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Cutting our carbon footprint - Restoring the soil

Carrying on with our series of articles about reducing our
carbon footprint, this month we are looking at arable farming.
How does this relate to our carbon footprint? Well, ploughing
the soil releases carbon dioxide into the air as stored carbon
mixes with oxygen to form CO2. Using artificial nitrogen fertiliser
also emits nitrous oxide, another greenhouse gas.

A healthy soil is one teeming with life. It contains macrofauna
we can see like earthworms and centipedes, mesofauna such
as mites and springtails, microfauna such as nematodes, and
microflora such as bacteria and fungi. All these tiny creatures
enable our soils to store nutrients to help plants grow, and,
importantly for our goal to reach net zero carbon, some have
the ability to convert carbon dioxide from the atmosphere into
stable soil carbon.

Without healthy soils, plants will not grow, they would not be
able to store carbon in their leaves and woody parts, and we
will not get enough food, nor would the other creatures that call
planet earth home. A healthy soil also holds water like a
sponge, preventing run off that causes pollution in our rivers
and flash flooding; healthy soils are crucial.

The world’s soils hold more carbon as organic matter than all
the vegetation on the planet, including all the forests: 82% of
carbon in the terrestrial biosphere, however we have lost much
into the atmosphere due to ploughing. After the Paris Climate
Change talks in 2015, it was calculated that if we could increase
the carbon stored in all agricultural soils by just 0.4% per year,
(this covers around 50% of habitable land surface) it would
equal that released in the atmosphere yearly, helping in the
quest to reverse climate change.



Intensive arable farming methods are responsible for killing the
life in our soils. Ploughing breaks up fungal networks and kills
macrofauna, and agrochemicals kill the rest. It doesn’t happen
overnight but over time as our machines have become more
efficient at tilling, the life in the soil is slowly disappearing until
“dirt” is nothing more than a medium for agrochemicals. Flocks
of birds used to follow a plough, picking off the worms, but we
see this rarely these days.

But there is a way to bring life back to the soil and increase its
carbon storage. There are machines now that allow farmers to
sow seed into unploughed fields. Cover crops can prevent soil
erosion and add carbon and nutrients to the soil. And of course
this would also mean farming organically. This is known as
regenerative agriculture, as it regenerates soil to be healthy
again. There are as many methods of regenerating the soil as
there are different situations, including adding lost soil bacteria
from special composting methods, using perennial polycultures
or grazing animals, and rotating crops.

The way subsidies are paid to farmers is changing with the new
Sustainable Farming Incentive, coming on line to pay farmers to
produce public goods such as improved water quality, animal
health and climate change mitigation alongside food production.
This is causing a lot of pressure and stress for farmers as
change is never easy, but hopefully this will be a short term
problem and the long term results will benefit us all. Change
isn’t just happening in the UK, but signs that soil is starting to be
recognised for its importance is happening worldwide.

So what can we do?

Some farmers are already changing to regenerative techniques,
so it would speed up the transition if we, as individuals,
supported them by buying their products. We could also
became more informed to spread the word and petition
governments for more action.



One problem lies with knowing which food has been farmed this
way. Distinctions need to be made with better labelling in
supermarkets. The best label we can choose currently is
organic. Organic food is hugely better for the environment than
spraying agrochemicals on the land. Pesticides are partially
responsible for the massive decline in insects, but they, along
with artificial fertilisers, also kill the life below ground too.
Organic farms are often, but not always, farming regeneratively,
and are much richer in biodiversity and wildlife. Hopefully in the
next few years as more farmers join in and it becomes less
niche with more government backing, we will start to see
“regeneratively farmed” labels in our supermarkets too, and the
price of organic food coming down.

We can shop from local suppliers where we can meet the
farmers and know how they are growing the crops, such as with
www.facebook.com/RaysVeg and www.steepholding.co.uk who
are local, and uncertified but farming in an organic way, with
Steepholding operating a permaculture-designed small holding.

www.wellingtoncommunityfood.org.uk will also be farming
regeneratively in the near future, and you could of course grow
your own if you have the time and space!

If you’d like to read more detail with references on this subject

visit visit www.quantockeco.org.uk and enter ‘Sustainable food
system in the search box, watch any of Walter Jehne’s lectures
on YouTube, or visit www.wickedleeks.riverford.co.uk.
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