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A QUESTION OF RESILIENCE 

 

We’re farming on a knife edge. This has become crystal clear under the deluge of the 

past year. Not to mention the extremes of dryness and wetness we’ve faced in recent 

seasons. Or the extent to which commercial yields have firmly plateau’d despite the 

substantial increases in genetic potential achieved by modern plant breeding. 

 

The simple truth is we’ve gone about as far as we can go with our present approach to 

crop management. Larger and larger acreages and less and less manpower have meant 

bigger and bigger machines, more and more horsepower and an increasing compulsion 

to work land when we shouldn’t be anyway near it.  

 

Moving less soil, top down working and shallow tillage have certainly helped relieve 

overall management pressures. But we only have to look at the sorry state of much of 

the country’s arable ground after a single tough season to see how little they’ve done to 

help our soils cope with the intense pressures we’re putting them under today.   

 

If the unworkable soils, unparalleled waterlogging and run-off, and unbelievable ‘tillage 

stress’ of the past autumn and winter tell us anything it’s that we need to change. 

Especially so with climate scientists promising us increasingly extreme weather 

patterns. 

 

What’s more, the change must be to less not more cultivation. Yes, the plough did help 

some of us out of a hole in some cases last autumn. But, in further loosening the upper 

layers of soil while putting more pressure on vulnerable ground beneath, it will have 

done us few favours for the future. Another case of too much fighting crocodiles when 

we should be draining the swamp. 

In turning our attention to the swamp – quite literally in many respects – the key to the 

greater resilience we have to build into our cropping systems is soils which are less 

susceptible to damage and better able to recover from difficult conditions. Soils which 

drain better on the one hand and hold water better on the other. And soils which are 
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better able to carry heavy equipment under less-than-ideal conditions.  

 

This means soils with a far healthier biological, physical and chemical structure than 

we’ve come to accept. The sort of soils most of us only see these days under well-

managed permanent pasture. 

 

The more I’ve come to appreciate this over the years the more I’ve come to realise that 

the secret to achieving it is the least possible soil disturbance. This allows nature’s 

ploughmen (worms) and subsoilers (root runs) to do their work. It also minimises the 

destructive oxidation of soil carbon so we really harness the power of photosynthesis 

for future organic matter building as well as immediate crop output. 

 

Which is why I’ve become such a convert to the No Till way.  Not the one-size-fits-all 

direct drill regime of the past, I hasten to add.  Nor even a modern direct drill alone. But 

an approach which combines the most appropriate direct drilling with the most positive 

management of residues, cover and cash crops across the whole rotation. 

 

The biggest thing I’ve come to appreciate over the years is that, far from creating 

problems, such a well-planned approach can be an important part of our solution to 

greater cropping resilience.  

 

It’s not a simple fix. And it does require time, persistence and more than a small amount 

of fresh thinking. But I have no doubt it offers at least as much value to us in farming for 

the future as it is proving in parts of the world with very much more acute soil 

management challenges. 
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