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Soil Carbon Farming – Peter Floyd – 29th March 2011
Do you remember Gladys Reid?  She was the lady back in the 70s who insisted that dosing stock with zinc would protect them against facial eczema.  She was a registered nurse and so had some medical knowledge and she had done a lot of experimentation with stock.  Nevertheless, she and her views were rubbished by the research establishment of the day.  “Where is the evidence?” they asked, knowing that there was no scientific evidence because nobody had done the work.

I was a part of that too.  I remember at a meeting in Te Aroha that I chaired Gladys stood up at the back and told us about her experiences.  I tried to get her to sit down and keep quite, but she refused.  Later that afternoon when I talked to her I realised that she had put a lot of effort into her work and that there could be something in it. Well, we all know that eventually science proved her right.  

Today we have a parallel in the debate about soil carbon and biological farming.  The pastoral science community appears to be convinced that the only way to build up soil organic matter is to pour on the phosphate and nitrogen, and that many pastoral soils are already “saturated” with carbon and will not absorb any more.  The idea that biological farming techniques, using dolomite, seaweed extracts, compost and bio-inoculants, can increase soil carbon and improve plant and animal health is ridiculous!  “Where is the evidence?” they ask.

Well, I’m pleased to say that the evidence is accumulating.  I was privileged to be invited to the international Soil Carbon Sequestration Stakeholder Workshop in Sydney in February at which the latest research in the area of soil carbon was presented to selected farming and agribusiness representatives.  It had been preceded by a three-day Summit of leading soil scientists from Nth America, Europe, many from Australia and one from New Zealand.  

It was significant that scientific opinion is starting to acknowledge the value of a more “biological” approach to soil management and security. The change in mindset is coming about through a greater understanding of the role of microbes in providing a bridge between plants and soil particles and the ability and willingness to measure soil carbon deeper within the soil profile.

Measuring soil carbon is providing evidence that some farm management practices can increase topsoil depth and subsoil non-labile carbon even in carbon-rich soils.  On pastoral farms these practices include:

· Reliance on permanent, multi-species pastures

· Avoidance of pugging and cultivation

· Increased grazing residuals

· Reduced production pressure with focus on sustainability and profitability

· Changed fertiliser regime to avoid soluble P and N and focus on balancing soil minerals 
The measurement of soil carbon annually and the demonstration of cause and effect are starting to give the biological approach more credibility.  eCOGENT is all about enhancing profitability through sustainable production, and this focus led us to examine soil carbon in depth.  If you can measure it you can manage it, and many eCOGENT members are now doing just that.  Over the last four years we have developed a practical measurement system and our experience so far indicates that, with the right management, a steady increase in soil carbon is possible and could result in carbon credits.   

Research to verify this would be welcome but it is unlikely to be carried out here given the current state of thinking in this country.  Fortunately, the Australians are onto it and I look forward to working with them.
Somewhere Gladys is nodding ruefully and smiling.
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