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TOP TIP FROM THIS MEETING 
Clover can provide the equivalent of 100 units of Nitrogen per acre.  At current nitrogen 
fertiliser prices that is worth over £50 per acre.  Try finding anything else which can give 
you that level of saving……… 
 
 
 
The aims of the meeting were to; 

· Catch up with what has been happening on the farm over the busy spring period, 
including a description and tour led by Alan Adams and a trip to Lary, one of the 
outlying units making up the farm. 

· Look at how to cope with record fertiliser prices, including a discussion led by 
group member Sandy Smith, Haughton, Glenkindie on use of clover and other 
legumes. 

· Find out what’s in the new SRDP for farmers, with a presentation by group 
member Gordon McConachie who has recently moved to the Cairngorms 
National Park Authority to help local farmers make full use of the programme. 

· Gather ideas for future meetings. 
 
A handout was available describing this years cropping (for harvest 2008) and cattle 
activity since the last meeting (see Appendix 1). 
 
Key Points from Discussion 
 
1. Eastfield strategy for 2008; cut costs and add value. 
 
Alan has made some fairly radical decisions for 2008; 

· All the stots plus the poorer heifers were sold as yearlings April 2008.  Average 
£472 per head, roughly £1.35 per kg.  The finishing calculation at our autumn 
meeting showed that at current feed prices it was more profitable to sell store. 

· This means a lot less stirks to graze, so no fertiliser has been applied at Braemar 
and no N fert at Lary and the cows will be spread out. 

· One of the pits is still full of last years silage, so the area will be reduced 
(depending on whether or not there is a summer drought on the light land).  It may 
be possible to avoid hauling silage all the way from Braemar to Ballater, though it 
will be difficult to shift stock from north of the Dee to the fields normally cut for 
silage on the south side of the river.  Also no grass silage will be made at Lary. 

· As a result of the rise in input costs crop area has only been increased by about 20 
acres.   

· For the first time a malting barley contract has been signed for 60 tonnes of 
Oxbridge @ £180/t, and 79 acres of this malting variety has been sown.  The 
remainder, on land ploughed out of ley, is Waggon feed barley from homesaved 
seed. 



· 13 acres has been undersown with a red clover mixture to provide a low cost 
silage.  Similarly 9 acres of peas have been sown at Lary (cropping required under 
the RSS scheme). 

· To avoid summer mastitis problems the autumn born calves have been left 
suckling. 

· Invercauld Estate is helping pay for ragwort (tansy) control on 80 acres. 
 
2. Breeding Policy 
 

· Previous meetings have looked at Alan’s closed herd policy and questioned 
whether or not it is sustainable when the Johnes disease level in the herd could be 
very high.  Therefore Alan has bought in some heifer replacements (Simmental 
crosses all with heifer calves at foot).  These have been housed separately and will 
be blood tested for Johnes.  Expensive at the moment (£1300), but culling out 
Johnes reactors, pre-1996 cows, barren cows and beasts with poor temperament 
has cut the herd back to only 130 cows.  Also the pool of homebred heifers for 
replacements has been limited by the need to avoid the daughters of Johnes 
reactors. 

· The group viewed the homebred AI cross bulls.  They look good, but several 
members reiterated the problem of cross bulls producing inconsistent calves. 

· Alan’s breeding bulls; 2 Saler, 2 Aberdeen Angus, 1 Charolais. 
· Members discussed other options for breeding replacement heifers.  Sexed semen 

could be used (Cogent supply) to produce guaranteed heifers.  This is quite 
expensive.  Some members had used synchronisation to allow a batch to be AI’d.  
Had been quite successful for heifers, much poorer with cows.  Alan has used 
synchronisation in the past and found it a relatively easy process. 

 
3. Barley undersown with red clover 
 

· Red clover could be very long by harvest and interfere with combining – better if 
silaged. 

· Good on Alan’s light land  - fairly deep tap root and fairly drought resistant 
· Reacts best to periodic cutting or rotational light grazing.  Cannot graze hard as 

this kills the growing point in the crown 
· Tremendous for lamb finishing 
· Some fear of depressed fertility in ewes if grazed pre-tupping 
· Not persistent in a grass sward, but should last 2 to 3 years in a single stand. 

 
4. Lary 
 

· Approximately 100 acres at 900 feet altitude on a partnership lease.  No steading.  
Better land than much of Eastfield as it is heavier.  However, very steep and best 
suited to grazing.  Provides well fenced extensive summer grazing. 

· Important RSS scheme; water margins, grass margins, unharvested crop, low 
input combinable crop.  Pays half the rent.  Scheme now coming to an end so 
looking to new SRDP for continuation. 



· Major rabbit problem. 
· Peas; 9 acres sown late April, 44kg seed per acre.  Germinated well.  Only 

fertiliser was fibrophos.  Field limed 4 years ago.  Hoping it’s not liked by rabbits 
– visual evidence suggests otherwise!  Will be cut and baled (cannot get up small 
road to Lary with combine). 

 
5. “Managing Without Fertiliser”; Sandy Smith, Haughton, Glenkindi e. 
 
Sandy’s business has been organic for 10 years, but he presented what were useful 
lessons for all farmers, even if not interested in organic farming. 
 
Sandy farms 6,800 acres (2,700 Ha) of which 6,000 acres is hill in two blocks and 
between 700 to 800 is “ploughable”, though only around half of this could be ploughed 
regularly due to steepness.  The “in-bye” land is at 750 to 1200 feet and the hill rises to 
3000 feet. 
 
Stocking is 1200 ewes with all lambs finished and 200 beef cows selling yearling to 18 
month stores. 
98 acres of crop is grown (a 3 year break of spring barley, cereal/pea silage, oats). 
130 acres of grass silage is cut once. 
 
The last fertiliser was applied in 1998.  At that time the whole farm was soil sampled and 
any deficiencies corrected.  Since then they have only used soil phosphate and lime.  
They find that eliminating Nitrogen has allowed a much clearer prediction of the drop in 
soil pH (about 0.1 per year e.g. 5.9 to 5.8). 
 
The conversion to no fertiliser was difficult.  In the first year growth was OK, but in year 
2 growth was poor and the Smiths seriously considered going out of organics.  However 
from year 3 onward growth improved as clover took hold and as the soil bugs adjusted.  
Sandy believes that the soil microflora changes after heavy N applications are removed 
and helps grass growth.  This delayed improvement was backed up by others who had 
switched to clover. 
 
They started by stitching in clover to existing swards.  However, with time and no N, 
natural clover levels increased greatly.  This natural clover was less productive than sown 
types, but did boost growth.  Now clover is part of grass mixes sown at the end of the 
cropping break.  In fact they are reducing the quantity of clover in the mix as it has been 
swamping the grass – the aim of clover is to act as an engine for growth of the grass, not 
to replace it.  Grass/clover is now established under a cereal/pea mix which is cut for 
silage allowing plenty time for the clover to get a grip before winter.  Have also 
established onto silage land after first cut.  Avoid establishing under combined cereal as 
may not get well established before winter.  Must have moist conditions to establish well. 
 
The arable land rotation is; 

· Grass 
· Spring Barley (can get 2 t/acre from residual fertility) 



· Oats (a second barley is usually very poor in their situation) 
· Spring Barley/Pea mix undersown grass/clover mix (yield 12 to 15 big bales per 

acre) 
· Grass 

 
Muck is very important in the system.  Silage ground and second cereals all get 8t/ac 
annually. 
 
What is the impact on the business? 

· There is a slight delay in recovery rate after grazing or cutting compared to 
applying fertiliser.  Total output is therefore slightly lower which means that they 
need an extra 10 to 15 acres to fill the silage pit. 

· Fertiliser usage was 80 tonnes per annum.  Now it is zero. 
· Clover can fix about 100 units of N per acre which equates to over £50 per acre of 

N fertiliser – a massive saving. 
· Livestock stocking rate has not changed much.  They carry more stock now than 

they did when they used N, but they have an extra 60 acres and put some lambs 
on to other organic farms. 

· Clover has 10 times the mineral content of grass, but Sandy has found that you 
cannot cut back on minerals and vitamins especially if there is a specific problem 
such as Selenium or Vitamin E deficiency. 

 
6. Ideas for Coping With High Input Prices 
 
We are faced with very high input prices for some time to come – see the Bairds Malt 
assessment of the fertiliser market at appendix 2. 
 
The groups views were as follows; 
 

· Take more land and spread stock out 
· Less output i.e. go extensive, don’t push the system so hard 
· Feeding cattle on stubbles – dung and waste feed goes back to the land without 

need for machinery and diesel, and don’t waste dung on hill sacrifice area.  Need 
to move feeding area regularly. 

· Think about every journey e.g. is it needed?  Could you use the truck rather than 
the tractor? 

· Find out the fuel consumption figures for different tractors – the manufacturers 
must produce this data, but it is little used 

· Less silage – grow feed in the field to graze, if you have the correct land, avoid 
double handling 

· Know the value of muck/slurry and do soil analyses so you apply only what is 
required.  Does every single park of spring barley need 2 cwt/acre of 5-24-24?? 

· Clover in grass sward 
· Other legumes 



· Put bales in the park where they are going to be used in winter rather than hauling 
to steading then back out again 

· Machinery tracking systems to more accurately apply fertiliser and lime 
· Rotations of crops/grass, cattle/sheep – get benefits of natural fertility, different 

growing profiles, clean grazing 
· Buying groups/ pools for fertiliser and fuel 
· The John Vipond philosophy – get through the winter with only a pen-knife. 
· Cheaper bulk feeds e.g. draff? 

 
7.  Making the Most of the SRDP 
 
See Gordon McConachie’s powerpoint presentation at appendix 3.  Gordon is available 
to help all farmers in the Cairngorms Park and nearby to make the best use of the new 
SRDP, and it is probably best to think about it sooner rather than later. 
 
Some Key Points; 
 
It’s all web based and looks very complex.  You need a bit of time to look through it all – 
especially all the options – to see what is attractive for your business. 
 
The first step is putting in a Statement of Interest (SOI) for what you would like to do.  
This will be reviewed and scored by a case officer and you will be told if your idea has a 
good or poor chance of getting accepted.  Only then do you progress to the full 
application.  Note that the Statement of Interest is scored on; 
1. Fit with regional priorities (so read them up) 
2. Value for Money (is there a lot of improvement in the regional priorities for the 
amount of money you are wanting?) 
3. Risk management (have you put in place measures to make sure it works even if there 
are problems?) 
 
 
Note that a lot of SOI’s may be for continuation of existing environmental measures 
currently covered by RSS or CPS – they will score higher if similar management 
continues through into the new scheme and there are more points for collaboration with 
others. 
 
The more complicated phase is the actual application.  This will be assessed and scored 
by case officers before going to the local “RPAC” (Regional Project Assessment 
Committee) for a final decision. 
 
Answers to some questions from the group; 
 
A lot of the grant rates are fixed and some options have fixed area rates, etc 
There is no upper limit on the size of your application 
Mostly these are 5 year agreements, so if you only have a 3 year lease you need some 
assurance that the requirements of the scheme will continue after the end of your lease. 



Fencing, etc is not annualised, but is paid as done/claimed. 
If you have an agri environment scheme coming to an end then you can just carry it on 
under the new options – lot of same options as in the past are available. 
Organic aid (conversion and maintenance) is still part of the programme. 
 
8. Future Meeting ideas 
 
Next meeting 3rd week of July.  Perhaps in evening, with social e.g. BBQ 
 
How reduce input costs? – visit a few farms, farmer speakers, examples? 
 
Machinery policy – esp. fuel use 
 
Diversification – Alan has micro hydro idea.  Needs to be real examples to be attractive.  
Maybe better for winter meeting when weather poorer. 
 
Sheep – how to build into Alan’s system 
 
Case study day – “How Farm Eastfield?”  Clean sheet.  We all know it reasonably well 
now. 
 
Get into enterprise costings to allow all to compare. 
 
Trials ideas? 

�� Alan done half field in min till – will monitor. 
�� Growth rates 
�� Calving % and pattern 
�� Autumn v. Spring costing 

 
Management Committee 
The current Management Committee have served their term of one year so the Group 
need to select new Committee (5-6).  The Management Committee’s role includes: 
 

· to advise facilitators and the Monitor Farmers on any aspects of the project 
· appoint a Chairperson  
· to approve expenditure and selection of Specialist inputs 
· provide feedback on the project 
· provide an independent point of contact for Community Group members 
· and generally to represent the Community Group 

 
The meeting was advised to either volunteer or nominate someone from the Group.  
Members should contact the facilitators by  6th June with suggestions or for further 
information. 
 
 



Appendix 1. Update Info Sheet 
 
Total 1,100 acres farmed in a range of tenancies, covering three main units; Eastfield at 
Ballater, Altdourie beside Braemar and Lary, Ballater.  Roughly 700ac ploughable, 
250ac permanent grass and 150ac rough grazing. 
 
2008 Cropping (approx) 
 

Cropping Area Last yr 
Sp Barley 121 130 
Sp Barley (u/s) 41  
Triticale/oat mix 0 20 
Set-aside 0 16 
Peas (Lary) 9 0 
Silage 116  
Grazing 660  
Rough 150 150 
Total 1,100 1,100 

 
Stocking (2008) 
130 cows and 16 heifers = 146 cows and calves 
23 bulling heifers (yearlings) 
 
Activity since last meeting (2/3/08) 
 
Cattle 

· 12 back end calving heifers PD’d – 10 in calf (2 not in calf sold) 
· 4 pre-1996 cows to go this Thursday  - last of pre-1996 cows. 
· 65 cows PD’d, 6 not in calf (fatten to sell?) plus one wild one to cull 
· Sold all weaned male calves plus poorer heifers 30/4/08 (av  £472) 
· 13 calved heifers purchased (av £1,300) 
· left all back end calves suckling 

 
Crops 

· 83 ac feed barley sown on leys – Waggon 
· 79 ac malting barley sown – Oxbridge 
· Signed malting barley contract 60t @ £180/t 
· 28ac undersown with normal grass seed 
· 8ac and 5 ac undersown with red clover mixes from 2 suppliers 
· Grazing at Braemar – no fert applied, only cows and calves, no stirks (normally 

80-100) 
· Grazing/Silage at Lary – no N fert applied. No silage planned, graze all if fencing 

complete 
· Sprays received for spraying ~ 80ac tansies, plus herbicide for barley fields ready 

to apply. 
 



Appendix 2.  Bairds Malt Fertiliser Market Assessment 
 
With fertiliser values more than doubling in the last year and further increases likely 
where are we going? 
 
Worldwide consumption of all fertilisers is soaring as agricultural production of food and 
fuels becomes an increased priority. 
China seems to have an insatiable desire to consume fertiliser at an increasingly 
alarming rate (an extra 5 million tonnes of Urea) which makes the U.K consumption pale 
into insignificance and the U.S requiring more P+K for there hugely increased corn 
plantings. 
 
In the U.K GrowHow have closed their Severnside production facility which has removed 
around 350,000 tonnes of AN production, they have spent £15 million to increase AN 
production at their Billingham site which may offset some of the reduction. 
The U.K is now producing around 1.3 million tonnes of A.N against consumption of 
around 2 million tonnes, leaving the country as a net importer of at least 700,000 tonnes 
of nitrogen products. 
 
Yara are investing heavily in Quatar in their joint venture Urea plant, this will be around 
another two years to completion and at this stage we may see nitrogen values tail off. 
Urea prices has increased 300% this year and DAP 400%, throughout the world this 
year. The raw materials used in fertiliser manufacture are no different to other 
commodity markets and as the usage has increased the funds have poured in cash and 
moved these markets as well. 
Ammonia could quite easily be sold into other industries by the AN manufacturers if the  
Agricultural values do not compete, and with the U.K fertiliser values lagging Europe of 
late this is something we all need to be acutely aware off. 
 
The local market has been given an injection of life with Carrs Fertilisers investing 
heavily in their Montrose site which has potential to double the output. 
  
In Scotland we had 68,000Ha’s of set a side in 2006, our estimate is that this has been 
reduced to around 35,000 Ha’s, this additional land will consume a conservative 16,500 
tonnes, this is likely to reduce further in 08/09 and increase usage further. 
 
Where to from now? 
With manufactures and blenders releasing product as they can buy their raw materials it 
does look like we will see further increases with nitrogen around £300+ and NPK’s 
£500+.  
Crude oil eases higher, not long ago we were $100 a barrel, now $125, and some 
pundits predict we will see $200 in the near future. 
 
Soil and slurry testing are becoming increasingly important to allow growers the 
opportunity to tailor make products to suit their farms, it does look like the environmental 
lobby and cost of products will drive this forward faster most people would have thought 
possible. 
 
This will be a challenging time for all of us but with the current information it does look 
like buying as soon as products become available may be the best way to secure 
products and their value. 



Appendix 3.  Introduction to the SRDP.  Gordon McConachie. 
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