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About the FUW

The Farmers’ Union of Wales (FUW) was established in 1955 to exclusively represent the
interests of farmers in Wales. Since 1978 the union has been formally recognised by UK
Governments, and subsequently by Welsh Governments, as independently representing those
interests.

The FUW’s Vision is thriving, sustainable, family farms in Wales, while the Mission of the Union
is To advance and protect Wales’ family farms, both nationally and individually, in order to fulfil
the Union’s vision.

In addition to its Head Office, which has thirty full-time members of staff, the FUW Group has
around 80 members of staff based in twelve regional offices around Wales providing a broad
range of services for members.

The FUW is a democratic organisation, with policies being formulated following consultation with
its twelve County Executive Committees and eleven Standing Committees.

General comments

The majority of the themes covered by this inquiry are addressed by the FUW'’s response to a
Welsh Government consultation on its Draft Soil Policy Statement in 2022 (Appendix 1).
Therefore, in addition to the further comments below, we would refer members of the Committee
to Appendix 1 as well as the Soil Carbon and Baselining recommendations of the Sustainable
Farming Scheme Carbon Sequestration Panel summary.” The full report is expected to be
published on the Welsh Government website ahead of the committee’s oral evidence sessions.

The role and state of soils in agricultural systems

Farmers in Wales manage a range of different soil types, even within their own farming systems.
Soils themselves are influenced to varying degrees by previous and current management
practices, underlying geology, soil structure, microbiota, weather, and increasingly, climate
change. Furthermore, different soils can react differently to management practices, making
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standardised policies, measuring and management techniques difficult (for example, the impact
of tree planting on organo-mineral soils and sandy soils’ soil carbon content).

Figure 1: An overview of Wales by a) land cover [1], b) agricultural land
classification land quality (Predictive ALC Version 2) [2], c) elevation [1] and
d) major soil groups [3].

MMH is ‘mountain, moorland and heath’; BMV stands for ‘Best and Most Versatile' land; SW is *surface
water’ and GW is ‘ground water’.
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Figure 1 (taken from the Welsh Government’s review of evidence on Welsh soils).?

There is an estimated 410 Megatonnes of carbon stored in Welsh soils®. Whilst farmers in Wales
manage soils ranging from arable land to peatland, the vast majority of farmland use is
permanent pasture or upland rough grazing. This often-undervalued habitat acts as a huge soil
organic carbon store in Wales (SOC)* subject to very little disturbance in comparison to land
used for arable, horticulture, forestry or development purposes. Yet, current private carbon sales
only value ‘new and additional’ sequestration®®, and payments are often higher for creating new
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habitat through Government schemes, as opposed to valuing existing carbon stocks, their
protection and enhancement. This means farming practices which have protected and
maintained their soil carbon stores (and habitat value) are often at a disadvantage for obtaining
further funding.

This lack of disturbance and sustainable management through livestock is reflected in recent
research compiled by the Welsh Government’s Environment and Rural Affairs Monitoring and
Modelling Programme (ERAMMP), which demonstrated no changes in national topsoil carbon’,
in contrast to England. However there was a loss within Arable soils (-7.7%). Arable farmland in
England is now seeking the re-integration of livestock to restore their soil organic matter levels®.

The importance of soil health (particularly soil organic matter- SOM) for providing multiple
benefits cannot be understated. It impacts our ability to produce food, recycle nutrients, filtrate
water, store carbon, and support biodiversity. However, there is a shift underway within
agricultural practices, as the science and understanding around the biological element of soils is
developing, alongside how management techniques can directly and indirectly influence these
factors. Historic policies and agricultural businesses have focused on dramatically increasing
production via chemical means (artificial fertilisers). However, both the scientific and practical
implications of the role of mycorrhizal fungi,SOM, root exudates, the sustainable use of inputs
and the impact of grazing management and rest on soil health, soil carbon and achieving
optimum productivity is now increasingly understood.

The high costs and market volatility of manufactured fertilisers, the direction of agricultural
support policies, and an uplift in farmer to farmer knowledge exchange®°", alongside biological
soil consultants is enabling this shift.

This means the adoption of both new and old management techniques such as no or minimum
tillage, ensuring diversity of species and deep rooting plants, mob/cell/holistic planned grazing,
consideration of anthelmintic use, and outwintering or bale grazing.

The vast majority of Welsh farmland inadvertently follow the five rules of ‘regenerative
agriculture’? - don’t disturb the soil, keep the soil surface covered, keep living roots in the soil
(depending on the grazing implemented), grow a diverse range of crops (unimproved or
semi-natural grasslands have the highest diversity, unless abandoned’®) and integrate livestock.
However, the supply chain and Government-led schemes still lack recognition and reward for
ensuring the long term viability and good health of soils. Soil health is a long term investment,
however, short tenures, annual Government funding cycles and pressure on tight profit margins
makes this long term vision, and implementation, challenging to balance against annual
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profitability, in addition to understanding the complexities of soil carbon.
Monitoring of soil health

There is a huge array of soil modelling, research and papers written on Welsh soils via the
ERAMMP and Soil Policy Evidence Programme. 41516

Yet, the vast majority of this data and detail is not communicated back to the farmers managing
these soils, representing a missed opportunity for engagement, knowledge sharing and
monitoring. However, accurate and cost-effective monitoring of soil carbon through comparable
and repeatable measurements is challenging at the farm-level.

The engagement potential is illustrated well in Northern Ireland's Soil nutrient Health Scheme.
The largest baseline soil sampling programme ever undertaken has had a 92% farmer uptake,
in part due to the delivery of farm-level, and field-level soil data on fertility and carbon stocks,
with accompanying LIDAR run-off risk maps and above-ground biomass maps."’

The Carbon Panel recommended that Welsh Government makes improvements to its soils
monitoring programme to ensure it meets United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) compliant standards to assess soil carbon to a minimum of 30cm, (as
opposed to 15cm) recognising that good practice involves sampling to 1m or the bedrock.

Farming Connect currently have an ongoing Welsh Soil project, seeking to understand the
carbon content of soils under different management intensity across Wales'®, using a selection
of the demonstration network farms. However, comparing averages can be challenging as was
reflected in a First Milk and University of Leeds study. The study showed carbon stocks in
permanent pastures varying from 35-350 tonnes of Carbon per hectare'®.

Soil sampling has been supported via various Government-led schemes, including Farming
Connect. Farmers also pay for their own soil sampling to ensure lime, slurry and fertiliser
applications are optimal, or to identify mineral deficiencies which may impact on livestock health.
However, the results collected through Government-funded schemes are not noted against
fields or farms? (such as on RPW Online) due to data sharing technicalities, but rather compiled
according to geographical area. They have historically included nutrient indices tests only (P, K
& Mg, and also pH), but are now being expanded to incorporate biological factors such as soll
organic matter and structure.

The soil testing of field parcels that receive inputs is proposed as a Universal Action within the
upcoming Sustainable Farming Scheme (SFS).
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New markets and companies are taking advantage of this appetite from farmers to understand
their soils, particularly carbon levels and the ability to increase (or decrease) their levels, via
sales from soil carbon credits. Examples include Agreena, Soil Capital, Trinity AgTech and
Regenerate Outcomes - but many will take a significant cut of any credits generated, both in
order to pay for the soil carbon baselining and monitoring, in addition to profit.

Applications (paid for) are also available to guide farmers through soil sampling and monitoring,
such as Soil mentor?', which allow you to plot results, observations and photos against GPS
field locations, and to benchmark them against other farms. However, at current prices, they are
not widespread or widely used.

Soil structure can also be assessed by farmers via the ‘Visual Evaluation of Soil Structure’?
steps, simply using a spade out in the field. Worm count tests can also be done in the field,
which give a good indication of organic matter®.

Classification of soils for land use
(Please see the Soils Policy Statement response)

The FUW endorses the need to protect agricultural soils classified as the Best and Most
Versatile (BMV) for sustainable food production, given the challenge of conflicting profitability of
different land uses, long term food security, and the increase in population predicted over the
next decades, amid increasingly unstable geo-political trade.

However, other grades of land should not be disregarded or left unprotected for food production.
Climate change is adding increasing stress to soil health on all types of land, particularly arable
land which is generally classified as BMV. This is due to challenging growing conditions and
extreme weather, which causes increased compaction or the loss of microbial activity due to
drought, or increased levels of pests and pathogens from warmer, wetter weather. This will
increase the need for other grades of land to fill the gap’, whilst delivering on various other land
use demands such as biodiversity, energy generation, carbon sequestration and development.

It should also be recognised that using land classifications can often be a blunt tool for
determining the appropriateness of certain land areas for other uses such as tree planting or
development. The FUW has previously questioned the Welsh Government’s intentions to plant
‘less productive areas’ of Wales with trees given that the areas of Wales categorised as Less
Favoured Areas (LFA) and Severely Disadvantaged Areas (SDA) are 79% and 56%
respectively, and therefore for many farming business the entire farming system will consist of
land classified as Grade 3 or lower. When determining the appropriateness of different land
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areas for other agricultural or non-agricultural purposes, the FUW maintains that
socio-economic and wider environmental factors must also be considered on an equal basis.

The policy and legislative mechanisms to protect soils and productive land (including the
Sustainable Farming Scheme, National Minimum Standards and planning policy
(amongst others))

The potential for legal frameworks and targets for soils

(Please see the Soils Policy Statement response for an outline of existing policy and legislative
mechanisms farmers work within)

A singular Soil Carbon Code® is desperately needed, to standardise measuring, modelling,
permanence requirements and provide governance around selling Carbon credits from soils.
The soil carbon credit market is still considered somewhat of a ‘Wild West’, whereas there are
established codes for Woodlands and Peatlands. Yet, it offers a unique opportunity for farmers
to increase carbon sequestration, implement soil and grazing management practices which
benefit biodiversity, water quality and soil health, alongside earning a potential new income and
helping to reduce GHG emissions.

The challenge with setting targets for soils is their variability and establishing current (and
varying) baselines. However, in general, increasing Soil Organic Matter is a good ambition due
to the multiple benefits it provides, although some areas will have high existing levels already
(such as permanent pastures or habitats in good condition). A farm scale study at ‘North Wyke’
showed how interrelated Soil Organic Carbon stocks were with various other environmental and
productivity indicators, correlating positively with water discharge quality, botanical diversity,
liveweight gain and stocking densities.??°

As outlined in our response to the Welsh Government consultation on its Draft Soil Policy
Statement, any additions to the current legal framework around soils must consider all types of
land management and impacts on soil.

Whilst previous Cross Compliance requirements regarding the management and protection of
agricultural soils were in ‘return’ for the Basic Payment Scheme payment, it is possible that
these requirements are introduced as part of a regulatory baseline for all farmers..

The Control of Agricultural Pollution review has also recommended that these (Cross
Compliance) requirements are replicated within the regulations. Any steps to bring such
measures into regulation would benefit from industry consultation, to ensure they are practical
and implementable. The Environmental (Principles, Governance and Biodiversity Targets) Bill
will also seek to further strengthen environmental governance, compliance and targets. Soil

24

2 hitps://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1751731118000502?via%3Dihub
26 H H
Key Research Findings



http://resources.rothamsted.ac.uk/north-wyke-farm-platform/key-research-findings
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1751731118000502?via%3Dihub
https://sustainablesoils.org/soil-carbon-code/about-the-code

health also crosses over into the Sustainable Land Management objectives and the Agriculture
(Wales) Act 2023 objectives, therefore any targets or legal frameworks for soils should be
incorporated into these existing pieces of work.

It is important to emphasise the challenge for farmers having to comply with these regulations
and expectations, whilst competing against other agri-food imports produced to far lower
environmental standards.
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