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Australian Carbon Farming Conference – Peter Floyd – 16th November 2010
I will never criticise Australian farming again.  After experiencing the Australian Soil Carbon Farming Conference late last month I have had to revise my view of Aussie farmers and their approach to new ideas and systems.   

It was refreshing to confirm the benefits of soil carbon farming and to see the farmers, scientists, educators and industry service organisations working together to improve the quality of soil, pasture, crops, animals and food.  But the real surprise for me was to learn that they are way ahead of most of New Zealand in their knowledge of carbon farming and in the support they get from the science and agribusiness community.

And that wasn’t all I learned. Before the visit I thought the Conference would be mainly about pastoral carbon farming, but it wasn’t.  Many farmers over there are growing wheat, barley, etc, and are growing soil carbon as well. I discovered that my thinking around how to “do” carbon farming was far too narrow.  The limited formula I had in my head was blown apart when I heard and saw the many different ways in which farmers over there are sequestering carbon successfully.  No Floyd, it’s not a hard and fast set of rules – it’s a mix of measures that seem to be tailored to each particular farming situation but still comply with the Six Laws of Best Farming Business Practice.  

As with Kiwi carbon farmers, nobody over there is putting on the usual chemical fertilisers.  They are using a range of compost, trace elements and minerals, and other measures to boost biological activity in the soil.  There is also a lot of innovation going on – one scheme is to use coal fines from a Newcastle coal mine, pelletising them and then applying them to boost soil carbon.  Another scheme involves capturing exhaust gases from the large tractors and combines as they operate, and drilling them into the soil.  How successful these ideas are was not clear, but what interesting prospects if they work!

Everyone I spoke to or heard from is taking great care with they way they treat their soils.  Some are applying liquid fertilisers at sowing, the intention being to avoid having to make a second pass over the land to apply powder or granules.  Many are sowing in wider rows, and in subsequent years shifting so that new rows are between the previous year’s ones.  And of course many more are using pasture cropping – native summer grasses that become dormant in autumn, allowing a winter cereal crop that is harvested in spring.  That system is well established and has been proven to increase soil carbon, albeit slowly.

The Aussies are also taking care with pasture, grazing and animal management to minimise soil damage, maximise plant growth and ensure healthy animals, all with the aim of producing the highest quality food possible.

That’s all very well, Floyd, but what did you learn that could be useful for Kiwi carbon farmers?  After all, Aussie soils are very low in carbon compared with ours.

Well, that’s another thing I learned.  Yes, there are vast tracts of land that have been burnt over, overcropped and are carbon depleted, but there are also areas that have been well tended or are river flats where there is a fair depth of topsoil.  And even in these dark, rich areas they have been able to increase soil carbon.  

That result has been matched here in New Zealand.  For example, one eCOGENT member benchmarked his soil carbon two years ago using internationally approved methodology.  Subsequent analyses, also approved, show that he has grown soil carbon by around 5% each year.  That means potential sales on the voluntary carbon market amounting to around $250 per hectare per year.

A word about benchmarking – for soil carbon it includes recording stock numbers, stocking policies and rates, climatic conditions, visual soil and plant index, pasture quality and quantity, fertiliser practices, production changes, and animal health traceability.

So the clear message from our Aussie mates, and from our experience here, is that there is no such thing as a carbon saturated soil.  If you farm conventionally using soluble P and N, grow maize, renew pastures frequently and stock to the hilt you will be very lucky to maintain soil carbon.  However, if you use the Six Laws approach and manage pastures and grazing in ways that nurture the soil biology you can undoubtedly sequester significant amounts of carbon.

And if you benchmark your soil carbon right now in the right way, you too may well be in a position this time next year to sell carbon on the international market.  Talk to me about it.
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