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Can’t see the carbon for the trees
Peter Floyd Rural News 2 June 2009
I was more than a little disturbed this week to receive an “InfoSheet” from the Carbon Farming Group, which rubbishes the idea that we can significantly increase the carbon in New Zealand soils.  Our soils, they say, are already high in carbon and in a steady state.  These well intentioned people have clearly been got at by conventional soil chemists who can’t see further than 30cm into the soil profile.

We lost a lot of our soils expertise in the so-called science reforms of the late 80s and 90s, and it will take a while for agriculture to recover from that ridiculous throwing away of valuable resources.  However, that is no excuse for current scientists not to learn from the experiences of their counterparts overseas.

One of the points they make is that all pastoral soils will tend towards an equilibrium in carbon level, and the only way to change that is to put on compost or other organic matter.  To back this up they publish a graph of 160 years of wheat growing in Britain.  Not exactly relevant or convincing!
Do our soils tend towards an upper maximum carbon level and stay there when they reach it?  We don’t know because nobody has done the research.  I can tell them with certainty that if you do what you have always done you will get what you have always got.  Changing to best soil/plant/fertiliser/animal management to increase sequestration of atmospheric carbon into soil has not been tried or monitored by any research organisation that I know of.

They talk about the amount of carbon in the top 30cm of soil.  Why?  Because this is all they have figures for.  Why 30cm?  Because 30cm is the equivalent of one foot in pre-metric measures, and that was a convenient measure back 50 years ago.  However, many NZ soils have carbon going to much greater depths.  Why not consider the top 2 metres?  
When we are measuring carbon sequestration under pasture we need to check out the whole soil profile.  And we need to think in terms of topsoil accumulation under genuinely permanent pasture, not paddocks that are ploughed up and regrassed every 5 – 7 years, which is where most of the soil carbon figures come from.
The InfoSheet is clearly in favour of trees.  They can sequester up to 35 tonnes of CO2 equivalent per year, it says.  That’s a bit like sale advertising that says you will get “up to 50% off”.   When trees are first planted do they sequester 35 tonnes?  Of course not, and that figure is probably the maximum that can be expected after two or more decades of growth.  Averaged over 30 years it is not so spectacular.

Contrast the limited acreage of forest with the vast areas of pasture available.  With the right management, carbon sequestration can start immediately and even small increments in soil depth represent huge amounts of CO2 locked away.  

The InfoSheet make a condescending nod towards pastoral carbon farming, suggesting that if farmers are interested they could get their soils tests every four or five years.  Clearly they don’t think much of what is being done in Australia and elsewhere to increase soil depth.  New Zealand soils are different, they say, and any annual increase in carbon is too small and too hard to measure.

Well, we shall see.  A number of eCOGENT farmers benchmarked their soil carbon levels last September and it is not long now until they will be re-measured.  It will be very interesting to see what progress has been made in just a year.  Oh, I know that some conventional scientists will say that can’t possibly be doing it properly.  However, I believe we are and at least we are doing something, which is more than can be said for the agricultural science community.  

The growing of soils by carbon farming is happening, and smart thinking farmers are aware of the possibility of selling carbon credits.  Even more important, a healthier, deeper soil will give them genuine increases in pasture productivity, healthier stock, better products and greater profit and satisfaction from their farming businesses.  
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