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Good soil structure and a well-maintained drainage system
are essential to avoid poorly-performing cropped areas
for one Suffolk farmer and machinery designer.
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HOW TO TEST SOIL PERMEABILITY
THE ability of the soil to dissipate impact that even one pass of \
water quickly after harvest is atrack can have on the soil's
paramount, says Jeff Claydon, permeability, but realised it had i
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the importance of which led me to develop another area being tested, deep enough s0
good drainage and approach. its edges will contain the water
soil structure is often “| originally developed the test from a full 20-litre drum. Stand the
forgotteq in the rush to assess and demonstrate the drum on its head in the tray and
to establish crops.




Poor drainage is
easy to identify -
if the land remains
‘squelchy’ 24-48
hours after heavy
rain then almost
certainly it needs
draining

JEFF CLAYDON

poorly-timed cultivations which
caused compaction and surface ruts
that trap water, adds Mr Claydon.

The difference in productivity
between a well-managed soil and
one with excessive wheelings or
where ground pressure is not man-
aged properly is typically about 20
per cent, he says.

“Reducing field traffic must there-

time how long it takes for the
contents to drain away into the
soil profile. Then repeat the test in
an adjacent un-compacted area to
highlight the difference in
permeability.”

Importantly, the test should be
done around the time of drilling, or
in good crop growing conditions,
and on moist soil. The reason for
this is that if the soil is very dry
much of the water will go down
cracks in the surface, and if the
soil is waterlogged it would be
very slow to drain away.
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fore be a priority. With conventional
plough-based cultivations that will be
difficult, as 85-95 per cent of theland | " *
undergoes at least one wheeling P P
during a typical growing season. ' i
Minimum tillage reduces this to
about 65 per cent and direct drilling
to 45 per cent.

Mask

“In the short-term, ploughing and
subsoiling can mask poor drainage

. in the top soil layers simply by creat-
ing a greater volume of soil to soak
up rainwater, and the problem will
not show up until winter when it
reaches capacity. But by then the
land will be too wet to do anything to
rectify the problem and a poor crop
will inevitably result.

“Since we stopped ploughing in
2002 we have never seen water
standing on the headland as it
did before and the impact on soil
structure, condition and permeabil-
ity has been dramatic. Even on
our heavy clay, the soil now acts like
a big sponge, soaking up water and
releasing it progressively.”
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A good draiage system will begin flowing within 12 hours of rain.

Ditches should be inspected and
cleared if necessary to ensure
water draining off the fields is no
restricted from flowing away.

In a test done in mid-September
2017, the 20 litres of water took 90
minutes to dissipate through the
tracked area. In an adjacent area
where the front tines of an Opti-Till
drill had taken out any compaction
in the top 150mm, it took just 90
seconds.

This test highlights how,
even in areas where compaction
occurs during harvest, soil can
be returned to its optimum
permeability before seed is sown,
allowing it to grow away quickly,
says Mr Claydon.
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