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Top Tips From The Meeting 

 

Want to manage your grassland better?     Then pay more attention to your soils! 

a. You need to think long term – planning at least 2 years ahead for grassland 

improvements 

b. Dig soil pits in fields before reseeding/oversowing to assess soil structure 

c. Aim for set targets for pH (depends on soil type), Phosphate (moderate status), Potash 

(moderate status). 

 

Iain MacKays Action Points: 

• Apply Phosphate to Long Field (silage field) this spring, then oversow in August 2014 

• Sow forage crop in same field behind the shed as last year 

• Work up bracken follow-up treatments trial with facilitators 
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Introduction 

A great turnout of over 30 community Group members attended what was, in the opinion of the 

facilitators, one of the standout meetings of this Monitor Farm Project to date.  

 

The meeting was supported with specialist input from Bill Crooks – SAC Soil Specialist. The 

amount of good technical information discussed and practical issues explored means that it is 

impossible to do justice to the meeting through a short report such as this. This is one of the meetings 

that you really needed to be there to get the benefit. 

 

Aims of the Project: 

To improve the efficiency and profitability of the Monitor Farm and other farms in the area 

 

Aim of the 11
th

 Meeting: 

• To improve farmers’ understanding of why a healthy soil is important for growing grass. 

• How to identify practical solutions to rectify a soil structure or fertility issue 

• To identify this year’s grassland improvement programme 

 

Farm Update 

• Calving has started. 

• Unfortunately there will be no ewes scanned this year. The scanner’s machine has broken 

down and Torloisk, like many other Mull farms this year will miss out. This unfortunately 

does not help the project assess the success of the change in sheep policy. 

• The last of the Blackface lambs has gone through the Argyll Hill Lamb project to Forteiths. 

This has proved successful this year, with a set sale price of £5.20/kg deadweight (less a 

slaughter charge), definitely out competing the store price. 

 

Improving Sheep Genetics 

As a follow-up to the last meeting on breeding better quality sheep, Stuart Annand of the Scottish 

Sheep Strategy will be on Mull on Friday 22
nd

 March. One outcome of the last meeting was a 

suggestion that a small number of interested farmers could form nucleus flocks and start doing some 

recording to improve genetics. At the meeting on the 22
nd

 March, Stuart will be able to explain the 

system and the next steps required if the desire is there move this concept forwards.  

 

Anyone who is interested in attending the meeting should contact either Niall Campbell, SAC or 

Donald MacLean, Knock. 
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Soil Structure & Fertility 

Bill Crooks led an excellent discussion and practical soil clinic on soil structure and soil fertility. 

Improving both soil structure and soil fertility must be viewed over the long term – ie a decade. This 

is not an annual, one off job.  

 

Too many farmers and crofters rely on the Nitrogen in the annual dressing of compound fertilisers to 

grow their grass. Nitrogen is an element which is used by up the crop on an annual basis and 

applications do really boost grass growth. 

 

However, to maximise grass growth, four key aspects need to be correct and in balance – these are 

soil structure, pH, Phosphate level and Potash levels. If one of these is not at it correct level, then 

grass growth is restricted. So the costly Nitrogen which you are applying is not having its full effect, 

ie you are not getting the full value from this expensive input.  

 

Soil Structure 

 

Why is it Important? 

• Poor soil structure restricts plant growth 

o Compacted layers restrict root growth and therefore the ability of the plant to gather in 

nutrients 

• Poor structure leads to drainage issues. Water lying on top of the soil, or a water logged soil.  

o Waterlogged soils are colder, take longer to heat up in the spring, therefore grass 

growth is late 

o Grass is much more easily damage by livestock and machinery when the ground is 

wet, opening up the sward and allowing weeds to germinate 

 

How can you Improve it? 

 

• Go and dig a hole!  

o The best way to assess 

soil structure properly is 

to dig a small pit. Look 

at the existing root 

development and 

handle the soil to see if 

you have compacted 

layers. 
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• Generally, surface compaction is caused by livestock and rain. Deeper compaction is caused 

by machinery. You can also get a plough pan / layer. 

• When you have identified the exact problem, you can identify a solution.  

o Drainage improvements may be required 

o Ploughing or surface cultivations are an option if you are planning to reseed or 

oversow anyway.  

o Soil slitter/spikers can deal with surface compaction (up to 10cm). Sward lifter type 

machine works from 15 – 35 cm. Sub soiler works from 35cm to 50cm.  

• If dealing with a compacted layer you need to choose a solution that works at just below the 

compacted layer, so it breaks up the whole layer otherwise your efforts will be wasted. 

• But note that soil aeration only works when 

o The soil is actually compacted 

o It is done at the right time – best in the autumn and soil not waterlogged and not too 

dry 

• Soil aeration can actually damage the 

grassland and reduce grass yield in some 

cases 

o As the mechanical action damages 

the root structure of the grass (so 

best done in autumn when grass 

growth declining, or a dry spell in 

very early spring). 

o Or is done when too wet and extra 

soil structure damage done is by 

wheel slip and compaction from 

tractors 

o Or if done in non-compacted soils, again due to damage to the growing grass 

• Post aeration management is important 

o Newly aerated soil is very prone to damage, do not graze cattle on it, or run heavy 

machinery on it. 

o Try and aerate in autumn which gives the soil plenty time to resettle 

• Soil aeration does not last all that long – 12 months, so it needs to be a repeated process, but 

only on soils that actually are compacted 

 

What is the Target? 

The target is a soil which is free draining, has plenty of air spaces to allow good root penetration and 

to help the soil heat up quickly in the spring 
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pH 

 

Why is it Important? 

• The optimum availability of plant nutrients in soils occurs only within a small pH range. 

• At low pH, soluble aluminium inhibits root growth. Though there is less of an impact in high 

organic matter soils, so pH targets can be lower for these soils. 

• Clover is more sensitive to soil acidity than grass, so improving pH will increase clover 

content. 

 

How can you Improve it? 

• Take a soil sample to assess current pH. 

• Apply liming materials to increase pH if required. 

o Traditional ground limestone (for example from Torlundy quarry) is best. But you 

need to apply with a lime spreader. Normal range of application is between 1 to 3t per 

acre. Cost on Mull is around £50/t/acre spread – if shipped in bulk: 

o Note that the Highland Machinery Ring is currently trying to get enough orders to 

justify shipping a boat load of lime to Mull. Contact them if you are interested. If not 

enough orders are received then lime will not be available on Mull this season 

o Prilled lime is also available which can be spread using a fertiliser spreader. However 

be very aware that this lime has the same neutralising value as traditional limestone. 

So despite what the salesman may say, to achieve the same long term benefit, you will 

need to apply similar amounts to above (ie 1 to 3 t/acre). For deliveries to Mull It is 

approximately 6 times the price, and in the facilitators opinion, not worth it. 

 

What is the Target? 

• Lime takes a long time to work. You need to allow 12 to 18 months for it is work its way 

through the soil profile, so you need to think well ahead. Note that harrowing, or soil 

aeration after liming will speed up the liming process as it mixes the lime and soil. 

• pH targets vary due to soil type. The higher the organic matter of the soil, the lower the pH 

target as aluminium toxicity is less of an issue in these soils. For example 

 

Soil Type Target pH 

Mineral 6.0 

Organic 5.6 

Peaty 5.4 

 

• A soil analysis result will come back with a recommended amount of lime required, based on 

soil type and the buffering capacity of the soil, so you do not need to calculate anything. 
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Phosphate 

 

Why is it Important? 

• Phosphate is very important for root development and for early season growth. 

• Therefore reseeds need good P levels to get good establishment 

• Clover is also more susceptible to P deficiency 

 

How can you Improve it? 

• Application of Phosphate as straights are much more cost effective than using compounds 

• Triple Super Phosphate (TSP) and Scotphos types are the best – but availability is limited. 

Prices recently obtained from Bob McWalter of Harbro indicate the following values (prices 

are based on full loads to Mull, but TSP is currently difficult to source so the price was only 

indicative. 

 

Product % P2O5 
Price per t 
delivered 

Cost per 
kg of P2O5 

TSP 45% £370 £0.82 

Scotphos 30% £290 £0.97 

 

• This indicates that TSP (if you can get it) is the most cost effective per kg of nutrient 

purchased. 

• Note that Scotphos breaks down best in more acid conditions. So if you are applying lime 

along with phosphate, you should use TSP not Scotphos. You will not lose the P nutrient, it 

will just take longer to break down. 

 

 

What is the Target? 

• A soil analysis will indicate your soil P status. You should be aiming for a Moderate Status, 

through even at that level maintenance dressings are still recommended. 

• The recommendation which comes with your soil report will identify how much P you need 

to apply based on its status. For the various soil P statuses, the following are the normal 

recommendations and an estimated cost (not spread), based on the above prices: 

 

Soil P Status 

  Very Low  Low  Moderate 

TSP (cwt/acre) 3.5 3 2 

Cost per acre £65 £56 £37 

Scotphos (cwt/acre) 5.5 4 3 

Cost per acre £80 £58 £44 
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Potash 

 

Why is it Important? 

• Helps the plants photosynthesise and resist disease. 

• It also helps the plants make full use of any available Nitrogen (bagged or natural). 

• There is a huge off take of K in the silage crop, so you need to be very aware of your K status 

in silage fields. 

• Fields that are grazed, or have regular applications of dung are less likely to be deficient 

 

How can you Improve it? 

• Once again applications of straights are more cost effective than compounds. Best is Muriate 

of Potash 

 

Product % K2O 
Price 

delivered 
Cost per 

kg of K2O 

Muirate of Potash 60% £370 £0.62 

 

What is the Target? 

• Once again the target is to achieve moderate K status for your soils 

 

Soil K Status 

  Very Low  Low  Moderate 

Muirate of Potash (cwt/acre) 2 1 0 

Cost per acre £37 £19 £0 

 

• However, application of K should not be made to grassland in the spring as this can cause 

grass staggers in livestock. So application of high K fertilisers should be restricted to after 

July. 
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Mull Soils Analysed 

In preparation for the soil clinic for this meeting 18 soils were analysed the results are as follows 

 
Soil Sample 
No Soil Type pH P Status K Status 

1 Humose 5.8 Low Moderate 

2 Mineral 5.7 Low Moderate 

3 Humose 5.4 Very Low Moderate 

4 Humose 5.6 Very Low Low 

5 Mineral 5.8 Low Low 

6 Mineral 5.7 Low Moderate 

7 Mineral 5.8 Very Low Low 

8 Organic 5.2 Very Low High 

9 Mineral 5.7 Low Low 

10 Mineral 5.3 Low Moderate 

11 Mineral 5.5 Very Low Moderate 

12 Mineral 5.5 Low High 

13 Organic 5.9 Very Low Moderate 

14 Humose 5.5 Low Low 

15 Humose 5.3 Low Moderate 

16 Humose 6.4 Moderate Moderate 

17 Mineral 5.8 Low Moderate 

18 Mineral 5.3 Low Moderate 

 

What is interesting is that overall: 

• K status was variable, but there were zero Very Lows and only 5 Lows. So of these 18 

samples only 28% actually needed any Muirate of Potash 

• pH’s were variable. 6 soils did not need any lime and the rest needed between 1 and 2 t/acre. 

Interesting, none needed the maximum dose of 3t/acre that we are able to recommend.  

• Almost all soils were either Very Low or Low in P (except sample 16, which was the only 

mainland soil sampled). 

• Therefore as a generalisation, the most important nutrient for Mull farmers to focus 

their attention on is Phosphate. 

• This all shows the value of soil analysis. It ensures that you are spending your money on the 

appropriate nutrient - not over applying one and under applying another. 
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Grassland Improvement Programme for 2013 

The Mull Monitor Farm project has very kindly been offered £200 of seed from Watson Seeds once 

again for this season for use within the project.  

 

Silage Fields 

The group look in detail at one silage field in particular (the Long Field) where Iain is not happy 

about grass yield: 

• This field is in the SRDP-RP for management of corncrakes and receives an annual payment 

of around £570. It means that a spring reseed is out of the question, unless Iain wants to 

forego the annual payment (not recommended). 

• An alternative is to reseed in the late summer /  autumn to ensure enough cover is available in 

the following spring. 

• A pit was dug to assess soil structure and a soil sample had been taken. 

• The soil turned out to be potentially excellent, deep and with no drainage issues. Not badly 

compacted, but there is a dense layer in the top 10cm which is slightly restricting root growth.  

• Some surface aeration was therefore recommended. 

• The sample (no 7 in the above table), shows reasonable pH, Low K and Very Low P. 

 

The recommendations from the groups was to try and surface oversow directly after the silage has 

been cut in August 

• Do not spray off as existing grass already held back by the cutting. 

• Surface rotovate /harrow to try and get some air back into the soil and break up the top dense 

layer. 

• Seed with Mingarry (no Westerwolds this time as not a spring reseed). 

• But the key recommendation was to apply TSP this spring to correct the P status and hold 

back the oversowing until August 2014.  

• With a Very Low P status, this field needs 3.5cwt/acre of TSP 

 

 

Forage Crop 

Iain has found the small area of forage crop he plants very useful to the farm for improved flexibility 

in managing his store lambs. However he has limited fields which are deer fenced. Sowing a forage 

crop in a non-deer fenced fields is as a waste of time 

• The recommendation from the meeting was to sow the forage crop on the same field as last 

year.  

• Use Stygo forage rape, plus stubble turnips (either Samson, or a mix of Samson and Delilah 

as before) as they have proven to work well in the Mull environment. 
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Bracken Follow Up Treatments 

The group was taken to an area of bracken that had been sprayed in the summer of 2012 – but not 

under any SRDP-RP grant. This is an area of old inbye, surrounded by a stone dyke. The group 

wishes to look at various ways to promote grass growth so that it out competes the bracken and limits 

its return over the long term. For example, litter removal, liming, phosphate, sowing grass seed. We 

think there will be benefits to both agriculture and conservation if bracken is successful treated – but 

just spraying and not following up will not be enough. 

• The facilitators and Iain are to draw up a simple trial based on the 4 naturally defined areas 

within this block of land. 

• A Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) may be required to be submitted to SGRPID to 

allow the project to complete some of the ground improvement options suggested. 

 

 

Sum Up  

Key recommendations from the meeting are:  

• pH, P and K all need to be in balance for optimum nutrient uptake and therefore good grass 

growth. 

• Management of pH, P and K in grassland is a long term, 5 to 10 year process  

• Dig pits in your fields before investing in any reseeding / oversowing or other grassland 

improvements to ensure that your soil structure is good. Take action to improve your soil 

structure depending upon where the problem lies. 

• Get your soil analysed and work to targets 

o pH target is variable depending on soil type – 6.0 for Mineral soil down to 5.4 for 

peaty soils 

o Phosphate – aim for Moderate status 

o Potash – aim for Moderate status. 

• Based on the soil samples taken for this meeting, on Mull farmers and crofters need to 

concentrate on their Phosphate status the most. 

• First priority should be silage fields with Very Low P or K as levels will continue to drop as 

the crop (and therefore the nutrient) is removed from the field. 

 

 

Niall Campbell & Donald MacKinnon 

SAC Consulting 

Glencruitten Road 

Oban  PA34 4DW 

Tel: 01631 563093 

Email: niall.campbell@sac.co.uk , or  donald.mackinnon@sac.co.uk 


