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Some much-needed TLC should put the spring
back into swards

Rescue remedies
A soggy summer followed by a wet winter means that
swards have taken some severe punishment during the past
12 months. So, with spring turnout just a few months away,
what ‘rescue package’ should you be putting together to get
your grassland back in peak condition?
text Rachael Porter

A

bottom-up approach is what
many swards need to get them
back to peak productivity this spring
and summer. It’s very much a case
of doing what you’d do in a more
typical year, but with a little more
vigour, according to Opico’s Neil
Robinson and GrowHow’s grassland
specialist Elaine Jewkes.
“Compaction is a problem on dairy
units across the UK,” says Mr
Robinson. “ADAS reported that 60%
of grassland was suffering with some
form of compaction 12 months ago
and I think it’s safe to assume, after
the extremely wet conditions, that
that figure is now considerably
higher.”
So many producers could be looking
at soil and grass swards that are
simply not going to perform this
coming spring and summer without
some urgent intervention. “I tell
producers to view the soil – down to a
depth of 30cm – as a sponge. It stores
water, oxygen, nutrients, worms, in
fact everything that makes the soil
healthy and the sward productive,”
says Mr Robinson.
“If half of that ‘sponge’ is inaccessible
to plant roots, as a result of
compaction, the grass is just not
going to perform to its full potential
and if it’s stressed and starts to die
off then that also creates gaps for
weeds and weed grasses.
“So healthy, compaction-free soil
really is the foundation for grass
growing success.”
He explains that compaction can be
readily identified at this time of year:
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“Standing water and very wet or boggy
fields are obvious signs,” says Mr
Robinson. “The first step is to determine
how deep this compaction is.”
Mr Robinson urges producers to dig soil
pits, about 50cm by 50cm and about
30cm deep, to see where the ‘cap’ is and
to take a closer look at the soil profile.

Starved soil
“Once you’ve dug out a square clod
of earth, drop this onto the ground and
you should see vertical fissures appear.
In compacted ground, only horizontal
fissures will be seen.
“Also look out for areas of rusty-coloured
soil, which smell of iron and sulphur.
This denotes iron oxidation where
compaction has starved the soil of
oxygen, which is another limit to grass
growth.
Mr Robinson says that if compaction is
in the top 12.5cm of the profile, it is
most likely caused by cattle. If it’s deeper
then machinery is usually the culprit.
“It’s important to know where the
compaction is because that will
determine whether you use a sward
slitter or a sward lifter to break it up,”
he adds.
A slitter or aerator will relieve
compaction to a depth of around 12.5cm.
It will break up surface capping and
oxygenate the sward, and ultimately
improve spring grass growth. “To
maximise the benefits of winter slitting,
the rotors on some aerators, including
OPICO’s Sward-Slitter, can be offset by
10 degrees to increase the surface
cracking,” says Mr Robinson.
Where compaction is deeper than 12cm

Neil Robinson: “Compaction-free soil is the
foundation for grass success”

then grassland subsoiling – or swardlifting – is the only option to break up
the mineral ‘pan’ and improve drainage.
“Sward-lifting is best carried out when
the subsoil is dry enough to crack and
fissure. The subsoiler points should be
set 50mm below the pan to ensure
sufficient shatter – any deeper is just a
waste of fuel and could potentially drive
the pan lower,” says Mr Robinson,
adding that OPICO’s Sward-lifter has
individual presses, which follow each of
the subsoiler legs and minimise damage
to the sward.
Once the soil profile has been checked
and corrected, soil sampling to ascertain
nutrient and mineral status is the next
logical – and vital – step for success.
“Soil sampling is always important,
but is even more so this year,” says
GrowHow’s Ms Jewkes. “It’s possible
that the high rainfall and resulting
nutrient leaching will have nudged
down the pH in some fields, particularly
if it was border line in the first place,”
she says. “If soil pH is too low, that can
reduce the availability of nutrients.”
Residual nitrogen levels in many soils
are also likely to be low, as a result of
leaching. And there may also have been
phosphorus losses, if soil wash or erosion
has occurred.
“A lot will depend on soil type, but it’s
always good practice and cost effective
to do a standard soil test for phosphorus,
potassium, magnesium and pH.”

Cost savings
With the cost of fertiliser, like many
other inputs, still high, soil testing
can also help some producers to avoid
applying excess nutrients. “A £15 test
could save you a lot of money,” says Ms
Jewkes.
A simple example is where phosphorus
(P) and potassium (K) application may
not be necessary on grazing. “If the soil
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Elaine Jewkes: “A £15 test could save you a
lot of money”

test shows that P and K are not needed (P
index 3, K index 2), then switching from
a 25:5:5 fertiliser to a nitrogen:sulphur
or nitrogen only product could save
around £28 per hectare. Even in a two
hectare field, that more than covers the
cost of soil testing,” she says.
“Like any other year, the trick is to know
what’s there and apply only what’s
needed.” She stresses that checking for
and correcting any compaction is also
vital. “Anaerobic conditions can also
result in de-nitrification from the soil,
losing valuable nitrogen. Compacted soil
will also be much slower to dry out
and warm up in the spring, which can
delay turnout and reduce the sward’s
production potential. And in cold soil,
phosphorus is less mobile and less
available. “So digging a soil profile is
another starting point for producers
looking to give their swards a little TLC,”
adds Ms Jewkes.

Ground cover
Looking at the soil surface, it’s not
always easy to say when it’s time to
throw in the towel and invest in a total
reseed. “It very much depends on ground
cover and how much ryegrass there
is within that,” says Limagrain’s John
Spence.
“Even if ground cover is fairly sparse, if
it’s predominantly ryegrass – as opposed
to broadleaved or weed grasses – then
overseeding is still a viable, and in many
instances more cost effective, option.”
If less than 50% of the grass plant
population is ryegrass, the rule of thumb
is to opt for a total reseed.
“Look at several individual square
metres over each field larger field. Use
all the results to make your decision.
Deeper underground: subsoiling – or swardlifting – is the only option to break up the
mineral ‘pan’ and improve drainage
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John Spence: “Sow something that can
‘get up and going’ as quickly as possible”

Just one may give a false impression
of the true condition of the field.
And look out for weeds too.
“A sward with a low ground cover
but a high proportion of ryegrass can
be rescued with an overseed. But if
the gaps are filled with weeds and
weed grasses, it’s a different story.”
Field walking is also a chance to take
a close look at the soil itself. If
it’s water logged, dig to check for
compaction. Compacted soil needs
to be broken up and aerated before
anything else.
“It’s vital to start from the bottom
up. Throwing seed and any other
inputs at compacted soil is a waste of
time and money.

“You won’t get the grazing or cutting
swards that you’re hoping for – or need
– this coming grass-growing season.”
It’s vital to wait for the soil to be dry
enough before you start working on it –
whether that’s for a full reseed or an
overseed.
“The former will require a fine seed bed
and you’ll need to get on it with a roller
too, to maximise soil-to-seed contact
and encourage germination and strong
establishment,” says Mr Spence.
“Overseeding
also
requires
dry
conditions, to avoid compaction and
further damage to the existing sward.
And again, rolling will be required,
particularly if you’re overseeding with a
broadcaster.”

Good tilth
He says that broadcasting seed is the
least expensive method, but he sees
producers having greater success with
harrow seeders and slot seeders. “Slot
seeders place the seed in a good tilth,
but the grass grows in defined rows and
it will take time for it to populate the
gaps in between.
As for choice of grass variety, he
recommends something that can ‘get up
and going’ as quickly as possible. “A high
proportion of tetraploids in the mixture
will be more vigorous and quicker to
establish. They’re also better able to

compete with the already established
grass for light, moisture and nutrients.”
Reseed variety choice should depend
on the sward’s end use. “I can’t stress
enough that producers should only
choose a dual-purpose grass seed mix if
they really are going to cut and graze a
field.
“All too often I see people losing grass
yield because they played it safe and
went with a dual-purpose seed mix, only
to never cut or never graze it. Select
something that’s going to do the job you
want it to do.
“If you want a grazing ley that will serve
you well for four or five years, choose a
mixture that will do that and maximise
the grass yield potential from that field.
Don’t sit on the fence and hedge your
bets.”
Weeds are rife because last summer’s
poaching created plenty of gaps and
opportunities for docks, thistles, nettles
and chickweed to take hold.
Many weed control spray programmes
were abandoned due to the appalling
weather.
“If you’re still opting for overseeding
and want to add clover, go for a mix
without clover and tackle the weeds
with a herbicide programme.
“Once they’re under control, you can
then overseed with a pelleted clover
blend,” adds Mr Spence. l

Slitter solution: compaction in the top 12.5cm can be relieved with an aerator
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