OILSEEDS – IN SEARCH OF THE FULL YIELD

Farmers working heavier soil types might benefit from rolling fields twice after establishing oilseed rape to ensure they get good soil to seed contact and effective consolidation.

Meanwhile, those working lighter soils might be able to consider reducing seed rates in kinder seasons.

Those are the latest observations to come out of the joint oilseeds establishment trial sites being run by Simba and Agrovista.

Niall Atkinson, who is managing the project on behalf of the companies, says the trial aims to help farmers get closer to achieving the full yield potential of oilseed rape, an achievement which would make it a far more valuable crop.

YIELD POTENTIAL

We are just not realising the true potential that we could. Theoretically yields could reach between 7t/ha and 9t/ha, and many farmers might have patches within fields that are coming close to those sort of yields.

The problem is that many parts of the same field might yield much lower, and far too many fields contain bare patches which drag the average down sharply.

As a result the overall UK average yield is between 3t/ha and 3.5t/ha. Yet even now progressive farmers are achieving yields of 5t/ha – 5.5t/ha by adopting different growing techniques and paying more attention to detail”.

The trials – being run on seven sites spread from Reading and the Isle of Sheppey in the South to Cockle Park, Newcastle in the North – have already helped reveal the variety of regionalised circumstances farmers have to deal with, he says.

Establishment has been generally excellent, but the need for quick, effective consolidation after seeding is apparent.

THE VALUE OF ROLLING:

At the most Northerly site – Cockle Park, run by the University of Newcastle – the consolidation with the one-pass establishment technique was not as good as we had hoped for due to several factors. At Askham Bryan in Yorkshire, rolling did not take place for three or four days, and the consequences of that delay are evident in reduced establishment.

On both sites consolidation needed to be better. Farmers working on heavier soils might consider two rolling passes, or consider a pass with a heavy press. Ideally these rollings should be completed on the same day as cultivations, providing conditions allow, with the second pass at an angle to the first. It would certainly improve soil to seed contact and would close up the spaces that slugs thrive in effectively.

That would help reduce slug damage – which is evident on the Cockle Park site. It would also help improve the efficacy of pre-emergence herbicides because they will achieve much more effective coverage on a finer, more even surface.

AGRONOMIC ASPECTS:

Broad leaved weed populations are noticeably lower on the plots established after a one-pass system such as the Simba DTX than they are on plots established after multiple passes at one of the sites. Having said that, where we have a good stand of oilseeds they will probably smother the weed competition effectively.

Boron and molybdenum deficiencies are becoming widespread. Six of the sites have been tested, with three being shown to be deficient in boron and five deficient in molybdenum. I suspect many farmers are not aware that nationally about 70% of crops are deficient.

The best way to detect it is a tissue test in the autumn when the crop is growing strongly. Both problems can be corrected through foliar applications of the deficient trace elements.
SEED RATES:

Autumn 2009 was a very good one for establishing oilseed rape and there are plenty of healthy crops in the field.

With the benefit of hindsight we could have reduced the seed rates we used on the three sites with lighter soils by 30% to 40%, those being the ones at Harper Adams, Reading and Easton.

I suspect many farmers may have used their experience to reduce rates on the fields where they can be sure that establishment percentages will be high.

Having said that, we now have the challenge of managing a range of over-thick crops, which could produce more valuable findings to be passed on to farmer-visitors in 2010. But these trials have shown that one-pass systems can achieve excellent establishment on most soil types.

COST SAVINGS:

The most impressive aspect of the trials thus far has been the reduction in establishment costs of one pass systems v multi pass ones – a saving of 50% - 70%, according to the standard contractors’ charges we used.

We costed the Simba DTX and Vaderstad TopDown at £60/hectare that included one rolling. Multi-pass systems, which might include pre-drilling stubble cultivations like discing/pressing, soil loosening and rolling, might cost anything from £90 - £180/ha, with plough-based ones running from £94 - £155/ha. Precision sowing was costed at £167/ha.

Even adding the second rolling operation suggested on heavier soils would only add about £10/ha to that cost.

One-pass systems are generally three times as fast as any other system, covering up to 1.5ha/hour (depending on the working width of the machine), and adding a second rolling pass would not significantly reduce that.

While it wasn’t an issue this autumn, we have had plenty of catchy autumns in recent years where that ability to cover the land quickly would have been a great benefit, and would have avoided potential yield penalties from late, incomplete or poor quality cultivations.

FUNGICIDE INVESTMENT:

Visitors to one of our regular grower meetings were interested to hear the views of Dr Peter Gladders, from ADAS Boxworth, about the benefits of protecting the crop properly.

He advocates at least a four fungicide programme to suppress yield-reducing diseases like phoma, light leaf spot, and sclerotinia, when most currently use just one or two.

The reasoning for this is that, having spent so much buying seed, establishing it and fertilising it, the costs of protecting it against diseases is comparatively slight, but will protect yield. Providing they have a healthy crop, four fungicides are justified in most seasons, the only exception being in exceptionally low-disease risk seasons, he says.

ENDS.

