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Project tackles maize concerns

SPOTLIGHT ON MAIZE

Undersowing maize with grass 
can provide a viable solution 

to address the ‘problem’ of bare 
winter maize stubbles—prevent-
ing soil erosion and nutrient leach-
ing during winter rainfall.
 The practice also boosts soil 
organic matter, provides a valu-
able winter grazing opportunity 
and allows easier preparation of 
spring seedbeds for following 
crops, according to the results of 
a pilot project funded through the 
WWF and Tesco Partnership, and 
carried out by a number of Müller 
Milk and Ingredients’ dairy farm-
ers who supply into Tesco.
 “The government has high-
lighted the need to address im-
provements in soil health in its 
proposals for the Sustainable 
Farming Initiative to be launched 
this year,” says Liz Price, head 
of land use at the Wye and Usk 
Foundation (WUF), a regional riv-
ers trust that works closely with 
farmers throughout the two rivers’ 
catchment area across Hereford-
shire and Monmouthshire.
 “Farmers will be expected 
to find ways of meeting these 
environmental obligations as the 
agricultural payment landscape 
shifts,” she says.
 “The trials and programmes 
that we have conducted with local 
farmers show that undersowing 
addresses many of the criticisms 
levelled against maize stubbles 
in the winter period but also pro-
vides measurable advantages to 

encourage this concept as a practi-
cal, viable and accessible option.”
 In addition, she says, it helps 
WUF achieve its objectives of 
reducing soil and nutrient run-

particular—from reaching rivers 
and other watercourses, where it 

can cause eutrophication, prevent-

ing general biodiversity.
 The programme was boosted 
in 2019/20 after the WWF and 
Tesco Partnership came on board, 

the practice amongst Müller and 
Tesco farmers in Wales.
 Nick Duggan, technical sup-
port manager with Field Options—
the programme’s on-farm delivery 
partner—explains:  “Before 2016, 
there had been some experimenta-
tion with planting grass into maize 
crops.  It was always broadcast, 
and sometimes harrowed in, but 
both methods rely heavily on rain 
afterwards so it wasn’t terribly 
reliable.”
 Field Options’ attention was 
drawn to Denmark, where under-
sowing maize has become com-
mon practice and there were valu-
able lessons to be learnt.  “Danish 
farmers have to meet strict quotas 
on Nitrogen use in every crop, 
which in turn are determined 
by the proportion of cover crops 
sown on each farm,” explains Mr 
Duggan.  “If they fail to meet the 
cover crop stipulation, their Nitro-
gen quota is reduced.
 “By the time we came to look 
at the Danish results in 2016, they 

Continued on page 46.

An undersown grass crop photographed on November 26th, 2020, 
following maize harvest on September 24th.

The maize undersowing initiative being administered by the Wye and 
Usk Foundation is part of three initiatives that WWF (formerly the World 
Wide Fund for Nature) has established, in partnership with Tesco, and 
regional rivers trusts in England and Wales.  The initiatives work with 
farmers, suppliers and other stakeholders to develop, test and share in-

a sustainable farming future for the UK.

sourced in a sustainable, responsible way,” says Simon Aguss, of WWF’s 
UK food and landscapes team.  “Through this partnership, we’re helping 
Tesco to understand the environmental impact of its supply chain and 
address these sustainability challenges.
 “This and other partnerships can ensure long-term protection for 

supply chain partners as well, like Müller, we can help set up farms for 

enabling farming communities to thrive economically while acting as 
custodians of nature.”
 Mr Aguss adds that a similar project on maize crops for AD plants is 
being conducted in East Anglia in association with Coca Cola.
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KWS EXELON 
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   High grain to stover ratio for energy dense silage
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allrounder!

SEEDING 
THE FUTURE 

SINCE 1856www.kws-uk.com

AUTENS KWS 
Early: FAO 170
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extra winter grazing after maize,” 
he suggests.  “This gives up to 300 
heifer grazing days per hectare, or 
1,500 ewe grazing days.  Diploid 
or tetraploid perennial ryegrass 

blends are also available, the for-

good groundcover and nutrient 
retention.”
 Where a farmer is seeking a 

and soil biology, Mr Duggan rec-
ommends introducing legumes.  
“IRG and a winter-hardy hairy 
vetch can deliver up to 3.5t DM/ha 
by March.  Alternatively, there are 
non-hardy varieties of vetch and 

hard winter, the residual Nitrogen 
will be mopped up by the compan-
ion grass.
 “We warn growers against un-

problem weeds, as these may need 
later applications of herbicide to 
which the newly sown grass would 
be susceptible.  The general advice 
to anyone opting to undersow is to 
speak with their agronomist about 
how best to manage herbicide 

 While the cover crop can pro-
duce impressive results and dry 
matter yields, Mr Duggan advises 
farmers not to get carried away 
with plans to utilise it.  “Despite 
the dramatic improvement in soil 
structure, maize harvesting can 

it uneven.  So, while you could 
harvest the cover crop for silage, 

there’s a big risk of soil contamina-
tion.  Maize stalks would also need 

 The most frequently asked 
question is about yield.  He states 
that they’ve seen no detrimental 

when undersowing a companion 
crop, provided that the cover crop 
is drilled when the maize plant is at 
the critical six to eight leaf stage.

Phil Scott, retail group manager for 
Müller Milk and Ingredients, has 
been delighted with the project’s 
progress, uptake and achievements 
so far.  “With the objective of im-
proving the natural environment, 
the Wye and Usk Foundation has 
provided our supplying dairy 
farms with advice and funding to 
improve soil structure, nutrient 

-
agement and farm infrastructure.
 “This valuable resource has 
allowed participating farms to im-

for all concerned.”
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KEOPS
Maincrop: FAO 210/220

   Extremely high yield potential

A perfect balance  
of yield and quality!
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AUGUSTUS KWS 
Ultra Early: FAO 160
   No.1 DM yield in its segment across all marginal sites with 
rapid early vigour

CITO KWS 
Ultra Early: FAO 150
   Short season hybrid offering high grain density for 
maximum starch.

AURELIUS KWS
Early: FAO 180

Unsurpassed DM yield in its segment, rapid vigour, 

favourable balance of yield and energy content

KWS maize varieties 2021
With the latest KWS hybrids you no longer have  
to sacrifice yield for maturity

Dedicated breeding programme

Rapid early vigour

Excellent starch content
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