
DAIRY SHOW PREVIEW 

How healthy are your farm soils? 
Soil is the bedrock of a farm's success, influencing everything from crop production to 
animal health. But there's more to understanding soil health than a simple nutrient 
analysis; and doing so. carries significant benefits, as British Dairying reports. 

In recent years, UK agriculture has 
often overlooked the crucial link 

. between soil health and livestock 
wellbeing. Yet healthy soils, paired 
with effective forage and crop 
management, are essential for 
thriving livestock production. 

By investing in soil health, 
producers can boost disease 
resistance, productivity, and 
ultimately, profitability. 

"Soil is your farm's most valuable 
resource;' says Sarah Bolt, Technical 
Knowledge Exchange Manager at 
Kingshay. "Without it, farming is 
neither profitable nor sustainable:• 

Assessing soil health is a crucial step 
in meeting the Sustainable Farming 
Incentive (SFI), requirements. But 
even for those not in SFI, planting 
multi-species swards will enhance 
soil health. 

"Many species sown in diverse 
swards are deeper rooting than 
grass, leading to improvements in 

,, soil structure;' says Sarah. "This
in turn improves the soil's water 
holding capacity, and increases flood 
resistance by reducing run-off' 

Soil health relies on a complex 
balance between biological, chemical 
and physical factors, and interactions 
between all three. A healthy soil 
typically contains: 40o/o minerals, 10% 
organic matter, 25% water, and 25% 
air-filled pore space. 

Well-fed worms will be a deep red/brown colour and very active 

Diverse species capture more 
carbon from the atmosphere and 
transfer it via rhizodeposition to the 
soil. This increases carbon and soil 
organic matter (SOM) and positively 
impacts soil structure, particularly its 
ability to hold moisture. Increased 
SOM will also improve soil biota, 
improving nutrient cycling. 

How to assess soil health 
To get a clear picture of soil health, 
producers need to evaluate all three 
areas of soil health. 
I. Soil chemistry (nutrient
availability): Send soil samples
to a laboratory for analysis. This
can be a basic analysis for potash,
phosphate, magnesium and pH
or something more in-depth to
include micronutrients and cation
exchange capacity.
2. Soil physics (soil structure):
One of the most useful tools is the
Visual Evaluation of Soil Structure
(VESS) to assess your soil's physical
condition. This provides a soil quality
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score, helping to pinpoint areas that 
need improvement. 
3. Soil biology (soil organisms): A
handful of soil should contain billions
of soil organisms, from micro­
organisms to large organisms, visible
to the human eye, like earthworms,
insects, larvae, slugs and millipedes.

With all soil organisms being inter­
dependent, monitoring one of the 
macro-species will give a good indi­
cation of the health of the rest of the 
food chain. Earthworms are the most 
easily identified, and numbers in the 
soil will give a good indication of 
overall soil health. 

Other considerations: 
• Soil should be warm to touch -
this indicates that air is penetrating,
allowing plant growth to start
earlier in the spring and extend later
into the autumn.
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• Roots should be well dispersed
through the soil profile. This indicates
good soil structure, allowing roots to
freely go down to extract moisture
and nutrients.
• Clover roots should have large
pinkish white nodules, to show
they're fixing nitrogen efficiently.
• Soil should have a pleasant earthy
smell, indicating that the microbial
system is working well.
• There should be no plant material
(like stubble) left from previous years.
If material is left it indicates the soil is
not cycling efficiently.
• Soil should not be waterlogged or
dehydrated. Too much moisture and 
the soil becomes anaerobic, too little 
and there is not enough moisture for 
nutrient transfer. 
• The number, size and colour of soil
mottles shows how aerated the soil
is. As oxygen depletes, orange, and
ultimately grey mottles form. A lot
of mottles indicates that the soil is
waterlogged for much of the year.

How to carry out an 
earthworm count 
• Dig a hole to around 30cm depth
(as this is the main zone of biological
activity).
• In moderate weather (not too
hot/cold, wet or dry) there should
be around 25 worms per spadeful
of soil, with a range of sizes from a
few mm to finger-size.
• Well-fed worms will be a deep red/
brown colour and are very active 
when placed on your hand. 
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"Providing a wider range of 
flowering plants will deliver an 
enhanced habitat and food source 
for invertebrates, thus supporting 
the wider food web;' she adds. "An 
increase in pollinators will also be 
beneficial for crop production:' 

Multi-species swards also help with 
natural parasite control and weed 
management, and can deliver higher 
yields, reduced reliance on artificial 
fertilisers, better drought tolerance, 
and enhanced forage quality. "By 
investing in diverse swards, you're not 
just improving your soil; you're laying 
the foundation for a more sustainable 
and profitable farm:• 

Visit Kingshay at the 
Dairy Show 
Come see a demonstration of healthy 
soilat the Kingshaystand at the Dairy 
Show. Thewormerydisplaywillshow 
soil beneath a mixed-species sward 
with grasses, herbs and legumes. And 
advisers will be on hand to discuss 
how to maximise your soil's potential. 

RED TRACTOR REVIEW 

Red Tractor: Assuring the future 
Red Tractor is undergoing a wider review into farm assurance - but it's also taking 
steps to rebuild bridges with farmers, as British Dairying reports. 

Tim Lock is back in Arundel, West 
Sussex, fresh from talks with the 

Ulster Farmers Union about the 
future of farm assurance for Northern 
Ireland's 3,000 dairy producers. 

This is just the latest in a number 
of meetings he's attended across the 
UK over the past six months as Chair 
of Red Tractor's dairy sector board. 

For Tim, the wrench of leaving 
dairy farming when his landlord sold 
up in 2021 has had a silver lining: 
He's got more time to give back to an 
industry he's known and loved for 
over 40 years. 

The motive behind this latest 
round of meetings is to 'reset' Red 
Tractor's relationships with its 
stakeholders - and critically with 
its farmer members. "Red Tractor's 
been around for almost 25 years but 
there have been substantial changes 
in both the UK dairy industry and 
Red Tractor over that time;' says Tim. 

"Weve drifted apart, and we need 
to get back to working together. 
Following Brexit, we have a chance 
to make the UK a world leader in 
producing food that is safe, farmed 
with care and easy to identify, and I 
believe Red Tractor is the platform to 
make that happen:• 

"Farmers and Red 
Tractor need to 
keep talking." 

Red Tractor is undergoing a 
wider independent review into 
farm assurance, commissioned by 
AHDB and the farming unions, and 
due to report by the end of the year. 
While the findings of that review 
will inevitably influence its future, 
it hasn't stopped the Red Tractor 
board moving forward its own 'reset 
strategy' aimed at benefiting farmers. 

The outcome of the review will be 
very helpful in driving change, but 
Red Tractor already knows some of 
the areas it needs to address, says 
Tim. These include how transparent 
it is about decision-making; how 
efficient and effective audits are; and 
where the value is being delivered. 

Efforts to increase transparency 
have already led the board to publish 

Tim Lock says there is a disconnect between what Red Tractor is perceived to be and what it actually does 

talking points after each meeting. 
Longer term, there are discussions 
about how to bring more clarity to 
the standards. 

"The work of reviewing and 
updating standards lies with more 
than 150 people from across the 
industry who sit on Red Tractor's 
sector boards and technical advisory 
committees. But we haven' t been 
good enough at communicating 
their work and the rationales behind 
changes in standards - we need to fix 
that;' explains Tim. 

.Audit efficiency 
The second concern, audit efficiency, 
is being tackled through a project 
called 'Lightening the Load'. The 
aim is to maintain the same robust 
compliance levels but with far 
less burden to the farmer. Work 
started in July 2023 when 34 audit 
points were removed from the 
dairy standards. 

"But that's just a start - there are 
more opportunities, like the online 
portal which can play a bigger and 
better role, and can provide a good 
track record of compliance, meaning 
less frequent assessments:• 

There are also the assessments 
themselves. While over 4,000 farmers 
surveyed over the past 18 months 
scored assessors an average 4.6 
out of 5, there's plenty of scope for 

improvement, for example spending 
more time looking at what matters 
to farmers and consumers, i.e. the 
animals and crops. 

"We don' t yet know what's 
achievable, but there's real ambition 
to change how assessments operate 
over the next decade - maybe even 
world-leading change;' says Tim. 

What's the value? 
Concerns around value are harder to 
tackle. "Unlike the schemes that came 
before it, Red Tractor never promised 
a price premium but instead focused 
on improved market access which 
should, in time, yield better returns:• 

But how does this work in a market 
like UK dairy where 95% of the 
supply is Red Tractor assured? Tim 
points out that value takes different 
forms - such as increased flexibility 
from knowing your milk is 'market­
ready', whoever your purchaser 
is. "This could prove especially 
useful now given recent changes to 
contract legislation. 

"Value is also safeguarding our 
unique British domestic liquid 
milk market, peace of mind around 
legal compliance, and significantly 
reduced inspections from the Food 
Standards Agency. 

"As well as this, Red Tractor 
supports and protects assured 
farmers from animal rights 

groups that routinely target 
dairy farming:' 

However, communication around 
value, and indeed Red Tractor's wider 
activities, remains a challenge. Tim 
says many - him included, before he 
got involved - perceived the scheme 
as it was 25 years ago: Funded by 
farming organisations and focused 
purely on farm standards. 

Instead, Red Tractor is now 
entirely self-funded. It assures £17bn 
worth of food every year, audits over 
850 processing and manufacturing 
sites quarterly, and spends around 
£2.5m/year on championing 
British produce. 

New markets 
It also establishes new market 
opportunities - like access to the 
lucrative Californian pork market 
and the EU biofuels scheme - and is 
the standard requirement for almost 
all ingredient manufacturing and 
processing in the UK dairy industry. 

"This disconnect between what 
Red Tractor is perceived to be 
and what it actually does needs 
addressing if were to rebuild trust 
- and especially if Red Tractor is to
become a framework through which
British agriculture builds its brand of
safety, quality and care;' says Tim.

"And that's why farmers and Red 
Tractor need to keep talking:' 
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