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 Who Put ‘ET’ in the ETS? – Peter Floyd – 6th July 2010
Farmers can be forgiven for thinking that the rule-makers in Wellington are from another planet.  There is something extra-terrestrial about Emissions Trading Scheme that has been foisted on us.  The theory is that it puts a price on greenhouse gas emissions and so encourages businesses and individuals to cut down on creating greenhouse gases or using things that generate them.  

The reality is that it will increase farm costs, and there is almost no incentive for meat and dairy processors, fertiliser importers and manufacturers and power companies to do much more than tinker with the ways they operate.  After all, they are essentially cost-plus businesses and farmers have little choice but to accept higher charges and lower payouts.

That is bad enough, but what really annoys me is that Wellington is not prepared to give any credit whatsoever to farmers who change the way they manage their farms so that they reduce emissions and grow their soils, locking up atmospheric carbon in the process.  In fact, bureaucrats in the Capital have been convinced by out-of-date advice that New Zealand’s pastoral soils are saturated with carbon and can’t absorb any more.

The only way to sequester carbon, they say, is to plant trees and wait for them to grow so that, eventually, forest owners will be able to sell the carbon credits to other businesses to offset their emissions.  

With all this nonsense going on it was an absolute breath of fresh air to hear Australian soil ecologist Dr Christine Jones speak about the quite different official attitudes across the Ditch.  We sometimes think that the Aussies are a bit backward in their farming practices but as far as soil carbon is concerned they are way ahead of us.  

Dr Jones reported that an increasing number of Australian farmers are changing soil management and achieving small but steady increases in soil carbon.  Along with that they are getting better crop yields, fewer pests and diseases, better animal health and lower costs.  

When she first started studying ways that farmers could increase soil carbon the view of conventional soil science was that it couldn’t work.  A decade or so on attitudes have changed, and now the Australian government allows sequestered soil carbon to be used by businesses to offset their emissions and so become carbon neutral or at least head in that direction. It means that soil carbon credits are recognised by the government as being legitimate for sale on the voluntary carbon market.

Capturing & storing NZ soil carbon

Here in New Zealand any form of official recognition for farmers who grow their soils and sequester carbon is a long way off.  At eCOGENT we have not been prepared to wait, so for the past five years we have been developing a workable system for 

carbon capture, storage and sale.

With input from experienced international soil scientists, analysts and carbon traders as well as farmers we now have a practical and accurate CarbonPoint protocol that we expect to be given international approval soon.  Once that approval comes through some eCOGENT members who benchmarked their soils nearly two years ago expect to be in a position to sell soil carbon credits on the international voluntary market.

We are offering CarbonPoint as a stand-alone carbon farming module that will allow farmers to measure and manage stock numbers, pasture growth and soil condition as well as measuring soil carbon for both sale and footprinting.

This system does not require farmers to adopt biological farming methods, but our experience is that the biological approach is more effective in sequestering carbon. One of the problems with conventional management is the heavy use of soluble phosphate and nitrogen fertilisers and glyphosate.  Dr Jones pointed out that these three types of chemical suppress or kill off many soil microorganisms and so reduce or stop the locking away of soil carbon as humus.  This is probably why some of our dairying areas are losing soil carbon.

The biological approach is gaining favour in New Zealand and a number of eCOGENT members are using it as a means of improving soil, plant and animal health and ultimately producing healthier food for humans.  The interesting thing from my point of view is that when we measure their profit per kilo of dry matter eaten by stock they are invariably as profitable as the best of conventional farmers. It is a form of sustainable farming that produces sustainable profits.

soil carbon to be used by businesses to offset their emissions and so become carbon neutral or at least head in that direction. It means that soil carbon credits are recognised by the government as being legitimate for sale on the voluntary carbon market.

Capturing & storing NZ soil carbon

Here in New Zealand any form of official recognition for farmers who grow their soils and sequester carbon is a long way off.  At eCOGENT we have not been prepared to wait, so for the past five years we have been developing a workable system for 

carbon capture, storage and sale.

With input from experienced international soil scientists, analysts and carbon traders as well as farmers we now have a practical and accurate CarbonPoint protocol that we expect to be given international approval soon.  Once that approval comes through some eCOGENT members who benchmarked their soils nearly two years ago expect to be in a position to sell soil carbon credits on the international voluntary market.

We are offering CarbonPoint as a stand-alone carbon farming module that will allow farmers to measure and manage stock numbers, pasture growth and soil condition as well as measuring soil carbon for both sale and footprinting.

This system does not require farmers to adopt biological farming methods, but our experience is that the biological approach is more effective in sequestering carbon. One of the problems with conventional management is the heavy use of soluble phosphate and nitrogen fertilisers and glyphosate.  Dr Jones pointed out that these three types of chemical suppress or kill off many soil microorganisms and so reduce or stop the locking away of soil carbon as humus.  This is probably why some of our dairying areas are losing soil carbon.

The biological approach is gaining favour in New Zealand and a number of eCOGENT members are using it as a means of improving soil, plant and animal health and ultimately producing healthier food for humans.  The interesting thing from my point of view is that when we measure their profit per kilo of dry matter eaten by stock they are invariably as profitable as the best of conventional farmers. It is a form of sustainable farming that produces sustainable profits.

September will see the end of their second year on the CarbonPoint programme for some eCOGENT members and, judging by the encouraging results from the first year, they can expect to have carbon credits to sell on the voluntary market.  For them it will be welcome icing on the cake.

You can start today and do the same.  You don’t have to wait for trees to grow to become a carbon farmer.  Any farmer in New Zealand can measure, manage and store carbon using CarbonPoint protocols.  You will find it very rewarding in terms of the sustainability and profitability of your business.
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