[image: image1.jpg]


Results too good to be true? – Peter Floyd – 21 October 2009

The No 8 wire attitude has served New Zealand farmers well since farming first started here.

Even before No8 wire was available the inventiveness of the Kiwi cocky was apparent, spurred on by the necessity for low cost, low technology solutions to many problems.

Experimentation with all sorts of mechanical devices has led to many good ideas, and the better ones have survived. Some like the Taranaki gate started out as a short-term solution but ended up being almost permanent. Others, like the electric fence, have been patented, manufactured and sold nationwide and throughout the world.

When it comes to things mechanical, the tinkerings of farmers have often led to success and acknowledgement. However, in areas where the results are less obvious it has been much harder for farmers and scientists to make progress.

For example, the solution to the problem of bush sickness eluded a generation of researchers. One theory was that it was caused by a lack of iron, and animal health often improved if iron oxides in the form of limonite were given to stock. Eventually it was found that the improvement was the result of small amounts of cobalt in the limonite.

Then there was Gladys Reid, and you will all know the story of how she identified zinc as something that would alleviate and prevent facial eczema, and how her ideas were frowned upon by the experts of the day. Eventually they found that she was right.

Over the 50 years or so I have been involved in farming I have seen many fads come and go, but there are some that have persisted. Many people thought organic farming was just a load of rubbish and a waste of time, but now organic dairying has become acceptable as Fonterra seeks to increase the number of its organic suppliers and other forms of organic animal production have found a niche.

Along with organic dairying came the use of homeopathic remedies to support stock health. Of course homeopathics have been rubbished by numerous scientists in New Zealand and elsewhere, but in the past decade a scientific basis for the reasoning behind homeopathy has been established has caused many to rethink their attitudes.

Today I find myself involved with a group of farmers trying to find sustainable ways of increasing profits and at the same time preserving or improving the farm environment. Trial and error, plus some controversial advice from overseas and the use of alternative fertilisers have resulted in considerable progress. Pasture quality, stock health, farmer satisfaction and profits have all improved.

These farmers have discovered the management changes they have put in place have another effect – an increase in soil carbon. Last spring a number of eCOGENT members benchmarked soil carbon levels using protocols designed by soil scientist Graham Shepherd. Sampling is now being repeated and the results coming in from the lab are astounding.

So far the increases range from 5-10%, representing about 10 tonnes more carbon per hectare. Are these figures too good to be true? My natural inclination is to shout the results from the rooftop but we need to be cautious. The highest figures are extraordinary so we are rechecking them.

The implications are significant – even a 5% increase, if converted to carbon credits and sold on the voluntary carbon market, could represent a worthwhile additional profit for the farms involved. And all for just following good, sustainable pasture management practices. If nothing else, it shows that soils can be a valuable carbon sink and have potential to help the country meet its Kyoto obligations.

I expect these figures will be rubbished by those who have vested interests or who make a living from witch hunting.

Many conventional soil scientists believe that our soils are saturated with carbon and are not capable of absorbing more. Before they would even begin to consider the possibility soils can be grown in this way they would need to secure funding for carefully designed experiments carried out under controlled conditions over many years.

Fair enough. But can the rest of the country afford to wait that long?
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