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21st Century farming needs 
adaptable varieties, of 
robust agronomics to meet 
diverse climatic conditions, 
handle rapidly evolving 
disease pressures and yet 
also yield suffi cient tonnage 
of physically good quality to 
maximise farmer income and 
satisfy end-user requirement.
Where crops are exposed to natural out-
door conditions, rather than the precision-
controlled environments of a greenhouse, 
many variables can manipulate crop 
performance. Localised weather patterns 
can neutralise national trialling results to 
near-useless levels. Increasing temperatures 
can further complicate regional natural 
selection of weeds, pests and diseases.

While the UK AHDB Recommended List 
(RL) of varieties can offer a general guide 
of variety performance across the four 
principle regions of UK, north, east and 
west, additional research bodies feed 
into the trials data set to update disease 
resistance scores at realistic levels. 

21st Century Farming

The United Kingdom Cereal Pathogen 
Virulence Survey (UKCPVS) are one 
such body. Forewarning the industry of 
advancing disease pathogen mutations 
and their likely impact on current cereal 
varieties with emphasis on yellow and 
brown rusts and mildew.  Managed by 
NIAB, and funded by AHDB and Defra, 
the UKCPVS receives infected cereal leaf 
samples from agronomists, trials offi cers 
and researchers across the UK. From these 
samples, pathogen isolates are selected 
and tested to check their virulence against 
wheat and barley varieties. The testing 
can detect new races of cereal pathogens 

capable of causing disease on previously 
resistant cereal varieties. UKCPVS update 
the rust and mildew ratings for all pre and 
post recommended cereal varieties across 
both seedling and adult growth stages. 
The 2017 fi ndings were published in March.

“The yellow rust population has become 
extremely diverse in the UK, so it is 
important to keep up both monitoring 
and plant breeding efforts to ensure 
wheat is equipped with the genetic 
defences to counter this diversity.” 
reports Dr Sarah Holdgate, UKCPVS 
project manager based at NIAB.

Agrovista UK Ltd and their variety 
development business Ebbage Seeds 
are also part of the research network, 
trialling varieties on a local basis to 
provide meaningful regional data. With 
trial sites across fi ve counties, varying soil 
types and differing rotations, Agrovista’s 
trialling aim is to understand more fully 
how new varieties pre and post AHDB RL 
are best managed to achieve maximum 
performance. For example, in the sphere 
of Septoria control while SDHI’s are still 
highly active, fi eld effi cacy is at risk of 
starting to decline.  Of the 41 varieties of 
wheat currently listed on the AHDB RL only 
one has a resistance rating greater than 7. 
Delayed sowing dates and new pesticide 
product management across new and 
existing varieties could help to enhance 
variety genetic resistance at a regional 
level, where disease pressure varies and 
pesticide technology may not keep pace 
with pathogen mutation.

As the UK climate continues to evolve, 
breeders and researchers need to adapt. 
Resistance genetics can be compromised in 
a very short space of time through rapidly 
multiplying populations. Screening of 
varying material aims to ensure that not 
only will Agrovista/Ebbage learn how to 
manage new varieties before they reach the 
market, but that varieties with particular 
key traits benefi cial to specifi c regions are 
not overlooked by a national trialling and 
assessment programme geared towards 
national yield results.

  Agrovista’s 
trialling aim is to 
understand more 
fully how new 
varieties pre and 
post AHDB RL are 
best managed to 
achieve maximum 
performance. 

Agrovista 
2017 late-sown 
wheat trials 
clearly showing 
exceptional 
earliness of  one 
wheat variety. 
Such lines would 
under-perform in 
national yield trial 
data, yet clearly 
could have a 
benefi t in specifi c 
farm situations.
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Regional 
Trials

Scotland

This year we are looking to further expand 
our north west and Scottish trials program, 
to help provide as much knowledge as 
possible for our most northerly agronomy 
customers with a strong emphasis on 
nutrition. With ever increasing pressure 
on agrochemical products in terms of 
registrations and loss in performance, we 
must look to a holistic approach where no 
stone is left unturned enabling us to push 
yields and give our growers an edge in an 
increasingly competitive market.

At Penrith there will be winter cereal trials with 
some fungicide work. There will also be spring 
barley, fodder beet and grass trials. Ayr will 
have a very interesting late sown winter wheat 
program alongside some spring barley.

This year our expanded package will 
include large plot spring barley nutritional 
work in the Lothian and Borders as well as 
central Scotland where there will also be a 
screen looking at additional nutrient inputs 
on wheat in conjunction with precision 
technology. Winter wheat and oilseed rape 
will be looked at in Elgin.

With this expanded trials program, we feel 
it is very important to embrace the wide 
variety of growing conditions that challenge 
us in northern Britain and feel it is vital that 
we invest in the region to gain maximum 
benefi t for our growers. We aim to be 
able to announce the establishment of a 
Scottish Regional Development Trial site 
soon, bringing the extensive Agrovista trials 
program further north.

South East

Following on from a successful demonstration 
site last year, we are continuing our trials at 
Somerfi eld Court, Sellindge, courtesy of R 
Price and Sons. Field scale trials, drilled in 
the Autumn with a mixture of black oats and 
vetch, have now been sprayed off. They will be 
drilled with spring wheat with minimum soil 
disturbance using the farms Vaderstadt Rapid 
drill without the system disc working. Despite 
the recent rain, the cover crop has kept the 
soil in very good condition.

The study of blackgrass control continues 
in winter wheat on the site, by means of 
a matrix trial, looking at pre-emergence 
chemistry with and without Avadex.  

Early post emergence mixes have been 
overlaid across these.

A local approach

Clearfi eld rape is increasing in popularity  in the 
UK and trial 3 is a comparison of six Clearfi eld 
varieties with two varieties planted with and 
without a companion plant of berseem 
clover. Previous Agrovista trials have shown 
improvement in crop root development and 
yield from this technique. A combination of 
frost and an application of Astrokerb has now 
destroyed the companion plants, leaving the 
rape to grow unhindered by competition, but 
benefi tting by the enhanced soil structure 
left by the clover roots.

Disease control in cereals is challenging, 
with declining effi cacy of fungicides on 
certain pathogens. A small plot trial on the 
site will evaluate the effi cacy of fungicides in 
both winter wheat and barley.

Illminster 

The South West trials site, in partnership 
with BASF, has been running for the past 
seven years and has evolved into a key 
regional testbed for the best new fungicide 
programmes.

These are tested on a wide range of old and 
new varieties to help growers obtain the 
best disease control on their farms.

The trials take place at Hurcott Farm, near 
Illminster, Somerset, by kind permission 
of M & S Doble. The family have put their 
full support behind the project, tirelessly 
sowing and spraying the fi eld-scale trials 
using the farm’s own equipment at what are 
very busy times of the year.

The farm boasts a wide rotation including 
winter wheat, winter barley, oilseed rape, 
potatoes, forage maize and spring beans.

The loamy sand site provides a great 
platform for testing the best new fungicides 
against the high disease pressure the south 
west climate provides.

Using the same location every year also 
provides a very useful season-on-season 
comparison of regional performance under 
differing weather patterns and disease profi les.

Sixteen varieties are being evaluated at 
fi eld scale, with well-established names 
being compared to promising newcomers. 
Fungicide trials are overlaid across all 
varieties. Despite the plants only being small 
at the time of writing there are already some 
stark differences in colour and appearance 
of the varieties.

The sort of results that are possible were 
ably demonstrated last season when the the 
farm managed to place third in the ADAS 
Yield Enhancement Network best plot yield 
competition, with a yield of 12.8t/ha only 
under the standard farm programme.

This year we are aiming to push for the 
top spot, given that our top treatment in 
2016 was 16.28t/ha. A specifi c programme 
of increased nutrients plus biostimulants is 
being applied this season, and should make 
for some interesting discussions.

In addition to the fi eld-scale trials the farm 
also hosts small plot trials for Agrovista, and 
some of our chemical suppliers. These are 
used to compare existing products to those 
which are not yet on the market. This allows 
our local agronomists to be confi dent that 
they are using the best product, in the most 
effective way.

For those interested in the trials we have 
an open day in late June, organised in 
conjunction with BASF, where we will have 
variety and fungicide experts on hand to 
talk through the trials. We also have stand 
space for a range of local companies and 
organisations.

Agrovista and BASF also host a winter 
agronomy meeting where results from 
the trials are presented, guest speakers air 
key topical issues of interest to our local 
farming audience, followed by a home-
cooked supper. 

For those further west we also have 
a similar trial site in Truro looking at 
spring barley varieties and fungicide 
programmes.

For information on dates of site open 
days please visit www.agrovista.co.uk
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Drones can carry a camera 
which can provide 3.5cm 
resolution at 120 metres 
fl ying height, with the 
resulting images used 
to create maps showing 
establishment, biomass, 
weeds and disease and to 
carry out plant counts.

Agrovista uses its MapIT Pro software to 
process data captured by a drone fl ight 
from several passes during the season 
to create fi eld maps. These can be used 
for variable rate drilling and nitrogen 
application, and even patch spraying 
weeds with high resolution accuracy.

Savock Farms is 10 miles north of 
Aberdeen on the east coast, farming 
1,400ha owned, leased and under 
contract farming agreements.

Cropping encompasses wheat, malting 
barley, winter oilseed rape, winter rye, 
triticale, grass silage and gluten-free oats.

Owner Andrew Booth says: “We are on 
mainly heavy land, which is challenging in 
a wet year but can perform for you when 
treated right, and 60% of the land area we 
farm is dedicated to AD feedstock crops 
with the remainder down to arable.”

Crops go to a variety of markets – wheat 
is for feed or distilling, malting barley on 
contract for maltsters, oilseed rape for 
crushing and gluten-free oats are for a 
number of local and export markets.

“We intend to expand in this area and 
work more closely with the end user in 
this exciting specialised market,” says 
Mr Booth. “Our mindset to farming has 
changed in the last 12 months due to the 
introduction of AD crops.

Along with the challenges, it has 
presented a number of opportunities 
and benefi ts for the farm including a 
more spread out harvest and access to 
digestate.”

With fi ve full-time and two seasonal 
employees, he works closely with 
Agrovista on the contract farming area, 
from fi eld walking to handling big data.

Precision farming

Mr Booth says he has taken a strong 

interest in precision farming, including 

yield and soil mapping and variable rate 

seeding and N, P and K fertiliser reading.

“I am keen to increase the precision of our 

nutrient applications and we have used the 

Isaria and Yara N sensors in the past to try to 

match applications to crop requirements.”

Admitting he is a ‘sucker for gadgets’, 

Mr Booth researched the use of drones 

in agricultural publications and on social 

Drone Focus
Use of imagery from a farmers perspective

media before investigating what Agrovista 

had to offer in this area.

In 2016 he used the Agrovista drone 

service for the fi rst time to generate 

variable rate N maps.

“We were able to tailor the N rates before 

going into the fi eld rather than fi nding 

out at the end what the sensor had done. 

This gave us more fl exibility to make 

decisions such as cutting the rate back in 

the poorest areas which do not have yield 

potential, whereas the sensor would have 

put the highest rate on these areas,” Mr 

Booth says.

“In addition, we had the advantage the 

spreader operator could just get on 

with spreading fertiliser with pre-loaded 

prescription maps, without having to 

operate a secondary sensor as well.

Agrovista also offered a quick turnaround, 

adding convenience and ensuring the 

data was current and accurate. Fields 

were fl own one day and the maps were 

available the next morning.

Data from the previous season was also 

used by Agrovista to compare to that 

year’s establishment.

   We have 
received excellent 
support from 
Agrovista which 
will come in useful 
as we increase the 
acreage   
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“We are able to walk the oilseed rape in 
E1/2/3 and compare to last year’s drone 
maps, helping assess fi eld variability and 
look for limiting factors. So it’s useful for 
more than just the variable N.”

He adds: “Like all new information and 
mapping systems, it takes a moment to get 
your head around but it is self-explanatory 
and available on Axis/MapIt Pro to view, 
which is very user-friendly.”

Drone maps
Savock Farms has also used the drone 
maps to study fi eld boundaries, vermin 
damage and drainage issues, and is looking 
to expand its use of the technology in 2018.

“It will be particularly exciting to use it on 
grass silage ground which is destined for 
AD feedstock this year.”

Mr Booth says the added benefi ts of using 
drone mapping compared to previous 
procedures.

“It offers real time data compared to 
some systems, and there are no issues 
with cloud cover. It’s also easier for the 
operator to use because Agrovista provides 
prescription maps which are simply 
programmed into the spreader.

“We have also received excellent support 
from Agrovista which will come in useful 
as we increase the acreage. All the guys we 
deal with at Agrovista have a passion and 
strong knowledge of precision farming so 
we have no complaints at all.”

Despite the hands-on nature of the service, Mr 
Booth says it also represents value for money, 
at £3/ha for the end-to-end service. And with 
his enthusiasm for gadgets is he planning to 
take over pilot’s role in the future?

“We have our own drone for hobby use, 
but I will let Agrovista continue to do the 
crop fl ights as they have the CAA approval 
and we are too busy at that time of year.”

Taking agronomy to new heights
Agrovista offers drone imaging as part of its 
agronomy portfolio, either as a full service 
using its quadcopters, or where farmers have 
their own UAV, assisting them to set it up, fl y 
it safely and use software to analyse the data.

The fi rm’s head of precision technology, 
Lewis McKerrow, explains: “The high 
resolution images produced by cameras 
mounted on drones clearly show in-fi eld 
variation and the data can be used for 

tasks from variable rate applications to 

assessment of crop damage.”

Drone images have been shown to be 

more consistent than those produced 

by satellites, and are not affected by the 

UK’s variable cloud cover, he points out.

“A drone can fl y below the cloud, so it 

is more fl exible and offers higher 

resolution images.”

Currently, most customers use Agrovista’s 

drones and operators, although Mr 

McKerrow says he expects the proportion 

of farmers using their own drones to 

grow, depending on legislation.

In 2017, Agrovista made 500 UAV fl ights 

covering 7,000ha, and Mr McKerrow says 

many farmers start off with a specifi c 

application in mind but then see further 

uses for the service.

“This year we have more trained operators 

and drones so have the capacity to 

increase the area considerably,” he says.

Package

While farmers increasingly embrace 

technology, Agrovista can offer an end-

to-end package, producing output data 

for a fertiliser spreader, for example. For 

their customers the maps become part 

of their management systems, working 

with existing farm software.

“There are applications for vegetable 

crops and grassland as well as the arable 

work,” says Mr McKerrow. “Plant counts 

were added in 2017 and our research 

and development team is looking at 

mapping for potatoes. We have even 

been asked to count pumpkins and plan 

to refi ne this to sizing them this year.”

 Drone images 
have been shown to 
be more consistent 
than those produced 
by satellites, and 
are not affected by 
the UK’s variable 
cloud cover   
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The theoretical yield potential 
of wheat across the UK over 
the last 5 years has been 
around 20 t/ha. The average 
farm yield over this period has 
achieved around 40% of this 
potential, whilst the highest 
yielders have achieved 60 and 
in some years even 70% of 
this potential. 

Wheat yield is determined by three key 
factors. Firstly, available natural resources 
such as solar energy, carbon dioxide and 
water, secondly their capture & thirdly 
their conversion to harvestable grain. 
Within a region we receive similar available 
natural resources, and the conversion 
to harvestable grain (Harvest index) is 
believed to be more determined by variety 
choice than by crop husbandry, so the area 
where the top growers must be excelling is 
in the capture of these natural resources. 
In a normal season in the UK on a moisture 
retentive soil, light is normally the limiting 
factor, as yields get higher however, water 
limitation becomes more common. 

Light capture is determined by maintaining 
a green healthy canopy for as long as 
possible. The theory would tell us that for 
every day where we can maintain green 
leaf area above 37%, we should produce 
an extra yield of 150 kg/ha per day, and 
this is very much borne out in fungicide 
trials where an extra week of good disease 
protection is regularly producing an extra 
tonne per hectare. Appropriate fungicide 
& nutrition programmes are obviously 
therefore key to prolonging green canopy 
longevity and hence improve light capture.

Water capture depends mainly on rooting 
depth, which in turn is very closely linked 
to soil structure. Agrovista have set up 
a series of regional trials across the UK 
to explore how to practically improve 
capture of our natural resources and 
bridge this gap between the average and 
best performers. To complement the 
regional trial sites and really get a handle 
on what is happening at farm level, this 
autumn Agrovista are launching a National 
yield competition designed to combine the 

  Appropriate 
fungicide & nutrition 
programmes are key 
to prolonging green 
canopy longevity 
and improve light 
capture 

best theoretical and practical approaches 
in agronomy & crop husbandry to create 
blueprints on how best to capture our 
available natural resources in individual 
varieties across a range of different growing 
scenarios. This is following a prototype 
competition in the north of the UK which 
was launched this spring and already has 
over 60 entries. 

The idea of the competition is for farmers 
and agronomists to work closely together 
exploring opportunities to maximise the 

crops potential. This involves several 
measurements at key growth stages, and 
ultimately a fi nal yield fi gure, which can 
be compared to more conventionally 
treated parts of the fi eld or farm. Whilst 
benchmarks have been used for many 
years and are a good guide to assess crop 
growth throughout the season, indications 
from the top yielders in the ADAS YEN 
competition over the past few seasons, are 
that for signifi cantly higher yields, some of 
these benchmarks may need re-addressing. 
For example, to achieve an 11 t/ha crop 
HGCA guidelines suggest 460 fertile ears/
m2, whereas the top yielders in the YEN 
competition had signifi cantly thicker crops 
with over 700 fertile ears/m2. 

This approach however is likely to require 
increased nutrition, growth regulation and 
fungicide programmes, as well as better 
rooting to allow more water uptake, and 
it’s the viability of this sort of system which 
we are looking to evaluate from this yield 
competition. 

Contact your local Agrovista 
agronomist to fi nd out more, and to 
enter the competition this autumn, 
and help to maximise your farms 
agronomic potential!

Wheat Yield Potential
Bridging the gap between 
theory and practice 
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Events

Regional 
Development Trials
Innovative, local agronomy
The Agrovista Technical team are delighted to 
introduce 5 new regional development sites 
for 2018.

These new sites take technical development to 
a deeper level by focusing on the idiosyncratic  
challenges of each region. Here the team 
will be assessing not only establishment and 
management of crops, but how different seed 
varieties respond to regional variance.  

The 5 key regional sites will be open to visitors this 
summer as well as the innovative Project Lamport. 

To book a place at one of our regional open days, 
please contact the site coordinator or email
events@agrovista.co.uk

The sites that are not currently holding meetings 
may still be available for private guided tours. 
Please contact the regional site coordinator directly. 

You can also book online at www.agrovista.co.uk

1   Down Ampney, Cirencester
Site coordinator: Quentin Ham
E: quentin.ham@agrovista.co.uk

2   Shrewsbury, Shropshire
Site coordinator: Rosie Tomlinson
E: rosie.tomlinson@agrovista.co.uk

3   Coldham, Cambridgshire
Site coordinator: Jack Hoyles
E: jack.hoyles@agrovista.co.uk

4   Stoughton, Leicestershire
Site coordinator: Dan Knight
E: daniel.knight@agrovista.co.uk

5   Balne, Yorkshire
Site coordinator: James Brentnall
E: james.brentnall@agrovista.co.uk

1   Elgin, Scotland
Site coordinator: Stewart Rothnie
E: stewart.rothnie@agrovista.co.uk

2   Angus, Central Scotland
Site coordinator: John Murrie
E: john.murrie@agrovista.co.uk

3   Ayr, West Scotland
Site coordinator: Peter Richardson
E: peter.richardson@agrovista.co.uk

4   Berwick, Scottish Borders 
Site coordinator: David Paul
E: david@wallaceofkelso.co.uk

5   Penrith, Cumbria
Site coordinator: Steven Gate
E: steven.gate@agrovista.co.uk

6   Morley, Norfolk 
Site coordinator: Mark Hemmant
E: mark.hemmant@agrovista.co.uk

7   Sellindge, Kent
Site coordinator: Rob Purvis
E: rob.purvis@agrovista.co.uk

8   Illminster, Somerset
Site coordinator: Tom Pope
E: tom.pope@agrovista.co.uk

9   Truro, Cornwall
Site Coordinator: Martin Stuart
E: martin.stuart@agrovista.co.uk21st June Down Ampney

3rd July Shropshire
3rd July Coldham

4th July Yorkshire
5th July Stoughton

Project Lamport
Supported by Bayer Crop Science, Project Lamport 
returns for another year of rotational development 
trials, establishment, application and much more. 

2018 Open Days: 27th & 28th June 

Local Events
Our team are also holding a number of smaller open 
days and events across the country including:

21st June Morley
26th June Illminster
29th June Ayr
2nd July Elgin

3rd July Angus
4th July Penrith
4th July Kent
6th July  Scottish Borders
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