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Some farmers thriving – Peter Floyd – 5th May 2010
Some people are doing remarkably well in spite of the drought, and a number are thriving.

If you have read my columns before it will not surprise you when I say that they have worked to maintain high grazing residuals, used Brix as a measure of pasture quality, are using soil-friendly fertilisers, and have adjusted stocking rates so that their stock are fully fed – or as fully fed as the drought will allow.

It is probably better practice than some we have had foisted on the industry in the past 20 years. I believe that there has been some very bad science injected into pastoral farming, which has had long-term repercussions for soil productivity and has influenced government agencies to the potential detriment of farm businesses.

This view is not popular with some scientists who believe that conventional science holds all the answers. At an airport recently I bumped into one of them who asked me if I considered myself a scientist. He obviously didn’t think I was, and I certainly don’t think so either. However, I do consider myself a researcher into farming practices and my experience tells me very clearly that farming success needs to be measured in terms of sustainable profit, just like any other business.

Likewise, any advice given to farmers, whether based on carefully controlled scientific experiments or on trial and error in the field, needs to be judged on its long-term effects on the bottom line.

The boosts to pasture given by soluble phosphate and nitrogen fertilisers can appear profitable in the short term but their effects can come back to bite you. Such practices are not sustainable or profitable over the long haul.

And this is one of the reasons why the improved Visual Soil Assessment method developed by Graham Shepherd is so popular with district councils, carbon farmers and others who are concerned about deterioration in soils – it highlights the long-term pain caused by those seeking short-term gain, and it indicates which practices are sustainable and which are damaging.

The long-term prosperity of our farmers and the nation depends on ending the confusion and encouraging the adoption of sustainable and profitable practices.
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