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Autumn planning

the big picture
When it comes to planning rotations this autumn,
think about whole farm profitability for the long
term rather than focussing solely on the profitability
of individual crops, is the advice of David Howard,
Hutchinsons Head of Integrated Crop Management.
This is a good time to take stock; look
at individual crops on a field scale
basis and be brutally honest - which
crops will bring up the overall gross
margin and which crops are more
likely to drag it down.

It’s all about maximising
the opportunities for
first wheats within the
rotation, as a successful
wheat crop contributes
the most to overall farm
GM’s, with the least risk.
Plan the rotation to allow for first
wheats to go in at the right time and
into the best possible soil conditions,

so the previous crop is important.
For example, cover crops containing
spring linseed that has deep rooting
systems open up the soil and reduce
compaction, or pulses that add
additional nitrogen to the soil, make
a good entry for wheat.
When looking at break crops
within the rotation, there are
many questions surrounding the
viability of oilseed rape. Crops
across the country are extremely
variable, having been ravaged by
cabbage stem flea beetle and now
drought – and this is not just from
one farm to another, but also inbetween neighbouring fields, with
perhaps one crop looking good and
potentially yielding well, but others

David Howard - Hutchinsons Head
of Integrated Crop Management
yielding poorly or in some cases
failing all together.
In this case, consider the impact of
low performing fields on the overall
GM. It is important not to make
decisions based on the top 50%
of the crop, as this will give a false
impression of the crop’s performance
when looking at GM’s to plan for the
coming year.
This can be hard to judge as
individual farm costings can differ
significantly, but having run a
number of different scenarios in our
rotation planner, if the farm average
is consistently below 3t/ha, it is likely
that other options could give similar
financial returns, at much lower risk.
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If farms have had significant crop
loss, or a number of fields which have
not performed, this will drag the GM
down significantly, and must be taken
into account when deciding if oilseed
rape has a place in the future rotation.
In this case other cropping options
that have more favourable GM’s, or
lower risk should replace it, such as
linseed or winter beans.
However, where oilseed rape is still
a viable option in the rotation, it can
offer a very positive contribution to the
overall farm GM. In this case, extend
the rotation to give the oilseed rape
the best chance at success, which may
mean putting in a cover crop before

the rape, to optimise soil conditions, or
removing those crops which can cause
significant soil damage, for example.
Soil conditions should also be
considered as they will impact
profitability. The wet autumn,
followed by the late spring drought
has left many soils compacted and in
poor condition.
Look at this on both a whole field
or sub field basis, and consider
whether it can be easily remediated
via cultivation or use of structuring
cover crops. If the area is consistently
less productive consider taking it out
of production and use environmental

options where possible to improve
the rotation’s profitability.
In the same way, fields that have
stood empty season-long will
probably be in poor condition
as, without crop cover, soils were
consolidated by heavy rain in the
winter and are now being baked
hard. It is likely that these fields
will require additional remediation,
which will come at a cost to the
farm’s overall gross margin.

For guidance in planning
rotations, please contact us:
information@hlhltd.co.uk

Black-grass
in the big picture
So, what about black-grass? It all starts with the
soils when it comes to planning for black-grass
control this autumn, says Dick Neale, Hutchinsons,
technical manager and soils expert.
Many will be planning to drill their
wheat crops as early as possible as
a reaction to last year’s horrendous
conditions, so careful soil
management and improving soil
health will be key in reducing blackgrass populations, as there will be less
opportunity for stale seed beds. If the
dry conditions continue, there will be
poorer activity from residual herbicides.
The obvious starting point is
knowing what condition soils are in;
use a spade, or if the surface is very
hard, a mattock. Look at the soil to
depth and access its condition all the
way down through the profile.
Don’t assume that just because the
top is baked hard that the soils are
necessarily in bad condition. Spring
crops are some of the best we have
seen for years, so the soils cannot be
in too a bad way or we would not
have had the excellent establishment
that we have seen in many crops.
Most of the problems will be more
than likely in the top 6 inches. This
means that compaction will need

to be addressed from the top down.
Don’t work from the bottom up with
a subsoiler -this will damage the
natural structure, reduce earthworm
populations and bury organic matter
deeper in the profile. It will also bring
up old black-grass seed from depth and
bury freshly-shed seed for future years.
Variety choice will be important
in terms of how competitive the
variety is with black-grass. To be
competitive, it needs to have good
vigorous growth and broad leaves.
Varieties such as Gleam and Extase
fit this bill well.
However, I would suggest looking at
varieties in the locality to see how they
have performed in terms of vigour
and also disease resistance. Don’t rely
too much on formal disease resistance
scores, particularly for Septoria and
yellow rust. Yellow rust has been a
challenge this spring and we are
seeing varieties with high resistance
ratings such as Dunstan breaking
down in some instances. So be hard
nosed and ruthless in your selection.

When it comes to drilling – do not be
too stingy on seed rates – remember
the average establishment percentage
for wheat crops in the UK is low.
Generally 30% of seed drilled is lost.

The most accurate way to
calculate the optimum seed
rate for a given situation is to
look back at the establishment
percentage over the last five
years. 350 seeds/m2 is the
recommended rate in a blackgrass situation - you really
want to be aiming for 200
established plants.

Start early to build
foundations for
higher yields

Neil Watson
HUTCHINSONS
TECHNICAL SUPPORT MANAGER

As the end of a difficult 2019/20 season nears, thoughts turn
to how to maximise yield potential of next year’s winter wheat.

As the season draws to a close, it is
perhaps a good time to reflect on
what went well and what could have
been improved. Weather aside, one
standout factor for many, not all, was
seed rates, Hutchinsons Technical
Support Manager Neil Watson says.
“We often underestimate the number
of plants required and overestimate
establishment percentages.”
Getting these factors right is central to
setting strong foundations for optimum
yields, he says. The starting point is to
estimate the realistic yield potential
of individual fields, considering soil
type, location, climate, and historic
performance, before working back
to identify the plant population and
seed rate(s) required to achieve this.
“We know there is a direct correlation
between grain number per unit area
and yield, so use this as a starting point.
“Yield is simply a combination of the
three components; ears/m2, grain
per ear and thousand grain weight.
In most seasons the wheat crop has
a tremendous degree of plasticity
in compensating for a deficit of one
component by increasing the others,
however there are limits.”
Many talk about the tillering capacity
of crops, yet fail to appreciate that an
average wheat crop only produces
1.5-2 ears per plant by harvest,
so growers must ensure there are
enough plants in the ground at the
start of the season, otherwise yield
potential could be limited from the
outset, says Mr Watson.
“Generally, it is better to have too
many plants than too few, providing
land can support crop demands
through the season.”

Calculating the appropriate seed
rate depends on many interlinked
factors, including soil type, fertility,
seedbed conditions, sowing date,
establishment percentage etc.
Early sowing is the best way to
increase yield potential, providing
risks such as grassweeds, disease and
lodging can be managed.
“Sowing date is the only way to
influence tiller production, as all
other factors affect tiller survival,”
notes Mr Watson. Tiller survival is
typically only around 45%.

Determining seed rate
Whatever the drilling date,
an accurate estimate of likely
establishment is essential to
calculate the seed rate needed to
achieve a target plant population.
For most, this season is likely to
be a low water mark for what is
achievable; a normal autumn
provides a more typical indication.
This can be done anytime, even
immediately after harvest. Select
representative areas of the field
(e.g. high or low-yielding areas
highlighted on yield maps) and
count the number of root balls
(indicative of plants/m2). Compare
this against seed rates sown last
autumn to estimate establishment
percentage. Counting tillers per
plant will indicate, along with plant
numbers, final ear density.
“Growers may be shocked at the
results, especially after such a
difficult season. Some sites drilled
late into wet conditions, have seen
establishment down to 40%.”

Hopefully, there will be no repeat of
those conditions this autumn and
establishment will be closer to a more
typical 60-85%, but growers must be
realistic, as it can vary considerably,
even within fields. This is where
precision farming systems like Omnia
and variable seed rates may be useful
for managing variability.

Example figures - winter wheat
The calculation below illustrates the
correlation between yield potential and seed
rates. Remember wheat crops can make up
for a deficit in one factor by compensatory
realignment of others, but there are limits.
Target yield (t/ha) *

9

11

13

Grains/m

18,000

22,000

26,000

Grains/ear

48

48

48

Ears/m

375

458

541

Tiller survival

45%

45%

45%

Tillers produced

833

1017

1202

Tillers per plant

3.5

3.5

3.5

Established plant
population

238

290

343

Establishment

85%

85%

85%

Sowing rate
(seeds/m2)

280

341

405

2

2

*Notes:
• Assumes average seed weight of 50g TGW
• Three key components of yield:
e.g. 375 ears/m2 x 48 grains/ear = 18000 grains/m2
x TGW 50g = 9t/ha
• Establishment: takes into account germination
percentage and establishment losses
• Tiller production and survival depends on sowing date
and soil fertility
• TGW depends on growth conditions pre- and post-flowering.
Questions about this article? Please
contact us: information@hlhltd.co.uk

Wheat and barley

choices for 2021
Seed supplies could be tight this autumn
given the difficult growing conditions
throughout 2019/20, so it is worth ordering
early, especially popular varieties.
Hutchinsons Seed Manager David
Bouch picks some winter wheat
and barley varieties likely to
attract attention.

Milling wheats & Group 3s
Top bread-making choice is Group
2 KWS Extase, which joined the
Recommend List last year and should
take a reasonable share in 2021,
providing enough seed is available.
It has good grain quality (78.5 kg/
hl specific weight) and the second
highest Septoria tritici rating (8.1),
which is a big plus in higher-risk
areas like the southwest. It is also
strong against yellow rust.
Group 1 Skyfall should remain a
popular milling wheat next season
due to its consistency, orange wheat
blossom midge resistance and
drilling date flexibility to the end of
February; something many growers
were forced to use this season.
Millers also like KWS Zyatt, which
is the best-yielding Group 1 in the
north. End user demand is a key
factor when choosing varieties
though, as Group 1 stalwart Crusoe
demonstrates. While its agronomics
are becoming outclassed by
newcomers, it continues attracting
healthy premiums for consistent
milling quality.
With the highest untreated yield of
any Group 3 biscuit quality wheat,
KWS Firefly is the leading contender
in this category, given good Septoria
(7.0) and yellow rust (9) scores,
plus OWBM resistance and strong
standing ability with and without
growth regulators.

Feed wheats
For feed wheat growers wanting
out-and-out yield, LG Skyscraper
tops the list alongside SY Insitor.
Skyscraper may be weaker against
Septoria (5.0), but it stands well,
even on fertile soils, and its distilling
potential could suit northern areas.
LG Sundance is another option,
given its strong disease resistance.
Low specific weight is a risk, so it is
better suits well-bodied, fertile soils,
not light land.
New variety RGT Saki looks strong,
with decent yields and agronomics,
plus suitability for early drilling, from
early September.
Gleam and Graham also suit early
drilling and will again prove popular.
Gleam performs equally well at
varying drilling dates, from early
September to the end of November,
and works as a second wheat.

Winter barley
Hybrids account for one-third of
winter barleys, and SY Kingsbarn is
set to take further share from feed
market leader Bazooka, due to its
better grain quality and consistent
yields in all regions.
Belmont, SY Baracooda and Libra are
others to consider; the latter offering
exceptional grain quality and a
potentially more cost-effective option.
Among the conventional two-row
barleys, Craft is still the malting
barley of choice, while KWS Orwell
leads the conventional feed category.
Alternatives include Valerie, with
good grain quality and decent
untreated yield, and Surge. Newcomer
KWS Hawking also looks promising.

David Bouch - Hutchinsons National Seed Manager
After 10 years on the RL, KWS Cassia
is still favoured by many, given its
consistent grain quality, while LG
Flynn is a good traditional grain and
straw feed barley that does well in
the southwest.

BYDV resistance
The withdrawal of clothianidin-based seed
treatments (Deter), puts more emphasis on
varietal resistance to overcome aphid and Barley
Yellow Dwarf Virus (BYDV) risk.
RL candidate Wolverine is currently the only
winter wheat offering BYDV resistance and with
reasonable yields, decent disease resistance and
good grain quality, it could be very popular, so
consider ordering well in advance.
DSV has also developed a BYDV tolerant barley
(Sensation), although the 5-6% yield penalty
and comparatively high seed cost must be
balanced against disease risk.

Please contact your
agronomist for any further
information and support that
you would like in making your
autumn seed choices.

Stewart MacIntyre - Hutchinsons Agronomist

The future
is Precision

For Nick Ridley of Park End Farms, Hexham in Northumberland,
the last year has seen him take an exciting and interesting
journey into the world of precision farming.

In Autumn of 2019, Nick was one
of the very first farmers in the
north to have his farm scanned
using TerraMap, and is already
seeing the benefits of a variable,
more accurate and insightful
approach to his crop nutrition.
TerraMap is a high definition soil scanning
system that unlocks soil data at a level
previously unseen. It uses passive, gamma-ray
detection technology, providing high-definition
mapping of all common nutrient properties, pH,
soil texture, organic matter and CEC, as well as
elevation and plant available water.
The results from TerraMap are used to create
maps within the Omnia precision system.
“It all really began a couple of years
ago,” explains Nick. “Traditionally all our
land has been ploughed, as is much of
the land around here, but we started
to realise that this may not be the best
approach any longer, as our soils were
not looking as good as they could be,
drainage was poor and we had very
few, if any, worms in the top soil”.
On the advice of his Hutchinsons
agronomist Stewart MacIntyre,
Nick agreed to have a Healthy Soils
assessment done and this confirmed
that changes needed to happen to
improve the soil health on the farm.

“We had to find an alternative
approach to ploughing, so we
agreed to trial a Mzuri Strip drill in
autumn 2018.”
The results have been impressive, he
says. “Despite the obvious savings
on fuel and labour, we are seeing
better looking crops, supported with
healthy, wide reaching roots, and
plenty of worms in the top soil.”
Stewart then suggested having our
fields mapped with TerraMap so we
could get a really accurate and detailed
view of our soil’s nutritional status.
“The results have been impressive.
It was really clear that we had issues
with our P & K levels, and pH levels
were also very variable across the
farm. We weren’t surprised, as you
‘know your fields’ and we suspected
some deficiencies, but the TerraMap
results confirmed this and gave us the
accurate levels of data we needed.”
“Luckily, we had an existing Kuhn
fertiliser spreader with a variable
rate box, and a variable rate drill,
both of which connected up to
Omnia really easily through the
Connect system – all we had to do
was plug in our iPad to the tractor –
the variable plans were transferred
and we were into variable rate
nutrition - it was as easy as that”!

Park End Farm facts
• Family run business – has been in the
Ridley family for last 200 years
• Main business – biomass wood fuel supply
company and leading installers of Froling
Wood chip and pellet biomass boiler
systems for commercial public sector
and private estates
• Supply 10,000 tonnes of woodchip/year
to over 100 boilers
• 130 hectares arable. Rotation – oats,
first & second wheats, barley

“Potassium was variably applied for
the first time this autumn –- and the
cost savings have been notable, “says
Nick. “We used Primary P at drilling
- its our first experience of using a
placement fertiliser, and the results
were impressive – plants certainly had
more tillers and were better rooted.”
We will look to address the
phosphorus by applying it straight
onto the stubbles this coming
autumn, he adds.
“It has certainly been a really interesting
journey,” says Nick. “I used to think that
precision and tools such as TerraMap
were just for the big boys, but having
now embraced the technology we
have been able to see the benefits on
a small arable unit like ours. No doubt
we will learn more and more as we
become more familiar with Omnia and
start to use it in different ways”.
“We will take this onto the next obvious
step this autumn, with variable drilling.”

Find out more, visit:
www.Omniaprecision.co.uk
or email us: consultancy@
omniaprecision.co.uk

Fieldwise Live

keeps you
informed
Our Fieldwise Live videos have
been providing regular updates
from agronomy trials around the
country, to see how crops are faring
amidst one of the most challenging
seasons in recent years.

At the Grayingham RTC in
Lincolnshire, Dick Neale reported
in late May how plots had started
to suffer from lack of spring rainfall
on the light, brashy, limestonebased soil, and how yellow rust was
affecting KWS Kinetic winter wheat.
“Last time we were here we could
see small foci just starting in this
variety and now it’s really got going
all through the plot. [Yellow rust]
is nowhere near as obvious in any
other variety in these plots.”

In his latest video from Fieldwise Live
Scotland, Lewis McKerrow updated
growers on progress of the hybrid
rye variety comparison, focussing on
SU Performer and Poseidon.

“We’ve been using SU Performer for
a number of years; it is fairly reliable
and generally produces the goods.
Given the autumn we established
it in and subsequent dry spring,
overall, we can be very happy with
the crop stand we’ve got.
“Poseidon is looking very good
overall and is at least a foot taller
than Performer, even given the same
sowing date and conditions. It will
be interesting to see what the results
will be when we take this to yield. It
looks very interesting going forward.”

Agronomist Conor Campbell
commented: “We are starting to
see resistance build up to SDHIs
and triazoles, so there will be big
changes next year when we don’t
have chlorothalonil for ramularia
protection. We’ll be looking at other
multi-sites such as folpet, which is
needed at a higher rate to get the
equivalent protection.”

Meanwhile, at the Helix East
demonstration farm, environmental
services manager Bob Bulmer
highlighted the benefits stewardship
options offered to unproductive
or difficult-to-manage areas. He
noted how effectively plants in a
“spectacular” two-year-old pollen
and nectar mix had suppressed
black-grass. “This used to be a real
problem area for black-grass and
now after two years there’s hardly
any in here.”

Catch up on the season so far
and view the latest videos at
www.hlhltd.co.uk/fieldwiselive

Elsewhere, agronomist
Matthew Hyslop discussed how
liquid available plant nitrogen (as in
N-Durance) could be used to benefit
winter oilseed rape.
“In the past on this particular farm
we have reduced nitrogen rates
because of lodging in certain years,
so with that in mind we’re thinking
about using N-Durance to see if we
can get a response to the liquid form
of nitrogen at mid-flowering.”
At Boston Barns RTC near Alnwick,
last month saw the final application
of chlorothalonil to barley plots for
ramularia protection before the
active’s final use-up date on 20 May.
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