SUSTAINABLE FARMING
HELPS FIGHT CLIMATE

CHANGE

Climate change is a truly global issue that is set to remain right
at the top of political, social and economic agendas - perhaps
forever - and there is no escaping the fact that livestock
farming must play its part in overcoming the threat.
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hilst unfairly persecuted

from some quarters, the
livestock industry is in many
ways better placed than a lot
of sectors to reduce its carbon
footprint.

The challenge, therefore, for

farmers and supporting
organisations alike is as much

about ensuring more
widespread uptake of
technology than it is about
finding totally new ways to
operate.

Efficiency is often at the
centre of most solutions to
climate change, and farmers showing the kind of approach

like James Fanshawe are that have the potential to

JAMES FANSHAWE, LIVESTOCK FARMER AND DIRECTOR OF EBLEX

underpin a sustainable
livestock industry.

Mr Fanshawe runs 130
suckler cows and 200
breeding sheep on 150

Grass is the
cheapest feed
and actsas a
carbon sink

hectares near Naseby in
Northamptonshire, and his
approach since taking on the
farm 16 years ago has been all
about efficiency borne out of
keeping things more simple.
"“When we took over the
farm it was split between
arable and livestock
enterprises, but in my view
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neither was large enough to

operate efficiently, he
explains.“The farm has a lot of
traditional ‘ridge and furrow’
permanent pasture, and | was
not prepared to plough this
up, so we sowed new grass
and clover leys on the arable
ground and elected to focus
on beef and sheep.

"Grass is the cheapest
source of feed available to
grazing livestock and is a
carbon store, so by farming
simply and efficiently we
improve our financial position
and | believe we are also
making a positive
contribution to the fight
against climate change”
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Though not registered as
organic, Mr Fanshawe has not
used artificial fertiliser for six
years, relying instead on good
management, farm yard
manure and clover in his
swards.

“We have rectified the soil
pH with liming in the past,
but soil fertility and condition
is now maintained through
mixed grazing of cattle and
sheep, timely applications of
manure and avoidance of
poaching.

“We aim to maximise stock
numbers on the farm for one
full time man, and therefore
graze all available land and
buy in hay, silage and straw.
Nevertheless in the last two
seasons we've had more grass
than we can cope with at

certain times and have cut
some fields for silage. This
analysed very well — at 16%
crude protein - so there is
little wrong with grass
quality!

Part of James Fanshawe's
sustainable livestock farming
strategy is to use traditional
indigenous breeds, so the
suckler herd is split between
Beef Shorthorn and South

Devon whilst Manx Loaghtan,

Shetland and Lleyn make up
the breeding ewe flock.
"We're using breeds that
are compatible with our
grazing-based system, but
that will also provide a return
in the various markets that
we are targeting,"adds Mr
Fanshawe."We do sell a lot of
heifers for breeding, but our
steers are good enough for a
supermarket contract. The

majority of our lambs are sold
commercially, and we find that
the traditional breeds enable
us to keep a proportion
through to January and
beyond when we can achieve
better prices and without
purchasing extra feed.

"I believe the future for
beef and sheep farmers is to

Tools for tackling climate change

he immediate target is to

make and maintain
emissions to a level at least
11% lower than currently
predicted by 2020.

For the livestock farming
industry, the key will be to
increase efficiency and
productivity - so it is a
genuine win-win situation -
and one of the best examples
of how great strides are
already being made is in the
use of improved grass and
clover varieties.

“Fortunately for the UK
livestock farmer, some of the
greatest progress in recent
years has been made very
close to home, at what is now
the Institute of Biological,
Environmental and Rural
Sciences (IBERS), Aberystwyth
University,” says British Seed
Houses agriculture director
Paul Billings. “A long term
commitment to grass and
clover breeding has seen the
emergence of high sugar
ryegrasses and clovers with
greater productivity and

persistency, and these Aber-
prefixed varieties are already
a major feature of current
Recommended Lists.

“The opportunity to
improve livestock
productivity from pasture
and - with the greater use of
clover - reduce nitrogen
fertiliser usage is already
available to livestock farmers,
using varieties that are bred
for Britain’s temperate
climate and are compatible
with each other.”

High sugar grasses are
arguably the most significant
step forward in plant
breeding in a generation, and
there is growing evidence
that their potential in
helping the livestock industry
fulfil its role in combating
climate change could be
significant.

“There is real potential for
reducing greenhouse gas
emissions due to the positive
impact on rumen efficiency
that results from the higher
water soluble carbohydrate
(WSC) content of these
grasses.

“The early work on high
sugar grasses at IGER (now
IBERS) showed significantly
reduced nitrogenous losses in
the faeces and urine of
grazing ruminants, whilst the

latest on-going research is
pointing to a reduction in
methane emissions.

“Methane and nitrous
oxide are potent greenhouse
gases and together equate to
more than three-quarters of
the potential contribution
from UK livestock production.
The potential to use high
sugar grasses to deliver a
measurable reduction in
these emissions is very real
and offers the industry a
genuine advantage in
meeting its targets.

Irrespective of the high
WSC story, ryegrass varieties
such as the perennials
AberAvon, AberStar and
AberMagic and hybrids
AberEcho and AberEve are
setting new standards in
terms of yield and quality. So,
even without the specific
impact of the increased water
soluble carbohydrate
contents, these varieties offer
improved pasture
productivity.

“More milk or meat per
acre means less emissions per
litre or kilogram produced,”
adds Paul Billings, “so there is
a win for livestock farming
profits as well as a win for the
environment.

maximise the value of your
grassland and manage stock
to make best use of it. Such
systems can be profitable and
are an essential tool in the
fight against climate change.
We must not allow our
industry to be dismantled by
those that are ill-informed or
are simply anti-meat’







