IOTA CONFERENCE
(Presentation by Mike Tame)

During course of work running training courses and technical training days for farmers as well as advising on farm I’m struck by a number of things but three in particular.

1. The number of times I have to say I’m afraid we don’t have the answer to that question.

2. The willingness of farmers to try different strategies on their own farms.

3. The amount of data out there that farmers have already generates from observation

This presents IOTA with a great opportunity:

· The collection and collation of existing data;  what techniques have been tried – which ones were successful – what was the outcome?

· Generation of specific new data from the field from farmer/advisor/researcher run field trials

· Dissemination of that data through IOTA members to their clients

The collection and collation of existing data;  A good start has been made in this area by HDRA.  They have collected a huge amount of information on perennial weed control and now have a very comprehensive web site for this project.  But there does seem to be a problem with getting that information to the farmer in a form that he can use in his particular circumstances.  It seems that there is so much information that many farmers find it difficult to work out what is appropriate for his own circumstances.  It appears that advice is still needed from someone who knows the farm and understands how to use the information from the web site.

David Gibbon will make further comment on this shortly.

Generation of specific new data from the field in response to specific questions.

Many of the questions are relatively simple.  For example:

· Which is the more effective strategy for controlling creeping thistles in grassland –topping or rolling and when should they be topped or rolled?

· How effective are swards containing trefoils in reducing worm infestation in fattening lambs?

· Are trace mineral levels higher in species rich permanent pasture than in ryegrass clover swards?

· Is the ability of dock roots to re-generate new plants delayed if the seedling’s development is delayed under a cereal cover crop?

And so on.

We have some research data on some of these questions but as yet don’t know whether it works under commercial conditions.

I would like to take some time this afternoon to give some thought to how advisors might play a part in helping to generate and collate information to answer some of these questions with our clients.

Take the first question for example.  Farmer observation suggests that rolling creeping thistles is an effective way of controlling them – but how effective - more or less effective than topping - when should they be rolled and how often – how often should they be topped?

Looking at the second question on trefoils and worm infestation there’s quite a lot of research data but does it still hold in commercial situations?  I’m aware of one recent piece of research that suggests it is effective in reducing the worm burden in growing lambs but not in ewes.  But this is only one piece of research work.  What proportion of trefoils do we need in the sward?  At what point do the lambs need to be grazed on trefoil rich swards? Etc.

There is some indication that some herbs have higher levels of some trace minerals but the information is sparse and as far as I’m aware there is no comparison between ryegrass/clover leys and herbs grown on the same soil type.  My experience of many trace mineral analyses is that they are hugely variable from one farm to the next but vary very little from year to year on the same farm.  I also have a small amount of information that suggests that there appear to be trace mineral problems associated with certain soil types.

We know from HDRA’s work that the upper part of dock roots are capable of re-growing once they are more than 40 days beyond germination.  It is also apparent that in fields where the dock seed bank is high there is likely to be a lot of dock germination under cereal crops but that the development of these seedlings is much delayed under the cover crop.  Is the ability of the roots to re-generate also delayed?  A very important question when it comes to devising a strategy for dealing with them.

Many of the answers to these question could be derived from relatively simple field trials on farm BUT there is a problem or rather several problems.

Field trials are notoriously difficult to run.  Collecting data that can be analysed statistically is almost impossible.  Farmers have a tendency to change protocols to fit in with commercial expediency – and who can blame them!!  They are not good at collecting data reliably.

To set up proper research trials would be difficult, time consuming and very expensive.  Funding would be difficult if not impossible certainly under the link programme.

However, it presents IOTA with an opportunity.  We have many farmer clients between us and a proportion of them would I’m sure be willing to run some fairly simple trials.  So what we lack in precision we could make for up in numbers.  For example 6 advisors with 6 clients each gives us 36 replicates.

I would like to explore the possibilities of a number of advisors each working with groups of farmers to run the same trials.

Protocols will need to be devised, data collected, collated and analysed.  This all takes time and time costs money so it needs to be kept as simple as possible.  

Some trials require observation.  For example controlling thistles – do we really need to count the number of thistles – could we not use digital photography for the comparison - much simpler and quicker but is it good enough?

For the worm infestation problem we need some faecal worm counts but some should be done anyway.  What proportion of trefoils do we need in the sward?  Do we need to weigh lambs to establish growth rate or would days to market be a sufficient measure if enough farmers were involved?  A combination of the two should give some answers.  

The trace mineral question simply requires analyses to be done at the same time on both types of sward but note needs to be made of type of sward (composition?) and soil type.  Do we need soil analyses as well?

The dock question is perhaps a little more difficult but two or three different strategies should give us some answers - but what about the timing – how critical is it once harvest has been completed?

Some time will need to be put in by the advisor to make sure that the protocols are adhered to and carried out at the correct time.  The data will also need to be collected and collated and analysed.  

Dissemination of that data to farmers.
Once collected/generated could or should the data be kept within IOTA for a specified period as an incentive to others to join?

How best can the information/data be disseminated?  Farmer meetings small or large?  Farmer groups both newly created and exiting?  Visits by groups of farmers to one of the trial farms?

Is this approach appropriate for the UK?

What sources of funding are available for this sort of work?

