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Follow FFBC 

Host Climate Change Focus Farms are putting a keen eye on efficiency and profits; all nine climate change 
focus farmers are now in place and the programme of meetings is underway.   

Joining the first five farms, we are pleased to welcome four more; two arable units - Willie Officer at Ardoch 
of Gallery near Montrose and Bob Simpson at 
Castlemains in Dirleton, Ross Logan at Hillend Dairy 
near Alloa and beef and sheep farmer John Mitchell 
at Rumbletonrig outside Greenlaw. 

All the volunteer hosts, with the help of other 
working farmers, farm advisers and industry 
specialists consider practical ideas to improve 
farm efficiency and profitability whilst also 
lowering the farm carbon footprint and making 
their business more resilient in the face of a 
changing climate. 

All farmers are welcome to attend the discussion 
group meetings and share their ideas and 
experiences; meetings are free to attend. 

There is more information about the location of the farms and how you can get in touch with the group 
facilitators at the end of the newsletter. 
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In this edition...  

The Farming for a Better Climate (FFBC) newsletter keeps you up to date with some  
of the measures being discussed on the focus farms to improve farm efficiency and 
profitability, which in turn could result in fewer emissions per unit of production and  

a lower farm carbon footprint.    

NEW Climate Change Focus Farms 

Aside from the newsletter, you can see regular updates, photos and notification of  

meetings and events over on our Facebook page and Twitter account. There’s also more 

details about the initiative and our focus farms at www.farmingforabetterclimate.org    

http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
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Sorting soil compaction 

Compaction is basically where the soil has been squashed into a 

solid impermeable layer, either at the surface or within the topsoil. 

This can restrict the movement of air, water, nutrients and roots 

through the soil profile, and impact on crop yields and farm profits.   

Compaction will affect root growth which, amongst other things, 

will reduce the plants response to nitrogen; applying fertiliser to 

compacted soils is wasting money, as the plant can’t utilise it fully. 

Compaction can also cause temporary waterlogging - wet soils 

stay colder for longer which will reduce the growing season and 

reduce production. The good news is that soil compaction could 

be reasonably easy to address once correctly identified - SRUCs 

Gavin Elrick showed us how to do this at recent focus farm 

meetings at both Nether Aden and Ardoch of Gallery. 

Digging a hole is the best way to find if there is compaction. Dig a 

hole at least a spade depth when the soil is not too dry and not 

too wet. Look to see how far the roots penetrate into the soil, and 

for any obvious change in the soil structure. The depth at which 

the compaction occurs is useful in determining the cause.  

Compaction caused by machinery can be visible at a depth of 

around 10-15cm. It may be as a result of operations such as 

muck spreading, carting grain, carting silage etc. If compaction is 

quite shallow, a soil aerator with knives or blades might suffice; 

for deeper compaction a subsoiler or swardlifter might be required. Gavin stressed that subsoiling shouldn't 

be carried out in wet conditions otherwise its likely you could make the problem worse.  

The VESS - Visual Evaluation of Soil Structure - guide (below) provides a useful set of instructions and 

photos of different soil structural indicators. The FFBC December 2014 newsletter featured the results from a 

trial carried out using sward lifter and an aerator on compacted ground.  

Visual Evaluation of Soil Structure (VESS) 

A number of the focus farms have been looking at 

farm soils recently, with some excellent examples of 

good soil structure along with a few areas that could 

do with a bit of attention to help to alleviate 

compaction and work towards target yields.  

 

VESS - Visual Evaluation of Soil Structure -  is a 

simple visual assessment you can do which really just 

requires a spade to give you a quick insight into your 

soil structure.   

 

The A4 guide is available here, alternatively we have 

a few ready laminated copies to give away, just email 

us at climatechange@sac.co.uk and we will pop one 

in the post! 

Have you got worms? 
Earthworms are an essential component of healthy soils.  Estimates suggest you should be looking for 

around 15 in a 50m2 soil pit or around 4 in a spit of soil dug out with a spade.  

http://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/file/1121/visual_evaluation_of_soil_structure_score_chart
mailto:climatechange@sac.co.uk?subject=Please%20send%20me%20a%20free%20laminated%20copy%20of%20the%20VESS%20Guide
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A recent meeting at Hillend, one of two dairy focus farms in the current programme, considered ideas to 

maximise grassland and grazing efficiency. SRUC Farm Facilitator James Buchanan demonstrated how to 

measure swards using a plate meter and the group took a look at the 

grass pre-turnout. Discussions ranged from zero grazing to how to 

set up a paddock grazing system. Some of the key points were: 

 There is a wide seasonal variation in grass growth - do you know 

what can your grass do?   

 Measure to manage - know  yields and plan and manage 

accordingly.   

 Is there scope to improve yields?  

 Reseeding? Consider inclusion of clover. Can variety choice help 

to extend your grazing season?   

Grass and grazing management 

SRUCs Dairy Specialist, David Keiley, gave us something to think about when he presented the following 

figures for average tonnage DM/ha on silage fields in Scotland and compared it with data from Ireland.   

 9t DM/ha - average yield in Scotland 

 12t DM/ha easily achievable for Scottish conditions 

 15t DM/ha - achieved by Moorepark Grazing Group in Ireland 

 18t DM/ha is the Irish target 

Grass; target yields 

Soil pH and nutrient status 

Farm soils sitting below target pH can have a big impact on the availability of nutrients for the growing crop.  

According to guest speaker Charlie Morgan (GrassMaster) at recent focus farm meetings at both Nether 

Aden and Woodhead, only 10% of UK famers carry out soil tests on their grassland. Charlie didn't mince his 

words and said “With soils at a pH of below 5.5, you could already be losing 50% of your nutrients. You 

might as well just apply half and throw the other half away”.    

Knowing nutrient status of soils will help you to make decisions about how best to 

use slurry and manure on the farm and make the most efficient use of bought in 

fertilisers. Charlie cited the example of a farmer who's soils were at Moderate+/

High status for P&K, but he was still applying 27:5:5 - wasting around £45/acre.  

On his farm, soil type combined with slurry applications were already providing 

sufficient nutrients for the grass crop.   

It’s recommended that soils are tested on a four to five year cycle and limed 

accordingly; there is more information in SRUC Technical Note TN656 - Soils 

information, texture and liming recommendations. Free nutrient budgeting 

software is also available to help plan nutrient applications - see PLANET 

Scotland for more details. 

Get started with PLANET 

Thought about a PLANET Scotland nutrient budget but not yet got round to it?  

SRUC will be offering a programme of free workshops over the autumn and winter 

months to get you quickly up and running with PLANET. Events will be advertised 

on the SRUC website and FFBC Facebook page; alternatively, drop us an email at 

climatechange@sac.co.uk and we will let you know when there is something coming up in your area. 

http://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/file/1697/tn656_soils_information_texture_and_liming
http://www.planet4farmers.co.uk
http://www.planet4farmers.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
mailto:climatechange@sac.co.uk
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Small changes to tasks carried out on a daily basis can soon add up to significant cash savings.  Not all 

measures will suit all farms, but here is a selection of ideas suggested by SRUCs Jim Campbell and the 

Hillend farmer group -  

 Know how much electricity you are using on the farm. Ask your energy supplier about fitting a smart 

meter (some will do this free of charge).  

 How do you compare to benchmarks? Annual dairy 

cow electricity use is between 200 and 400 kW/cow/

year - most farms have scope for improvement.  

 Make full use of off-peak/cheap rate electricity (if 

your contract permits) to heat water for the morning 

wash. Heat water so its ready when you need it; its 

expensive to heat water to a high temperature and 

then pay to keep it there.  

 A variable speed milk pump can help to regulate the flow of milk and improve cooling. Payback costs 

vary depending on the system chosen. Good to consider as a retrofit if existing kit needs upgrading.  

 Make use of cold water; this can bring milk temperature down to around 7oC, before using energy in 

the refrigeration unit. A correctly sized plate cooler can reduce energy demand for milk refrigeration by 

30-40%.  

 Keep fans clean and out of direct sunlight. Cooling equipment choked with dirt and dust and located in 

direct sunlight will have to work harder, costing you more.  

 Check water heating timers - with clocks changing and power cuts, timers can soon fall out of sync 

with cheaper tariffs.  

 Well insulated pipework and storage tanks can prevent heat loss, reducing the cost of getting your 

water up to temperature. An 80mm thick insulation jacket, which can be bought for roughly £15 to 

£20, can offer savings of £80-150 annually.  

 Do you need to do two hot washes daily?  

Cutting electricity use in the dairy 

New bulls 

Discussion at Nether Aden highlighted some of the things to consider when bringing home a new bull.  Here 

are some of the points raised;  

 Manage diet and environment change carefully.  The rumen needs time to adjust; know what 

feeding system the bull was on (ask for a bag of the actual feed).  

 Know the health status of the herd the bull was bought from (e.g. IBR, Johnes, BVD status?).  

Test bulls from non accredited herds during the quarantine 

period - vaccinate if required before he joins the herd  

 Biosecurity – consider diseases the bull might be carrying. 

Isolate new bull for at least 21 days until have negative test 

results  

 Treat for fluke, gut worms, lice & mites 

 Give bulls at least 2 months from purchase to introduction 

to females  



 5 

At a recent meeting at Castlemains, Hutchinsons Agronomist Cam Murray and SRUCs Donald Dunbar 

asked farmers to list pro’s and con’s associated with cover crops.   

Aside from Greening measures, on the plus side, cover crops increase soil organic matter, can improve soil 

structure and increase soils capacity to retain water for crops but also improve drainage, along with a host 

of other benefits for farm soils and crops.    What the group were less sure of was variety choice, sowing 

dates, establishment methods and the actual cost/benefits within their individual systems.   

Some in the group had already established cover 

crops following harvest and were enthused by the 

results. One attendee is trying a Spring sown cover 

crop of clover to help field structure, provide a break 

crop and fix nitrogen for the following autumn sown 

crop. 

Following the discussion, the group were keen to see 

a field scale demonstration of different types of cover 

crops established using both existing farm equipment 

and direct drill or minimum tillage.  A sub group was 

formed and will meet to discuss and plan a field scale 

demonstration - we will keep you informed of 

progress. 

Considering cover crops? 

A recent meeting at Clynelish with Jason and Victoria Ballantyne looked at a range of issues to improve flock 

efficiency.   

Guest speaker Roddy Scarborough from Cormalet Farm in Huntly shared his experience and demonstrated 

how he uses EID as a management tool, working his flock single handed with all ewes having an EID bolus 

and readable black tags.  

Improving and protecting foot health was one of the key 

topics discussed at the meeting -  estimates suggest 

that the average cost of lameness could be in the region 

of £16.00 per sheep.   

Over-paring could just result in further issues.  A key 

message was not to over-pare feet when treating for 

foot rot, but leave some hoof wall to bear weight.  Fank 

design was also discussed, with many useful ideas to 

consider for the fank at Clynelish, helpfully summarised 

as a checklist of points by Jenny McCallum in the 

meeting notes. 

Clynelish explores flock life  

1. Quarantine sheep coming in for 28 days and footbath on arrival.  

2. Consider vaccination prior to high risk periods such as housing.  

3. Do not keep replacements of parents with lameness history.  

4. Cull sheep which have been treated for foot rot twice.  

5. Treat lameness quickly (within 3 days) to reduce chance of spreading.  

Reducing foot rot in the flock - 5 point plan 
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We all want to hand on a thriving and profitable business. With unseasonal weather conditions and 

increasing prices, this is becoming more of a challenge.  

With Scottish Government funding and support from NFUS, SRUC are running the Farming for a Better 

Climate (FFBC) initiative, focusing on practical ways we can improve business profitability, which in turn 

could help to reduce farm greenhouse gas emissions linked to climate change. 

There's no one easy measure, but instead a whole range of 

ideas suitable for most farms that could benefit the farm 

business and help to reduce emissions through improved 

efficiency. With host Focus Farms and their discussion 

groups, we look at a range of practical efficiency measures, 

grouped under five key action areas. 

Practical guides, farmer case studies and details of upcoming 

on-farm events are available on our webpages at 

www.farmingforabetterclimate.org 

Our Practical Guides and Case Studies provide a brief overview of 

practices and ideas that could improve farm profitability. They are a 

good starting point, with a range of references and additional infor-

mation.   

Three new sheep practical guides are now available, looking at 

benchmarking ewe performance and improving profitability pre and 

post lambing. 

You can find these and other Practical Guides on the Farming for a 

Better Climate webpages at www.farmingforabetterclimate.org  

NEW Practical Guides and Case Studies   

What is FFBC? 

NEW look for FFBC 

Regular readers will note we have a new look and a new logo.  Hope 

you like it! 

Dryer efficiency; time for an upgrade? 

With harvest round the corner, testing heaters and dehumidifiers, making sure air inlets and outlets are clear 

and having a check round for any damage to the grain dryer now can help to ensure the grain dryer is 

serviceable and ready to go.  Estimates suggest that improving the efficiency of the grain dryer can save 

around £3/tonne/year.  The 1970’s Wilder Robomatic 8 tonne batch grain dryer at Castlemains deals with 

around 1,500 tonnes of cereals and OSR annually.  As technology has moved on, host Bob Simpson was 

keen to see if there were more cost effective options worth considering.  

An annual fuel use of around 8,000 litres of red diesel equates to about 80,000kWh of heat. Assuming an 

average harvest moisture of 19%, this gives a drying efficiency of about 70% which is excellent for such an 

old dryer and is in part, down to Bob’s management and keen attention to detail.   

A brand new dryer would unlikely to be much better than 80% efficient, so for Castlemains, its best to stick 

with the 1970’s model for now. 

Five key action areas: 

 Using electricity and fuels efficiently 

 Developing renewable energy  

 Locking carbon into the farm  

 Making the best use of nutrients  

 Optimising livestock management 

http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org
http://www.sruc.ac.uk/downloads/120593/improving_farm_profitability
http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org
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Working with volunteer focus farmers across 
Scotland... 

… how can you benefit? 

It’s always good to see what others are doing, identify tips and share your ideas about common issues. Each 
Focus Farm hosts a series of practical, on-farm meetings with farmer speakers, SRUC Consultants and 
industry specialists to look at practical ways to strengthen and develop the farm business.   
 
The Focus Farms have around 5 meetings or visits each year at times to suit the farming calendar. Meetings 
are free of charge and all farmers are welcome to attend. 
 
If you farm and would like to come along to the meetings you would be very welcome. You can 
read notes from previous meetings on the project website at www.farmingforabetterclimate.org  
via the individual climate change focus farmer pages. Meetings and events are advertised through 
our Facebook page or on our Twitter account @SACFarm4Climate. You can also discuss the 
programme in more detail with your local farm facilitator. 

http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
https://twitter.com/SACFarm4Climate
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
https://twitter.com/SACFarm4Climate
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Forthcoming events are advertised on our Facebook and Twitter pages; there is more information about 

the farms, practical guides and case studies at www.farmingforabetterclimate.org  

Get in touch - contact one of the team: 

 Rebecca Audsley - FFBC Project Manager,   SAC 

Consulting Auchincruive Office                                 

T: 01292 525 089 E: rebecca.audsley@sac.co.uk   

 Isla Fraser - Resource Efficiency Projects 

Coordinator, SAC Consulting Edinburgh Office                 

T: 0131 603 7515 E: isla.fraser@sac.co.uk  

 Alan Bruce - Focus Farm Facilitator for Nether 

Aden,  SAC Consulting FBS Turriff Office                                                                                                                                                   

T: 01888 563 333 E: alan.bruce@sac.co.uk  

 James Buchanan - Focus Farm Facilitator for 

Hillend, SAC Consulting Perth Office                          

T: 01738 636 611 E: james.buchanan@sac.co.uk  

 Jenny McCallum - Focus Farm Facilitator for 

‘Highland Farming Efficiency Network’ Auchmore, 

Clynelish and Corrimony, SAC Consulting 

Inverness Office                                                              

T: 01463 233 266 E: jenny.mccallum@sac.co.uk  

 Chris McDonald - Focus Farm Facilitator for 

Castlemains, SAC Consulting Edinburgh Office           

T: 0131 603 7515 E: chris.mcdonald@sac.co.uk 

 Donald Dunbar - Focus Farm Facilitator for 

Rumbletonrig, SAC Consulting St Boswells Office        

T: 01835 823 322 E: donald.dunbar@sac.co.uk  

 Robert Ramsay - Focus Farm Facilitator for 

Woodhead, SAC Consulting FBS Ayr Office                  

T: 01292 525 252 E: robert.ramsay@sac.co.uk  

 David Ross - Focus Farm Facilitator for Ardoch of 

Gallery, SAC Consulting Stonehaven Office         

T: 01569 762 305 E: david.ross@sac.co.uk 

Thank you for reading our newsletter. If you would like to be notified when the next newsletter is 
out, email climatechange@sac.co.uk and ask to be included on the mailing list.   

Your email details won’t be shared with anyone else. You can also keep up to date with the project 
via @SACfarm4climate or find us on Facebook 

Further information 

 

Visit the website at www.farmingforabetterclimate.org 
Funded by the Scottish Government as part of its Climate Change 

Advisory Activity 

http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org
mailto:rebecca.audsley@sac.co.uk
mailto:isla.fraser@sac.co.uk
mailto:alan.bruce@sac.co.uk
mailto:james.buchanan@sac.co.uk
mailto:jenny.mccallum@sac.co.uk
mailto:chris.mcdonald@sac.co.uk
mailto:donald.dunbar@sac.co.uk
mailto:robert.ramsay@sac.co.uk
mailto:david.ross@sac.co.uk
mailto:climatechange@sac.co.uk
https://twitter.com/SACFarm4Climate
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
https://twitter.com/SACFarm4Climate
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Farming-for-a-Better-Climate/758125664249758
http://www.farmingforabetterclimate.org

