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FRIEND OR FOE? 

 

Crop residues are a hugely valuable source of carbon we must regularly reinvest in our soil 

organic matter bank. But they can either be our best friend or our worst enemy. It all depends on 

where we put them.  

 

Incorporation has been the Number One priority for most since the powers-that-be stopped us 

burning our stubbles 20 years ago this month.  A tremendous amount of time, effort, horsepower 

and diesel goes into it each autumn. Yet we often find it gets in the way of good soil to seed 

contact. We know its breakdown in the soil hoovers-up available nitrogen. And the organic acids 

produced as it decays can seriously affect seed germination, rooting and tillering in a process 

called allelopathy. So straw in the seedbed is very definitely an enemy. 

 

Straw ploughed down to depth can be equally problematic. True, it’s buried securely below the 

crop germination zone. But in heavy ground, in particular, it often has so little air that breakdown 

is seriously restricted and largely anaerobic. This builds-up a layer of root-inhibiting toxins and, 

in many cases also, an oxidation pan. 

 

In contrast, a modern No-Till approach can completely turn the tables, converting troublesome 

residues into valuable friends as we capture their carbon. All we have to do is chop them, spread 

them and leave them on the surface. 

 

This certainly won’t win us any ‘seedbed of the year’ prize down the local. But by leaving our 

residues where nature intended we’re better off in so many ways. 

 

It’s a fact that straw and chaff decay better in the open air – always supposing there’s enough 

moisture, of course. On the surface too they very effectively act as our first autumn assault on 

weeds, both physically and biologically. 

 

By shading the soil, residues eliminate the light that triggers the germination of some weed seeds 

while providing the cover and moist micro-climate others need. At the same time, the allelopathy 
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that can cause such problems within the soil actually works for us.  

 

On the one hand, the chemicals produced by residue decay – six have so far been identified in 

wheat straw – actively inhibit the germination of nearby weeds seeds. And on the other, they can 

be phyto-toxic to emerging weed seedlings.  Add a timely dose of Roundup and the minimal soil 

disturbance of direct drilling and this takes pre-planting weed control to another level. 

 

What’s more, the benefits keep on coming. Just like a good garden mulch, residue cover protects 

soils from the desiccating effect of wind and direct sunlight. So it’s invaluable in conserving the 

soil moisture that is so important to the establishment of the next crop but can be at such a 

premium in a dry autumn.  

 

It also helps protect the soil from the harmful mechanical effects of heavy rainfall that became so 

apparent in serious surface slumping and capping in many cases last winter.  So it makes a 

positive contribution to drainage, soil structure and erosion prevention. 

 

Finally, of course, it cuts cultivation costs – in both time and diesel – firmly down to size. All of 

which saves money and reduces workloads while seriously cutting down the traffic pressure we 

place on our soils. 

 

In my experience, making crop residues work for us in this way is fundamental to No-Till. Just 

like the right direct drilling and good cover cropping, it’s the difference between success and 

failure. And far better than burying, baling or – dare I suggest – even burning! 
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