FORAGE FOCUS

How to tackle damaged swards

The wet autumn and winter have left soils waterlogged and put many fields under
water for prolonged periods. So what do producers need to do to get their grass back
into shape for the year ahead? British Dairying speaks to the experts to find out.

hile it may look like a disaster

zone, its not irrctricvable.
That's the reagsuring opinion from
Barenbrugs Roger Bacon. Grass is
armazingly resilient, but it will nesd
some help to recover,

"Make a plan now, then be ready
o s it as so0n as the times right)
he savs, "You can identify the most
important factors: What to consider,
what assessments to make, and what
actions will deliver the best results,

“Fields that were in good shape
guing into winter stand the best
chance, but by using the same
assessment across the famm, you
can prioritise felds. Look at whats
required to bring them back into
production — and how soon. Thats
your best route back to operational
cificiency in 20247

Producers shonldntunderestimare
the impact of profonged periods of
rain on sodl structure, Foger warns.
“Whaen a field of one hectare s under
water to a depth of just 25mm, you're
talking arenind 230.00HItres of water
and a 250t weight on the field”

Compaction reduces growth
The resulting comnpaction will
nnt anly further impede the fields
drainage abilities, bul alse prass
growth, Studies show that soil
compaction reduces grass prowth -
amel yiehd — by betwesn 10 amd 20%.

“Some of that can be attributed to
poorer rooting, reducing the ability
to absorh nutrients” he cxplains.
“Uompacted soils are colder, delaying
germination and root development,
and mitrient cycling is reduced. That
reduces graring days, or gives a later
Start o cufming,”

Areas remaining wet, or with bying
water, should he further examined.
Roger suggests digging holes in two
parts of a field - & good ares as well
as the suspect area - to compare the
differences, "Colour, friability amd
root gronvth; the presence or absence
of vormes; and even its smedl, should
provide an idea of the degree and
depth of compaction through the
soil profile,

“MNow you can decide where and
how 1o ease thal compaction. A
pasture slitter or sward liffer can
provide alleviation, although the
besl results come [rom aulwmn

. L

Roger Bacon suggests producers shouldn’t underestimate the impact of prolonged periods of rain on soil structure

operations: Both methods will Guse
soime poot damage, and the lase
thing vou want is W further impact
Brass grllwrh.-'

“Make a plan now
and be ready to use
it as soon as the
time is right.”

After assessing seil structure,
Roper advises soil nuitient testing,
“If you've not sampled for a couple
of vears, its important to know where
you stand on macromitricnts - N,
P and K Another side etfect: of soil
compaction is increased risk af run-
off, s0il erosion and nutrient loss”

Flonding doesm't just affect the sail,
he explains. “Waterlogged soils stop
ErilEs ]:lh-:‘ll,lm].'nl,l'w-msairlg, :|rr:'.'.'ling
grass growth, Whats more, ryagrass
does not enjov having “wet fect’ and
alter E:lh||ﬁr|gn:| h‘.'ll?‘l'l::gglﬂg. it will
die. Taken together, theres a risk of
alfecting the swands ability o oul
cormpete meadomy grasses and weeds,
decreasing nutritional value and
overall productivitg”

Following recent events, this
is probably the biggest threat o

prastures and leys, "Unforiunately, ifs
Hlcedy that foer soame fields, the 200324
winter will prove the kast strawe And
wihile o Field migm Apprear o recover
- regreening once femperatures
rize wnd sodls dry out - Td suggest
assessing each field in o, todecide
ils stute of health and the remedies it
might nesd,”

HBarenbrugs grassland index {Gl,
see panel on P62 is o good place o
start, says Roger. Using the company’s
knowdedge of gress breeding and pood
praclice in grasshind management,
the GI provides farmers with a
simple, straightforward tool to get
the most from & grass or forage crop.

"liz five oulcomes range from
GIS, where there's litthe or no room
for improvement, to GI1, where
reseeding iz going to be the best or
onlby option. By using these consistent
criterda, farmers can make an
overseeding or reseeding decision
based on fact, rather than fecling”
he adds,

Dnce the decision is made

Reseeding won't appeal to everyone,
but where the Gl is assessed s onhr
anear i, i really is the hestaption,
notes Roger. “Applyving nitrogen to
alder pastures isa false ecomomy; you
won'f get nore than 30-40% nitrogen
efficiency, by feeding lower value

species. Thats before considering
the 15-17tha DM pou'll get from 4
new ley, coupled with the increase in
tlll.il“l}' atd pﬂi:ll:lhi!ihl;."

Interest is mowing away from
pure ryegrass mixes, as farmers
lean towards alternative species like
coclkstont, tall feseue and Timethy:
"The sense that these species are ‘old
fashiloned’ is receding, parthy thanks
o muore prodductive varieties; Lall
fescise particularly, but alio beciise
of Fvourable attributes like drought
Inlerancs and resilien ceunder sress”

“Compacted soils
are colder, delaying
germination.”

Where a G assessment indicates
a resced as the best outcome, Roger
suggests taking local advice, “The
best ficlds of grass are those with a
sead miiuere that suits the snoil, vouer
purpese, and the bcal climate,

"Seek oul a recommenidition from
vour seed merchant or agronomist,
Por silaging, you might find they'll

Coiiaied oH pae 6.2,
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f'.'nﬂunu.tdﬁnm _fngr::ﬂ‘l
advize a mixture like Hybrid dud - a
highly productiveley, designedto give

fioar cuts & vear caver a four-vear life

“Sheep grazing
will reset the grass

growth cycle.”

“Whare you want the aption to
graze, then Combi isa good solution,
based ot a i of two diplodd and
three tetraploid perennial rpegrass
varieties  including Tellymore,
new to the Recommended List -

plisi over” Awet autumn and winter have left many felds looking like a disaster zone s

One further solution which Roger
suggests, cven for pastures scoring
GI5, is a teaditinnal and well-paceen
route to pasture regeneration: The
powes of the ‘golden hoof”

“Ifyow can identifyran opporiunity
fer grivze sheep on drying fields, it will
mail i Their grazing will reset the
prass growth cycle, if vou're careful
about avoiding poaching - in gate
ways, watering and feeding areas -
they'll serve to tidy up” the sward in
resdiness for the spelng growth spert.

"Failing: that, dragging a harrow
ﬂ'u‘-:mgh thoze same felds will clear
out the dead grass and serve some of
UIme Purpose.

Assessing the grassland index (GI)
Anyonawho has undertzker soil sampli ng will be familiar with follawing

2 ‘W-pattern through the held s provide a variety of samplirg points.
Do the same thing tor grass.

GIS

WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Field shoulc have at least 0% of its origonal sown
species remaining. Tight and dense sward, crowding oul opporiunists
and waeds.

ACTION: Keep the fiald in this conditicn: Good swerd management (dan't
over- or under-graze), nutrient managament plan, keep pH above six
[espacially i legume-rich).

GG

WHAT TO LOOK FOR: 60-70% of original sowr species. Damage and
bare patches from over-grazing or poor silaging weather. Fewer Lillers,
mare apen stand. Unproductive species creeping in.

ACTION: Lse the ogaortunity to oversow with clover. Manage helght o
encourage tillering ard return 2o & denser. tightar sward to crowd out
opporiunists weads,

GI3
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Presence of docks and weed grasses, S0% of
Soen Species,

ACTION: Check compaction and sail nutriert steties. Spray out weaeds.
Owerseeding — boosting species mix, restoring Balance — will remain a
hetter bet than a full respad. Add clover in summer.

GI2
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Sown zpecias balow 50%. Weads and bare paiches.

ACTION: Still ratrievable, but soil and nutrient run-off will already be
happening. Similar zctions as for GL3 might buy aacther three years, hut
it t1is is the warst hiald ther it's time to consider a resead.

[15 §
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Open, gappy sward. Weeds and weed grazses
present in I rge numbers,

ACTION: Seseed. Don't be tempted Lo 2pply fertiliser: [L's a wasle of
time and money, I compaction’s confirmed, then consides ploughing
to aerate the soil. Otherwise, 2o for direct drilling or na-till, to preserve
soil health, organic maller and structure.

RADICAL OPTIOMN: Seize the cpportunity of a break crop, eg Lumips,
Helps with pest and weed preblems; alds the breakdown of thatch,
Fallow with a spring reseed.

[ e

G15 - Field should have at least 80% of its original sown species remaining

GI1-Open, gappy sward. Weedsandweed grasses presentinlarge numbers
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