PCN-infested soil, those with poor
resistance were found to escalate the
underlying problem. Equally, other
“resistant” varieties with poor tolerance
yielded less, but led to a notable
reduction in background PCN levels.
A total of 15 varieties were trialled to see
how the resistance and tolerance of each
one compared under a high-pressure
situation, with and without a nematicide
(Nemathorin at 30kg/ha). An average PCN
count of 42 eggs/g of soil was recorded
prior to planting (all Globodera pallida), with
a second count taken after harvest to
see how the population changed.
While there were some slight varietal
variations between the treated and
untreated trials, in general around half
of varieties reduced PCN population
after harvest, while the remainder
allowed egg numbers to multiply.
All of those with claimed resistance to
G.pallida reduced PCN levels in the
soil post-harvest, some (Performa and
Innovator) by as much as half. In contrast,
tolerant varieties with poor pallida
resistance, such as Markies, Cara and
Agria, caused the greatest multiplication
of PCN, says trial manager Dr John
Keer from Richard Austin Agriculture.
“Resistance and tolerance are not
linked, so growers must understand
the differences to make the most
appropriate planting decisions.”
(see panel right)

Growing a non-resistant variety
with PCN tolerance may still allow a
reasonable yield to be produced from
land infested with PCN, but should
only be a “short-term fix” given the
likelihood of escalating problems.
The ideal situation is to grow a variety
that has resistance to both types of
PCN (G.rostochiensis and G.pallida),
combined with good tolerance.
“Juveniles of rostochiensis and pallida
feed on the roots in the same way, so
tolerance is the same regardless of
the type of PCN species present.”
Dr Keer says the trials show a
worthwhile benefit from using a
nematicide on both non-resistant and
resistant varieties, through reducing
the multiplication of PCN in the soil.

Variety choice makes
all the difference
in PCN fight

Other key findings from the
Fenland potato demonstration:

Darryl Shailes
HUTCHINSONS ROOT CROP TECHNICAL MANAGER

PCN resistance
versus tolerance

RESISTANCE:
• Reduces PCN multiplication by 		
breaking its life cycle
• Prevents cyst formation on roots, 		
reducing PCN in soil, but…
• Juveniles still feed on roots of resistant
varieties, reducing yield
• Most complete resistance is for
G.rostochiensis, but resistance to
G.pallida is improving
• Resistance is no indicator of yield
performance when grown in the
presence of PCN.
TOLERANCE:
• Allows a variety to withstand juvenile
root damage, usually by producing larger
root systems and more vigorous growth
• Tolerant varieties (e.g. Cara) can
produce higher yields when grown in
infested soil
• But, tolerance does not prevent
cyst formation, so does not reduce
population - poor resistance may cause
large PCN population increases
• A tolerant variety may or may not
have resistance.

• Classic nitrogen dose response - optimum 		
around 200kgN/ha
• Placing a proportion of fertiliser (particularly
nitrogen and phosphorus) close to seed gives
more, larger tubers over standard incorporation
- allows more rapid emergence and early growth,
especially in stressful conditions (wet or dry)
• Strong correlation between the seed tuber
size, number of chits, stem count and yield (larger
seed = more chits, more stems and higher yield)
• Can be large variation in seed lots
• Black soil has in-built tolerance to PCN damage
- yield benefit from nematicide use less than
on other soil types, but still worthwhile.

Crop safety differences
highlighted

Varietal differences were also evident
in the post-emergence herbicide trial,
which examined the crop safety of
leading chemistry on 22 new and
established varieties.
Noticeable differences in chlorosis
(yellowing) and necrosis (dead leaves)
were recorded across the varieties and
post-emergence products, although
Hutchinsons root crop technical
manager Darryl Shailes says it is too
early to make recommendations beyond
the limited manufacturer information.
“We can’t draw conclusions based
on one year’s work, especially as
the black fen is such a forgiving soil
type. Several varieties showed signs
of damage soon after herbicide
application, but many recovered
quickly. Other soils and seasons
could be very different.”
If you have a question about our
Fenland potato trials, please get
in touch: information@hlhltd.co.uk

Shallower tillage

leads to healthier soils
Abandoning the plough in favour of shallow tillage is having significant benefits
for black grass control and soil health on one heavy land farm.
When Cambridgeshire farmers
Adrian Abblitt and son Charles
decided to move away from the
traditional plough-based system to
control resistant black grass, they
never fully predicted the benefits
it would have on soil health across
the 445ha (1,100-acre) family farm.
Earthworm populations are noticeably
higher and the heavy Hanslope series
clay at Grange Farm near Sawtry
is much better structured, which
is improving natural drainage and
allowing more timely field operations
in autumn and spring.
“Soil is a lot firmer, without being
compacted, so tractors aren’t sinking
in to the depth of the plough as
before. We get a better tilth, can drill
around a month later than we used to
in the autumn for black grass control
and can travel on land earlier in the
spring,” says Adrian.

Shallow tillage inspired
by Brampton research

It was a visit to the National Black
Grass Centre of Excellence at
Brampton in 2010 that inspired
Mr Abblitt’s decision to use shallow
tillage to control RRR-resistant black
grass, and working with Hutchinsons
agronomist Simon Wilcox he has
fine-tuned the system to benefit weed
control and soil health.

“We initially tried a disc-based
Vaderstad Carrier, but found that
tended to smear and compact wet
soil, and struggled with penetration
when conditions were dry,” Mr Abblitt
explains. “We also found it ‘bounced’
at speed resulting in uneven
seedbeds and we weren’t getting
even weight distribution across the
working width, so weren’t moving soil
to a consistent depth.”
So, two years ago the Carrier was
replaced with a 4m Cousins Surface
Pro cultivator, which is the main
cultivation ahead of all crops and has
so far performed excellently, he says.
The Surface was developed from the
Brampton experience and is designed
to move and mix 50mm of soil and
residue and reconsolidate that moved
zone optimally; every element of the
machine works together to achieve this.
“It moves soil consistently to a 50mm
depth, won’t ride up over the ground
and the packer-roller reconsolidates soil
well. This all helps stimulate black grass
germination ahead of drilling and keeps
weed and volunteer seeds, moisture
and organic matter in the top layer.”
While oilseed rape is sown with
an 8m Dale drill around the end of
August on fields free from black
grass, land destined for winter or
spring cereals is left untouched until
mid-September.

Soil is moved once with the Surface
cultivator to stimulate a black grass
flush which is sprayed off before drilling
- usually with a 6m Weaving GD.
The good tilth and “table top-level”
soil has knock-on benefits for
crop establishment, slug control
and improving the accuracy of
subsequent fertiliser and spray
applications.
Yields are benefitting too, with the
rolling average wheat yield increasing
slightly to 9.5t/ha and spring barley
capable of 9-10t/ha.

Building organic matter

The retention of organic matter close
to the surface and not disturbing
soil to depth is key to improving soil
health, says Mr Wilcox, who points
out that organic matter levels at
Grange Farm are already much higher
than a typical heavy clay soil.
Some fields have up to 7% organic
matter, which is a direct benefit from
chopping crop residues and minimising
soil movement. No additional organic
manures are applied, and although
compost was tried a few years ago, the
quantities involved and logistics made it
uneconomical.
Surface organic matter retention has
significantly enhanced earthworm
activity and plant rooting, which in
turn aids natural structuring to create

Adrian Abblitt
Simon Wilcox

Previous soil testing shows a consistent
pH throughout the profile of 7-7.5, which
proves the system is well balanced,
and means improved availability of
other nutrients, such as manganese,
iron and zinc, Mr Wilcox notes.

Precision approach to soil
management

Precision farming technology such as
RTK guidance and digital mapping
is playing a greater role in soil
management at Grange Farm and Mr
Abblitt wants to take this further with
Omnia precision farming software.
The farm has previously been
scanned to map soil texture, which
forms the basis of variable seed rate
maps, with seed rate increased in line
with clay content.
Mr Abblitt wants to use Omnia to
formulate variable seed rate maps
based on soil characteristics in
combination with other multiple layers
of data. It could also help target
nitrogen use more efficiently to ensure
barley crops meet malting specification.

Further measures
to protect soils
a “honeycomb” effect through
the profile and a more resilient soil,
Mr Wilcox says.
Visual field inspections reveal
particularly strong populations of
deep-burrowing worms, with one
count of 50-100 middens/m2 (small
piles of crop residue and worm casts
over burrows) in a direct-drilled cereal
crop after spring beans. There are also
more beetles, spiders and beneficial
insects such as ladybirds, he says.
Surface organic matter also acts as an
insulation “blanket” in winter, allows
soil to warm up quicker in spring,
yet keeps it slightly cooler and aids
moisture retention in summer, he adds.
Mr Abblitt pays close attention to
residue management and has just
purchased a new straw chopper for the
Case combine to give a finer chop that
speeds-up organic matter breakdown.

Rotation changes

Alongside cultivations, rotational
changes have also played a big part in
improving soil quality and weed control.
The previous 50:50 winter
wheat: oilseed rape rotation was
exacerbating black grass pressure,
so a more diverse, flexible cropping
mix has been adopted, incorporating
one-third spring barley, a third winter
wheat and the remainder as oilseed
rape or spring beans.

All fields have been graded using a
red, amber, green ‘traffic light system’
according to black grass pressure,
with cropping tailored to each one.
Spring wheat has been tried
previously, but Mr Wilcox says it is
harder to push for yield than spring
barley and has to be drilled very early,
which increases the risk of black
grass emergence within the crop.
Ergot can also be an issue. “Spring
barley is the only crop to properly
nullify black grass.”
He acknowledges spring beans are
inferior for controlling black grass,
but the crop yields well on this farm,
capable of 5-7t/ha, is relatively costeffective to grow and brings more
balance to the rotation with a different
rooting profile to aid soil structure and
nitrogen fixation to improve fertility.
Beans are limited to fields with low
black grass risk.
A notable benefit from shallow
tillage is the reduction in nitrogen
mineralisation compared with
ploughing, Mr Wilcox adds.
“Moving less soil means less
oxidisation of soil nitrogen, which
gives us slightly more control over
grain quality with bagged nitrogen.”
Soil nutrient testing is conducted
every five years and a full ‘Healthy
Soils’ assessment of the farm will
be done shortly.

Soils are more resilient, but Mr Abblitt
says it is still important to protect
structure and improve drainage
wherever possible. Measures include:
• Using relatively small, light machinery
(largest tractor is a 210hp Case)
• Lowering tyre pressures (down to 1bar)
• Running the largest tractor on dual 		
wheels when drilling and cultivating
• Front tracks fitted to the combine
• Using “high flex” floatation tyres
on trailers
• Restricting machinery to the 30m
tramlines at harvest - includes keeping
the combine to the headland tramline
when opening fields
• Using RTK guidance on all equipment
to restrict wheelings to the same areas
• Regular mole ploughing (every five
years where required) and thorough
maintenance of ditches and land drains

Like to hear more?
Please visit our website
– Winter Technical Farmer 		
Conference presentations
– for a video interview
of Simon Wilcox with
Adrian Abblitt
www.hlhltd.co.uk

Fieldwise
Answers
Winter Technical Farmer
This month we address some of the
interesting questions posed at our recent

Conference in Peterborough:

Dr Bob Bulmer (Trials and Research
Manager) answers...
The sampling depth for the soil health
assessment in arable situations is
15cm and in long term grassland
7.5cm. A shallower sampling depth
should be adopted in arable fields
where no-till or shallow non-inversion
tillage is practiced: in this situation the
organic matter becomes concentrated
in the surface layer. We are currently
investigating a new test for organic
matter which estimates the active
fraction of the organic matter pool.

“

“

“

Reducing the cost of production
is not just about taking land out
of production, but focussing on
those areas that under achieve to
identify what could be done better to
optimise crop potential.
The key is to discover why a low
output area is under-performing. If the
answer is the low output areas are
under-performing because they are
the turning headlands, then you may
be right. Not all turning headlands
under-perform however, it’s usually
because of other exacerbating
circumstances such as poor drainage,
pest feeding or significant shading
from tall hedges or trees. In these
cases, try to address the cause of the
problem first; if that’s not possible,
then to reduce the cost of production
for the whole crop consider an
alternative option, which may include
not turning on specific headlands,
before taking the ultimate decision to
remove the area from production.
The same process applies to
productive areas, where it may
be possible to improve yields
further through correcting soil or
nutritional problems.

In the soil assessment,
at what depth are the
organic matter
samples taken?

I would like more details
on feeding wild birds to
improve populations?

Supplementary winter feeding for farmland
birds provides important food resources
in late winter and early spring on arable
and mixed farms. Winter feeding will
supplement crops of winter bird food
when they have been depleted and fill the
‘hungry gap’ before natural food sources
become available again in late spring.
If successful, there will be seed-eating
farmland birds using the feeding areas
from December to April, including:
• Yellowhammer • Grey Partridge • Linnet
• Tree Sparrow • Corn Bunting
Target birds will be seen more frequently
on the farm in the spring and there will
be increased breeding success.
For further details on winter feeding,
see option AB12 of the Country
Stewardship Scheme:
https://www.gov.uk/
countryside-stewardship-grants/
supplementary-winter-feedingfor-farmland-birds-ab12

“

In the absence of a reliable
supply of FYM/poultry
manure etc. what can
be used to increase soil
organic matter (SOM)?

“

Oliver Wood (Precision Technology
Manager) gives his view...

“

“

“

Does taking out low
output areas, such
as field headlands,
and putting them into
environmental areas, just
move the lower yielding
areas into the field?

Alice Cannon (Agronomist)
shares her thoughts...
In the absence of livestock manures,
I would first try to secure other organic
manures such as Biosolids or Green
waste compost. A series of Waste and
Resources Action Programme (WRAP)
DC-Agri field trials demonstrated that
green compost and farmyard manure
resulted in a greater than 20% increase
in SOM relative to the control, when
applied for 9 or 20 years respectively.
Reducing cultivation depth,
minimising soil inversion and
incorporating crop residues can also
be very effective at raising SOM.
Cover crops can also form part of a
long-term strategy to increase SOM.
The trick is to drill early enough in the
autumn to gain maximum root growth
as well as foliage, as it is the roots that
produce more in terms of improved
SOM. It is important, however, to
consider your rotation and field specific
situations carefully when choosing the
appropriate cover crop and using a
mixture of species will often be more
effective than just a single species.
A wealth of practical information on
the benefits of compost and how
to use it, along with information on
digestate, is available at the Digestate
and Compost in Agriculture (DC-Agri)
website www.wrap.org.uk/dc-agri
If you have a question or
challenge about crop production
issues you are facing on your
own farm, please email us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk and put
‘Fieldwise Answers’ in the title.

Spring Barley

2-row barley ear showing a
single grain per spikelet.

MAXIMISING OUTPUT:

Realising the crop’s
true potential

Neil Watson (Hutchinsons Technical Support Manager)
outlines the key areas to consider, when planning to
grow a successful crop of spring barley.

Start by clearly defining
your objectives

Firstly, start with being clear on your
objectives for growing the crop; for
instance, the dramatic increase in
acreage in recently years has been
on the back of black grass control,
primarily on heavy land. In this case
maximising output is primarily through
maximising black grass control,
whilst minimising seed return, both
within the present crop and the
rotation (thereby minimising the
impact the weed has on yield through
competition for light and nutrients). If
this is your key driver, be realistic on
what is achievable in terms of yield
and quality. Having moved from the
traditional malting barley land, do not
get tied into contracts that you will
have little chance of delivering, or are
likely to have a negative impact on
your black grass control.

If yield and quality are your key
drivers, it is imperative to appreciate
that yield directly relates back to the
number of individual grains produced
per unit area (see AHDB table below).
This is almost exclusively linked back
to final ear density at harvest with
two-row barleys. Hence the reason it is
the thick plant stands that produce the
highest yields. The reason being that
two-row barley crops have a limited
ability to compensate for low plant
stands late in the season. This is due
to the fact that all two-row varieties
produce only a single grain per
spikelet (compared to six-row barleys
which produce three grains per spikelet
and wheat that can produce five). The
two-row barley crop can generally only
compensate by increased grain size, as
measured by thousand seed weight.

Neil Watson
HUTCHINSONS TECHNICAL SUPPORT MANAGER

Variety choice

Talk to your merchant to discuss their
local requirements from a marketing
perspective. Please see our previous
issue of Fieldwise (December 2017/
January 18 – available online
http://www.hlhltd.co.uk) as a
reference for spring crops in general.

Cultivations

Contribution to yield of grain number/m2
Grain yield (t/ha @ 85% DM)

Spring barley is no longer the
Cinderella crop it used to be.
Recent seasons have shown its
true yield capability given the
right management (and climatic
conditions to be able to exploit its
potential), as well as highlighting
its real value in controlling
pernicious grass weeds.
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Source: AHDB Barley Growth Guide
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Cultivations create weeds;
minimising soil movement
during the sowing process
will minimise the weed seed
germination. Excessive soil
movement also dries out the
seedbed, not only compromising
crop emergence, but also
affecting weed seed germination
patterns and adversely
>>>

Structure of a wheat spikelet
Unlike 2-row barley, a wheat spikelet can
produce up to 5 florets (potential grain sites)
Source AHDB.
Floret 4

Floret

Floret 2
Glume
Floret

Questions about
this article?

Please contact us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk
>>> affecting the performance of residual

herbicides on weed control. Slow and
uneven crop emergence dilutes the
competitive nature of the crop itself (in
terms of weed suppression), as well as
producing sub optimal plant stands to
maximise yield.
To minimise seedbed movement
at sowing, the previous autumn’s
cultivations should have been
planned and carried out to facilitate a
good, level spring tilth.
The inclusion of an appropriate cover
crop should leave the soil wellstructured and drying throughout the
profile, to allow the earliest possible
access in the spring. However, in high
black grass situations, cover crops will
be antagonistic to grass-weed control.

Stale seedbeds

If stale seedbeds are planned, then
these must be given at least 30 days
pre-sowing to be effective (there would
be little point in using stale seedbeds
for early sown crops, yet equally it is
not these situations where black grass
is likely to be an issue - i.e. the prime
reason for stale seedbeds).
If insufficient time is allowed (between
secondary cultivations and drilling),
then the weed seeds become ‘primed’
and able to outcompete the sown

crop once sufficient moisture becomes
available. Our own trials’ data would
suggest if enough time is not available,
then delaying any cultivations to just
prior to sowing would be the next
best, alternative strategy.

Crop competition

Early sowing into cold, damp soils
should be resisted, particularly where
black grass is a major driver. Crop
growth must be rapid, to swiftly
smother grassweeds in the early
growth stages of development. Rapid
crop development will not necessarily
reduce black grass emergence, but
will instead reduce seed return through
increased competition impacting on the
number of tillers per plant and number
of seeds produced per head. Barley is
most able to do this, whereas wheat
and oats grow more upright, allowing
light into the base of the crop for longer.
Early crop development is not the
exclusive domain of black grass
competition; higher yields are only
possible through rapid canopy
development, whereby the maximum
amount of light capture is possible, with
conversion into biomass and yield.

Seed rates

Be careful not to underestimate
the number of plants we need to
establish as well as to overestimate
the establishment percentage we
actually achieve (particularly on heavy
land). Traditionally the number of seeds
sown is around 350 seeds/m2 to attain
at least 300 plants/m2. On lighter, more
drought prone soils, this could be 300
seeds sown to achieve 250 plants
established. The danger being, too high
a planting density would lead to too
high screenings at harvest.

Where grown primarily
for black grass control

Hutchinsons have carried out
extensive work at our Brampton site
on the interaction of seed rate/planting
density on black grass control. The
higher seed rates produce a more
competitive crop, thereby reducing
tillers per plant and ear size of any
surviving black grass plants and hence
seed return. Sowing densities greater
than 500 seeds sown per m2 should
be the aim. Be aware, even on heavy
land, these planting densities can
lead to higher screenings, hence my
earlier comments about contracts and
meeting malting specifications.

Herbicides

Herbicide choice is determined by the
expected dominant weed species,
quality of seedbed and moisture
availability. Residual herbicides are

particularly worthwhile for earlier sown
crops, or where resistant weeds to
ALS chemistry are of concern, or in
black grass situations. Pendimethalin
is a mainstay of spring weed control,
but used either straight or as mixtures,
certain flufenacet products are also
available for spring application - in both
situations labels must be checked for
approval on the crop to be treated.
For later crops sown in both dry and warm
soils, the use of full rate pre-emergence
herbicide needs to be questioned.

Fungicides

Due to the need for rapid growth
in a restricted growing season, in
spring barley the lower leaf canopy
has an elevated level of importance
compared with other crops and
appropriate fungicide inputs are key.
With Ramularia increasing in
prominence over recent years, a twospray program is becoming essential
and this topic will be covered further
in future issues of Fieldwise.

BYDV

As a consequence of the relatively
mild autumns and earlier drilling (in
non black grass situations), we have
seen a resurgence in recent years of
incidences of BYDV in the crop. It is
something we need to be increasingly
conscious of when assessing crops in
early season, but due to the prolonged
periods of aphid migration into the
emerged crop, it is almost impossible
to alleviate the risk completely.
However, it is a risk that well-timed
insecticide applications will minimise.
We have also been looking at varietal
tolerance at our Regional Technology
Centres - something the old
Recommended List used to cover and
is still covered elsewhere in the world.
It is still too early to pass
comment, yet last year we picked
up some interesting observations
of differences between varieties.
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