
aim to match cultivation techniques to crops 
timeliness is the key to good soil management and successful crop establishment. Take account of weather and soil
conditions. Avoid working wet land to minimise the potential for capping, compaction, smearing, run-off and erosion of
soils. Check soil wetness by digging a small hole before operations 
consider ploughing at reduced depth and less often to reduce energy input ,  use low-pressure tyres or tracked vehicles to
reduce wheeling damage 
plan your weed control. Use herbicide sparingly and at the right time. Rotate crops to improve soil structure, fertility and
control weeds as part of an integrated pest management plan
consider the use of machinery rings or contractors to increase work rates, and ensure timeliness of operations · consider
adopting the following systems where possible:

1. Identify potential opportunities for optimising crop establishment to protect the soils on your farm. Consider whether you
could reduce, combine or improve the timeliness of your operations. Use the Agricultural and  Horticultural Development
Board (AHDB) knowledge library to assess your soils at: https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library  

2. Calculate the cost-benefit of these opportunities by comparing the cost of factors such as time, machinery, energy and
agro-chemical losses for different crop establishment systems. Remember that optimising crop establishment can also offers
savings associated with improved soil work-ability, organic matter and structure, as well as reduced soil erosion, run-off and
pollution risk.   

3. Develop an action plan to optimise crop establishment to protect the soils on your farm: 

4. Check your fields regularly for opportunities to optimise crop establishment, minimise pests, protect your soils and 
save money.

lower crop establishment costs 
less crop damage 
improved soil structure 
reduced risk of soil erosion, run-off and watercourse
pollution 
enhanced diversity of wildlife
reduced carbon footprint

Optimise crop establishment by using timely operations and 
techniques such as reduced cultivation, contour and rough
ploughing to protect your soils and save money. Review your
cultivation systems and benefit from: 
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Undersowing maize example 
To avoid bare ground after maize harvest from October until the
following May, on soils which often cannot be Autumn ploughed, a
5ha maize crop was undersown with herbicide tolerant Italian
ryegrass for clean ewe/lamb winter and spring grazing.   

Broadcasting and seed costs were approximately £90/ha = £450. 
 The undersown crop produced six tonnes DM/ha with a Relative
Feed Value (RFV) of approximately £38/tonne, which was worth
£1140.   

The total saving was £1140, which represents a net saving of £690
and payback in less than a year.  

This excludes the un-costed benefits of reduced soil damage and
productivity loss associated with untimely operations, run-off and 
soil erosion.

While Westcountry Rivers Trust has endeavoured to ensure the accuracy of this
guidance it does not accept any liability arising from its use. 

This information sheet is part of a series produced by Westcountry Rivers Trust providing farmers with advice on
land management practices  to protect water bodies. The advice enables farmers to use farm resources more
efficiently, helping to meet Nitrate Vulnerable Zone, Cross Compliance, Farming Rules for Water and other
regulations while protecting our environment and natural resources.
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Assess which cultivations will protect soils from damage. 
Monitor success of soil protection measures on your farm
Take advice to improve cultivation techniques including using AHDB information
and BASIS soil and water qualified advisors.

Practical examples
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Undersowing reduces potential erosion costs


