Machinery

This year, Switzerland played host to the International Federation of Agricultural
Journalists (IFAJ) annual congress. James Huyton visited a no-till farm in the heart

b

of the Swiss flatland

Reto Minder says 25 years of no-till have improved the water infiltration rates of his soil and its resilience to adverse weather conditions.

Right is a sample from a neighbouring organic farm, while left is from his no-till cultivation land.

s that turned an Australian insight into positive change.
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A Swiss move
to minimal
cultivation

witzerland is a country that
conjures up visions of lakes,
mountains and rolling pas-
tures, but it may not be the
first place that comes to mind
for progressive arable farmers. But

The farm uses a
#l 3-metre Boss HD
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Swiss arable farmer Reto Minder has
been breaking the mould in cultiva-
tion practices since the farm took its
first steps toward no-till back in 1997.
Located in Jeuss on the outskirts of
Fribourg, the family’s holding was

taken over by Mr Minder in 2005,
with the 40-hectare unit cropping
winter wheat, spelt, sugar beet,
soyabeans, grain maize, Brussels
sprouts, tobacco and grassland.

Although Mr Minder’s cropped
area may not seem much compared to
many of the UK’s larger cereal busi-
nesses, it is a relatively large farm in
Switzerland, where average farm siz-
esare around 20ha.

Swiss agricultural policy, subsidies
and the competitive nature of land
prices dictate farm sizes.

However, the farm size does not
detract from the work being carried
out toimprove soil health and estab-
lishment practices. Mr Minder is
the President of the Swiss No-Till
Federation and he points out there
are 330 no-till farmers covering a
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A GPS-guided strip-till
§ cultivator operates at
minimal depths.

cropped area of around 15,000ha in
the country.

Sometimes a different perspective
brings insight and change to a farm-
ing system. In Mr Minder’s case, this
came with a gap year in Australia.

Knowledge gained there provided
the building blocks of no-till on the
Swiss farm.

Global insight often yields rewards
for progressive farmers and this year’s
CropTec event will be testament to
that with the knowledge hub pre-
senting views from six continents.

Mr Minder said: “We have made
mistakes over the years, moving to no-
till, and my neighbours said I was
crazy at the time, but we are still here
farming successfully. Building the
right crop rotation and crop diversity
isimportant for our system.”
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Machinery

Working with a Government research project, the farm is trialling
relay intercropping with cash crops such as sugar beet and maize.

Cereal establishment is carried out
with the farm’s 3-metre Boss HD
trailed unit, complete with a
3,200-litre hopper and 250mm row
spacings.

The farm’s New Holland TS135A
makes light work of the trailed unit,
with the 710/50R26.5 flotation tyres
helping spread the weight of the ma-
chine, says Mr Minder.

Liquid fertiliser dosing units have
been added to the drill’s coulter unit
allowing Mr Minder to apply starter
fertiliser to the seedbed.

Mr Minder also uses controlled up-
take long-term ammonium nutrition
(CULTAN) for vegetable production
and secondary fertiliser applications.

Waste

The soil-injected nitrogen is claimed to
reduce nitrogen leaching by 38% on
average. Improvements in Swiss water
treatment plants allow the ammonium
for CULTAN to be obtained from the
human waste treatment process.

One of Mr Minder’s biggest estab-
lishment aims is to retain permanent
green cover throughout the season.

Inrecent years, he has used drones
to sow cover crops in standing crops,
but generally, the Boss drill is the pre-
ferred establishment technique into
stubbles.

Much of the farm’s strawis sold toa
local livestock farm, where Mr Minder
has a muck-for-straw agreement.

Healso uses the Kinsey soil analysis
system to monitor nutrient levels and
build-up of humus in the soil.

Mr Minder says: “Ialways like to try

and develop a new phase of the system
eachyear.

“In 2004 we moved from plough-
ing our Brussels sprouts land and I
bought a strip-tillage cultivator.”

He says that due to the nature of
transplanting young plants, they still
operate strip tillage in this system to
minimal working depths.

“To gain further row accuracy, we
operate a Trimble receiver on the
back of our strip-till cultivator,” says
Mr Minder.

Mr Minder puts some of his system
success down to a varied rotation, but
tackling weather adversities can offer
significant challenges when growing
some crops.

“We see longer dry spells in Switz-
erland and the sugar beet can often
suffer from leaf drop in hot weather,”
says Mr Minder. It has taken a lot of
thought with row spacings, but this
season we trialled relay intercropping
sugar beet and maize.

“Working with my local contractor,
we adapted his precision drill to direct
drill beet and maize.”

Many growers will be familiar with
intercropping, where one or more
crops are grown alongside the main
cash crop, but the main difference
with relay intercropping is the use of
two cash crops grown in tandem,
planted and harvested at different
times.

The logistics of sowing, harvesting
and providing nutrition to two differ-
ent crops at two different times in the
same field may feel a backward step
and a logistical nightmare for many.

Looking to reduce herbicide

technology from Ecorobotix.

! applications, the farm recently |
i trialled the latest spot spraying
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Mr Minder’s direct liquid fertiliser applicator applies controlled uptake

long-term ammonium nutrition (CULTAN) to the rooting zone.

But Mr Minder is taking part in a
six-year Government-funded project
to look at the viability and benefits of
the system.

Improvements

Early results of last year’s wheat and
soyabean relay intercrop show signifi-
cantimprovementsin plant photosyn-
thesis, says Mr Minder.

“I also hope to see benefits in pro-
tecting the beet crop against glass-
winged cicada infestations,” he says.

Between two
and six seasonal
workers are
employed for
vegetable
transplanting
# and harvest.

“We are also continually looking to
reduce our herbicide applications and
this season we have been trialling spot
spraying.”

Asinmost European countries, Mr
Minder faces challenges around a
diminishing pool of active ingredients
and chemical options to control pest
and disease pressures.

So, by using sap analysis on grow-
ing crops, he is aiming to keep his
crops at peak performance with the
correct nutrient balance.

| camera systems, the sprayer cantarget [&
spray weeds in vegetable crops or %
reduce the use of herbicides in stubbles. =
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