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How should we manage soil carbon?   Peter Floyd - 21 July 09

The recent Soil Carbon Conference in Napier held a very pleasant surprise for me.  Originally I wasn’t going to attend because there I thought that discussions would be hampered by the out-of-date opinions of research organisations and government departments.

I am delighted to say that I was wrong.  It turns out that there is much more enlightenment in Wellington and amongst well-informed scientists than I expected.  It was a real pleasure to hear some senior people acknowledge that, yes, soil carbon is an important issue to this country, and that, yes, we can improve pasture management to grow soils, lock away significant amounts of atmospheric carbon and protect the environment.
Research has confirmed that over the last few decades soil depth has increased under long-term pastures – in other words they have gained carbon – but land used for cropping and particularly intensive dairying has lost carbon.  It gives the lie to the silly idea that New Zealand’s soils are saturated with carbon and can’t sequester any more.
Brent Clothier, a science leader from Plant & Food Research pointed out that despite NZ soils being relatively high in carbon they still have the ability to grow in depth and sequester more under well managed long-term pastures and in some systems of orchard and vineyard management.  The key is to break away from what in the last 20 years have become conventional intensive methods and opt for more soil-, plant- and animal-friendly regimes.
Brent’s view was that increasing soil carbon results in a win-win situation for farmers and the nation.  He confirmed what has been happening on many farms – that management changes can increase sequestration of atmospheric carbon over time – but he said that carbon sequestration in soils “need further analysis to address uncertainties and risks”.

My questions are: Who is going to do the analysis?  Who is going to pay?  How long will it take, and can we afford to wait that long?

Frankly, I think we as a nation have dragged the chain harrows for too long.  It’s obvious to many astute dairy farmers that what they have been doing in the past decade is not sustainable.  Costs are going up, payouts are going down, and the foundation on which their businesses are built – their soils – is deteriorating.  Production has been propped up by urea and super, much of which ends up in ground water, drains, the atmosphere or locked up in soils.  Animal health has suffered, and so have farmer’s bodies, minds and pockets.
Unfortunately the thinking around the ETS is based on the conventional view.  The Ministry for the Environment says we haven’t a show of meeting our emissions reduction targets while at the same time saying that soil carbon is too difficult to consider, there isn’t enough research, and so on.  
Well, at some point very soon they are going to have to acknowledge the observations and wisdom of those switched-on scientists and farmers who are actually working with and on the land, not sitting in an ivory tower or in an air conditioned office in Wellington.  The situation is urgent, and we don’t have the luxury of waiting for institutionalised science to catch up.   
Soil scientist Graham Shepherd told the Napier Conference that farming should not be a major contributor to GHG emissions.  Part of the answer, he said, was to provide farmers with simple, inexpensive tools to assess how well they are doing in sequestering carbon and reducing the potential of their soils to emit GHGs and nutrients into the environment.   He explained how pastoral farmers could make management changes that would stabilise and build soil, reduce nitrogen losses to ground water and the atmosphere, reduce rumen methane production, increase the drought resistance of pastures, and sequester significant amounts of atmospheric carbon.  
Rather than trying to frighten farmers with horror stories about emissions taxes, surely government could offer some encouragement to farmers to improve their land management and actually reduce emissions. We know that it works, so let’s get on with it!

As I said, it was a surprisingly informative Conference, and the organiser Nicole Masters deserves a heap of praise for persevering with it.  For the next one – and I’m sure there will be a next one – eCOGENT farmers will be in a position to report on the increase in carbon levels they have achieved. They benchmarked their soils last September, and will be re-measuring in two months time.  

I believe pastoral carbon farming will prove to be a very important way of helping the country meet its Kyoto obligations and eliminating the need for farmers to pay carbon taxes.  In fact, indications are that a mere 0.2% annual increase in soil carbon over the all New Zealand pastures would offset the carbon dioxide emissions from the rest of the country.  This is quite apart from other potential increases in: 

· profit per Kg DM consumed 

· pasture residuals  

· pasture Brix levels 
· root depth 

· animal health
plus a raft of other practical business indicators that are essential to sustainable profits, a sustainable environment, and sustainable staff and family lifestyles.

If you want to be part of this, feel free to call me.

