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developing technology, knowledge
and advice for sustainable farming
Project Helix is go! This unique new project combines developing technologies
and knowledge to deliver the on-farm advice for the future.
The agronomist and grower
relationship needs to evolve over
the next 10 years. Grower surveys
around the country have identified
and confirmed that the grower
business is looking for something
different over this new era, with the
advent of supporting technologies
and an ever increasing knowledge
and advice requirement.
We are exposed to a plethora of
technologies such as data analytics,
climate, machine learning, sensors,
monitoring, detection systems,

autonomy and robotics – these are
all becoming common words in our
agricultural vocabulary.
There is now a need to evaluate
which technologies are relevant and
ultimately increase productivity and
profitability, as well as efficiency, both
for the grower and the agronomist.
Utilising technology, we see a huge
change in how the agronomist works
and makes decisions alongside their
growers. For simplicity, we want
to work with one system that can
channel decision support tools and

help the agronomist and grower
engage in strategic, and in-season
tactical decision making. If things are
not straightforward, they will not get
used. Omnia has already begun this
journey through its proven precision
applications, so it makes sense that
it becomes our central decision
support channel.
Through Project Helix, Hutchinsons
are already collaborating with
technology businesses to identify what
is of value and then developing them
further to support decision-making.
Continue overleaf >>>

Michael Shemilt

HUTCHINSON AGRONOMIST

>>> We have already started increasing the

knowledge and skills of our agronomy
teams, in the form of the Advanced
Agronomy Training programme, to
bring more focus to farm business
advice. Agronomy is inextricably linked
to the whole farm business and advice
in the future needs to further develop
this whole area. We must understand
the needs of the farm business and
the drive for greater productivity.
How do we develop these
technologies? Once it is decided
that a technology has potential, then
that will be developed alongside a
grower and agronomist to ensure
there is a validation process for its
usability, resulting advice and benefit.
There has been a thorough process
to find a grower who is an innovator,
a leader, an enthusiast for the future
and is relevant to other growers.
We are pleased to announce that
Andrew and William Pitts of J W Pitts
and Sons located at Mears Ashby
and Whiston, Northamptonshire will
be the Helix Technology Development
Farm. Working alongside them are
Hutchinsons agronomists James
MacWilliam and Michael Shemilt.
Michael is the ‘pilot’ agronomist of
the future, testing and managing
technologies with the farm to

understand how they will work and
their value in the farm scale situation.

Andrew Pitts

HELIX TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT FARM

“I’m very pleased to be working
alongside such a forward-thinking
business as Hutchinsons. We are
running over 1700 acres here and
our aim is to be productive, efficient
and ultimately profitable, otherwise
we have no farm. The relationship
with the agronomist in future will
adapt to this and will, with the use
of technologies, become more
strategic and inclusive of whole farm
advice. We are really looking forward
to developing this approach and
demonstrating to other growers
how these changes work and what
benefit they are.”

“The technology revolution is
here and we need to ensure
these are relevant, applicable and
straightforward to use for all our
benefit. I see a future when we will
spend much less time field walking
with the technologies available and
more time on strategic discussion
about the farm and sustainability.
There are exciting times ahead”.
Work has already begun on the
farm on areas such as climate and
pest prediction, nutrition technology,
variety trait work and environmental
sustainability. There will be many
more areas covered in the coming
months and years.
We will aim to demonstrate these
technologies by various means and
not just the traditional farm open
days. After all, this is about use and
benefit of technologies, so technology
will be used to demonstrate it.
“We are embarking on a new era
and change is occurring at a faster
pace than we are necessarily used
to. Hutchinsons are very excited to
be launching the Helix project and
Technology Farm to develop this new
approach and ultimately ensure a
strong future alongside our growers.”
Stuart Hill (Hutchinsons Head of
Innovation & Technology).
Follow future developments
at the Helix Technology
Development Farm on our
website: www.hlhltd.co.uk

Linking technology,
knowledge and advice to
deliver sustainable farming

Tim Kerr

FERTILISER MANAGER

Nutrition – Validation
and Micronomics
One of the biggest challenges facing growers and advisers
is how to respond to each season appropriately
– Tim Kerr (Fertiliser Manager) explains.
Time and again we are told by
our clients that the biggest area
of uncertainty in responding to
the seasonal conditions is how to
get the best from crop nutrition.
It was with this in mind that
we decided to try to put more
certainty where there may be doubt
and – particularly with regard to
micronutrients – provide agronomic
justification for the use of trace
elements and just as importantly –
show that the products work.

The Validation Process

We have introduced a novel and
robust validation process for all new
foliar feeds or biostimulants that
we are asked to handle. We are
conscious that new products and
suppliers require rigorous screening
to ensure that they meet exacting
standards. The process we have
introduced covers many aspects,
including the supplier’s approach
to research & development, the
production standards and – most
obviously – how effective the products
are agronomically and economically.
Fundamental to the process is our ability
to rapidly test products under laboratory
conditions – using novel trials protocols
that can quickly and accurately evaluate
product efficacy. In short, we can verify
whether a product performs within
weeks rather than years.
In order to gain the final level of
validation each product would then
be expected to perform consistently
in field trials over a number of

seasons. This means our advisers
and customers can have confidence
in products that are given the green
light through the validation process.

Micronomics

The greater challenge we face is
to define the need and time to use
micronutrients or biostimulants.
We define this as Micronomics
– providing the agronomic and,
importantly - the economic justification
for applying trace elements.
For example, we know that there are
16 essential elements – and rightly
focus on the importance of nitrogen in
building yield. However, Nitrogen does
not function as a lone nutrient – it works
in combination with others and requires
micronutrients in order to be efficiently
metabolised by plants. Phosphate and
sulphur are both macronutrients that
are key to nitrogen use efficiency – P
helps to provide the energy needed
and S being a vital component of
protein forming compounds.
Plants also need Magnesium, Boron,
Manganese and Molybdenum to
effectively synthesise nitrogen.
Understanding this we can build a
picture of when these micronutrients
could become limiting factors to
nitrogen utilisation. We also know
that pH can limit the availability of
boron, manganese and molybdenum.
Therefore, knowing the soil pH is
essential. Soil tests are a reliable
indicator for magnesium and
boron – less so for manganese

and molybdenum. Simply as a
consequence of a basic soil test we
can quickly get an idea of the risk of
certain deficiencies.
In order to build on these foundations,
we would recommend tissue testing
in early spring to identify any potential
shortfalls in nutrition – often that the
naked eye would not see. Remember
it is not possible to see nitrogen use
efficiency; under- utilised N is neither
visible or easily measurable. Trace
element shortages are quantifiable
and importantly – if measured
pre-emptively – manageable.
It is important to learn from each
different season and adapt our
knowledge accordingly. Last year most
areas suffered from drought conditions.
We know that certain nutrients are
less mobile than others – and some
rely solely on active transpiration for
the plant to acquire them. Magnesium
was a prime example last year –
where it was obvious that the dry
conditions were reducing the amount
of Mg reaching the plant – with visible
deficiencies seen in many crops. As
a consequence, we are researching
the benefits of early applications of
magnesium and the quickest way of
getting Mg through the leaf.
Breaking yield plateaus will be less about
applying more nitrogen and more about
the finer details – getting the balance
of micronutrients right, so the N that is
applied will be used more efficiently.
If you have a question about our
validation process, or use of
micronutrients, please contact us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk

Validation work in progress

Dr David Ellerton, Hutchinsons’
Technical Development Director,
highlights some of the disease
risks and considers early fungicide
strategies designed to maintain
yield potential.

Influence of the weather

Autumn and early winter 2017/18 saw
mild temperatures and relatively low
amounts of rainfall, but in late winter
and early spring this changed with very
cold and wet weather across most of
England and Wales. This weather led
to significant increases in diseases
such as Septoria. However, from May
onwards the weather turned extremely
hot and dry across the whole of the
UK greatly diminishing the threat.
Reflecting this lower disease pressure
and early senescence in variety trials
at Hutchinsons’ Regional Technology
Centres, fungicide treatment produced
yield increases averaging 1.54 t/ha
(17.28%) across all sites and varieties
(Figure 1), well down on the 2.64 t/ha
(28.48 %) of the previous season.
However there were extremely
large differences in responses, with
varieties such as ‘Reflection’,
‘Santiago’, ‘Costello’, ‘Leeds’, ‘LG
Rhythm’ and ‘Gleam’ giving average
responses of over 2.0 t/ha, while
‘Shabras’, ‘Grafton’, ‘Sundance’
and ‘Lili’ averaged a smaller response
closer to 1.0 t/ha. Once again, at our
site at Ludlow, where disease pressure
was higher, yield responses averaged
2.37 t/ha (20.68%) across all varieties
with treated yields averaging a very
high 13.83 t/ha.
This autumn and winter, the weather
has been relatively mild and dry until
the early part of February. There
has been significant foliar disease
development, depending upon drilling
date and region, including Septoria
on lower leaves and some yellow rust
and powdery mildew in places. Should
weather conditions remain conducive
to disease development, there is a
good chance of early infections this
season - particularly with varieties
prone to the two main foliar diseases Septoria tritici and yellow rust.
The latest AHDB Recommended Lists
have given up to date information on
varietal susceptibility to Septoria tritici.
Of the winter wheat varieties, ‘Elation’,
‘KWS Barrel’, ‘Leeds’, ‘Viscount’,
KWS Jackal’, ‘RGT Gravity’ and
‘KWS Kerrin’ are all particularly prone
to Septoria, with a rating of 5.0 or
less and will need to be prioritised for
protection at the T0 timing.
As far as yellow rust is concerned,
varieties such as ‘Myriad’, ‘JB Diego’,
‘Zulu’ and ’Skyfall’ all have ratings

Early Disease Control
Strategies for Winter Wheat

Aside from a cold snap at the beginning of February which eased
disease pressure in many parts of the country, for the majority
of this autumn and winter we have experienced mild weather
conditions favourable to disease development and many varieties
are highly susceptible to key diseases.
of 5 or less and should be closely
monitored. However it is important to
recognise that mutation of the Yellow
Rust may allow it to overcome varietal
resistance at a future date.
Growers should consult the AHDB
Recommended Lists to identify risk of
foliar and stem-based diseases.

Controlling Septoria tritici
and Yellow Rust

Trial results from Hutchinsons and
other organisations have shown the
value of early applications of multisite fungicides such as chlorothalonil,
folpet or mancozeb to protect leaves
from development of Septoria tritici.
This is particularly important, as
populations of Septoria are showing
increasing resistance to the SDHI
group of fungicides and the reduction
in the efficacy of triazoles.

Maintaining disease control in
protectant mode is also crucial,
considering the relative lack of
curative activity from the range of
active ingredients available.
As far as yellow rust is concerned, it is
able to survive over winter as dormant
mycelium, or as active lesions on green
tissue and can survive down to very
low temperatures (including freezing),
although 10-15°C is optimum for spore
production and wind dispersal.
Growers should be vigilant in checking
all wheat crops, and particularly
susceptible varieties, for foci of yellow
rust infection and treating promptly
with an appropriate triazole or stobilurin
should the disease be found, even prior
to the traditional T0 timing of GS 29/30.
Questions about this article?
Please contact us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk

Winter Wheat Varieties Mean of 6 Sites 2017/18
Yield Response (t/ha)

Figure 1: Varietal response to
fungicides in Hutchinsons RTC winter
wheat variety trials, 2017/18
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Roadshows showcase
the benefits of a
variable approach
using Omnia
In January the Omnia team took to the road providing an
opportunity for growers to come along and hear first hand
what benefits could be gleaned from adopting a variable
rate approach to drilling and nutrition using Omnia.
At the northern meeting in Newark, the message from
Farmacy’s Matt Ward was that in order to increase yields and
improve black-grass control from spring cropping, it was worth
considering some form of variable approach.
However, his over-riding advice was to have a plan from the
outset and know what you want to achieve – ‘don’t just put the
crop in and hope for the results that you want.’
“Adopting variable drilling does not have to be an all or
nothing approach.”
“Keep it simple and don’t sweat the big stuff. You can’t
micro-manage every centimetre of soil, but it is possible to
divide fields into management areas based on soil type or
where the black-grass is growing - then you can zone the
fields and measure your efforts and the outcome – and
that is the most important aspect to a variable approach.”
He points out that it is important not to only refer to last year’s
information to make decisions, as every year is different, so try
to collate the data over several seasons as this will give a more
genuine picture.
Variable drilling yield benefits:
• Spring barley 1t/ha
• Spring wheat 0.3t/ha
• Spring beans 0.5t/ha
“It’s good management practise to map as much information on a
particular field as possible, as in a year’s time you will not remember
the exact details but having a map provides a reliable reference.”
At the southern Newmarket meeting, Essex grower Ed Ford shared
his experiences of adopting a variable rate approach using Omnia.
“Moving into a variable rate approach has been a slow process
for us and certainly not a decision we made overnight.”
Having taken on the family farm along with his brother back
in 2009, they were both happy to carry on with things as they
were – using SOYL and Gatekeeper for record keeping.
“However as we started to look more closely at variable rate
drilling and nitrogen applications, we could see the potential
benefits but wanted a precision system that allowed us to pull
all of our knowledge together into an easy to use format.”

Childerditch Farms
Brentwood Essex
1500 acres in 2 main blocks
Chiderditch Hall Farm
(London clay)
Elms Farm
(chalky boulder clay)
Ed Ford

“We had a demo of Omnia and felt that it ticked those boxes,
so decide to give it a trial on 100ha of winter wheat.”
“Working closely with our agronomist Andy Spackman, we zoned the
fields and drew up maps based on our knowledge of the field and
what could be gleaned from the years of data that we held, such
as weed and slug pressure, soil type and texture and also a shading
layer, as this particular field faced a long line of hedgerows.”
“Omnia was really simple to use and intuitive, so we didn’t
struggle with setting it up – and we had as much support as we
needed from Andy and the Omnia team. The fact that multiple
users can access the system at no additional cost is a real bonus.”
Mr Ford says the results have been positive – “variable drilling has
brought about more even crops and this year all of the wheat
has been variably drilled and we will also look at variable nitrogen
and roll this out across over the spring barley crops as well.
There have also been some unexpected gains in the process,”
Ed adds.
“It has allowed us to look really closely at how different parts of the
field are performing and we are now considering taking some of the
poorer areas out of production and putting them into stewardship.
We have also had the benefit of a second agronomist!”
omniaprecision.co.uk
consultancy@omniaprecision.co.uk
Twitter.com/omniaprecision
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We’re farming in the North West and
are looking to grow more maize this year
– have you got any advice for picking the
best site and getting it off to a good start?
Jim Clark, agronomist from Cumbria gives his thoughts...
We may be a few months away
from the maize drilling season,
but growers should start thinking
about preparing fields and soil
ahead of the coming season.
The increased interest in maize
across the country for both AD and
animal forage has put pressure on
farmers and agronomists to identify
land suitable to grow maize whether
in the open or under film (plastic).
Fields need to be free draining and south
facing and, as a few growers have learnt
to their cost in recent years, be able
to withstand being harvested by large
machinery late in the season without
causing damage to the soil structure.
Some light land soils are unable to
retain moisture for the crop, making it
imperative to pick your fields carefully.
Maize definitely dislikes compaction,
so if FYM is used, ensure that it is
kept away from headlands and try
not to over use the same gateways
and headlands. If spreading slurry,
following NVZ rules and the Good
Code of Practice is imperative.
When conditions allow, any
compaction which is usually on field
headlands, should be removed using
flat lift type machinery, as crops often
struggle in these areas.

Growing under film

Where I work, in the north west,
covering Cumbria and south west
Scotland, demand for forage and AD
maize has increased over the last few
years. This has put a real pressure
on our soils and field selection due to
lack of suitable fields. With 90% of the
maize here grown under the Samco
system, and being in a less favorable
area due to the weather conditions, for
Hutchinsons’ customers this means
using the Green Samco Film.
Drilling with this system means we can
start sowing as early as the first week
of April, when soil temperatures reach
around 8 degrees. Within a few days
under the film, temperatures can have
risen to between 15-18 degrees, giving
the seed a great start - using carefully
chosen varieties that are suitable to be
grown under film. The variety should
have an FAO of around 180, as the
northwest normally receives around
2350 heat units for a mid-September to
mid-October harvest date.

Nutrition

Field preparation should ideally start
in January by having all fields to be
planted soil sampled to ensure the
basics are correct. A good pH reading
of 6.5 to 7 is required, especially if slurry
and FYM is being used as the main
source of phosphate and potash for the
crop. At a soil index of 2, a 40-50 ton/
ha crop would remove around 55kg/ha
of phosphate and 140 kg/ha of potash
- both nutrients are used by the plant in
early growth, so need to be available at
the start of the plant’s life.
Nitrogen use in maize and how maize
uses nitrogen has been studied, revised

and well documented over the last few
years and this is still a growing area of
research. Maize will need nitrogen in the
seedbed but only about 20-30% of its
total requirement for the season applied
at that stage. It is recommended that
the application of a late, slow release
Nitrogen at the last possible time you
can travel through the crop, will help
feed cob development in the later
stages of growth, normally in late July
early August, but will not adversely
affect the crop’s harvest date.
Start early with your maize
preparation as this excellent crop
can give great returns on investment
in both forage and gas yields, when
reaching maximum potential.
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.
For more information on any of our products
or services please contact your local
Hutchinsons agronomist or contact us at:

H L Hutchinson Limited • Weasenham Lane
Wisbech • Cambridgeshire PE13 2RN

Tel: 01945 461177
Fax: 01945 474837
Email: information@hlhltd.co.uk
@Hutchinsons_Ag
HLHutchinsons

www.hlhltd.co.uk

