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Focus on

fighting inflation

Continued on page 2

As input costs rise, is  
it time for a reset?

Rising input costs require a short, medium and long-term strategy if we are to protect 
and develop profitability.  Of course the prices we receive for farm outputs have also 
risen, but input costs and output prices do not exist in the same markets and high 
numbers for feed and fertilisers, compared to a couple of years ago,  appear set to 
stay, with volatile markets a certainty.  So, how can we respond and build resilience 
into the farm business?

Short term
In the short term, the message has to be to stick with the plan. Fertiliser and feed costs 
might be high, but if we cut back on these planned inputs substantially, then we create an 
existential threat to the business.  And anyway, cutting back in the short term doesn’t make 
financial sense.  For example, at £650 for a tonne of ammonium nitrate, if we reduce 
applications by 30kg nitrogen/ha on a 50ha silage area, we’d save £2,826 on the fertiliser 
bill, but we would lose 112 tonnes fresh weight of silage yield.  Buying in that silage at £30/
tonne would cost £3,360.  Even worse, if we had to replace the lost grass energy with 
bought-in concentrate at £280/tonne, it would cost us almost £9,000 (see table on page 2).

In a good growing season, you might get away with the fertiliser nitrogen cut back and see 
no yield reduction.  In a poor season, that 30kg nitrogen might be critical and cause yield to 
drop more than in an average year.  So, messing around with the quantity of inputs in the 
short term is not good for risk management within the business either.

Also in

As fuel, energy, fertiliser and 

transport costs spiral, we examine 

how farmers are making the most 

of home-grown feeds.
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But (and it’s a big but), it doesn’t look like these input cost 
rises are going to end soon.  The gas industry itself is 
saying that prices will likely remain high for the next 12 to 
18 months and even if they halve, we are still dealing with 
substantial input cost rises compared to pre-pandemic 
days.  Volatility is here to stay as well, so we need to do 
something about the resilience of the farming business to 
handle the more extreme ups and downs going forward.

Looking at the short-term rationally can be helped by 
doing partial budgets that can help with thinking and 
decision making, like the fertiliser example in the table.

Financials on cutting back on fertiliser nitrogen:

Medium to long term reset
So, in the medium to long term, it’s time for a reset.  
Easily said, not so easily done.  A reset means we should 
look at the energy and nitrogen we can produce on-farm 
and how we can use these more efficiently, cutting waste 
so that we can reduce the quantities we buy-in.  Two 
simple examples.

First, regular soil testing and action to make sure that soil 
pH is 6.5 and fertility is adequate will help optimise the 
nitrogen we apply in bagged and manure forms, so that 
30kg nitrogen/ha might be saveable if we eke out more 
from the bag and slurry tanker.

Second, getting a silage sample done every four to six 
weeks over the winter, rather than just one in the autumn, 
will enable us to tailor our rations more accurately and 
hopefully cut back on bought-in energy in the form of 
concentrates.

More radically, a reset means looking to do things 
differently so that we can replace bought-in nitrogen 
(including in the form of protein) and energy with what we 
grow, preserve and feed on the farm.  These longer term 
changes of mind-set and how we might do things were 
highlighted in a British Dairying article (‘More grass from 
less fertiliser’, January 2022), which had input from Kelvin 

Action or response Cost benefit or loss

Reduce nitrogen by 30kg/ha on 50ha
1,500kg N @ £650 for 33.5% ammonium nitrate  
saves £2,826

Likely yield loss is 30kg grass dry matter per kg of N 
reduction

30kg DM x 30kg N reduction = 900kg DM/ha loss  
(3 tonnes fresh weight silage per ha @ 30% DM)

DM loss from grass between field and feed-out of silage.  Low 
level loss is typically 25% - so 75% of what is grown is fed

Actual lost silage = 900kg DM/ha x 0.75 = 675kg DM/ha 
(2.25 tonnes fresh weight per ha @ 30% DM)

Replace lost silage with bought-in silage at £30/tonne fresh 
weight

2.25 tonnes lost/ha x 50ha = 112 tonnes x £30 = cost  
of £3,360

Replace lost silage energy (@11MJ ME/kg DM) with 
bought-in concentrate (@13MJ ME/kg DM):

Silage energy to replace
675kg DM/ha x 11 ME (= 7,425 MJ) x 50ha = 371,250 MJ 
ME to replace

Energy in concentrate
890kg DM/tonne fresh weight bought-in, so 89% of 
1,000kg @ 13 ME = 11,570 (assume 100% utilisation of 
the concentrate)

Concentrate needed to replace the lost grass energy
371,250/11,570 = 32 tonnes concentrate @ £280/t = cost 
of £8,960

Continued from page 1
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Cave Ltd.  The article focused on soil management, 
adding clovers to grass swards, managing slurry and 
ensuring that the forage we make is preserved in both 
quantity and quality.  We will develop some of this 
thinking in this edition of KnowHow, with practical 
examples.

Free nitrogen for your soil and cheaper protein feed
One strategy going forward is to look at rotations and see 
where legumes like peas and beans can be inserted.  Our 
case study on page 6 shows how this can be done with 
peas as a break crop.  Peas and beans can be crimped to 
make a high energy and protein feed, replacing some 
bought-in concentrate, but in this example, pea haylage 
has been produced from the break crop, which also 
leaves nitrogen in the soil for the following wheat crop, so 
saving on manufactured nitrogen.

More nitrogen from your slurry
Our second case study shows how the fertiliser bill can 
be trimmed using DIGEST-IT® which provides a rich food 
source for microbes as well as dormant aerobic bacteria 
species that are able to feed on and break down the 
organic matter in the slurry and use the ammonia gas as 
a source of nitrogen to grow, thus turning it into microbial 
nitrogen.  The details on page 15 show how this can 
enhance the available nitrogen in your slurry and could 
shave 20 to 40kg N/ha off your manufactured nitrogen 
input.  The enhanced slurry is more consistent and easier 
to work with and also has a positive impact on soil health 
and in reducing ammonia smell and associated wasted 
nitrogen.

Previous on-farm trials with DIGEST-IT used on pig slurry 
show a 6:1 return on investment from using the product, 
and that was before the current hike in manufactured 
fertiliser nitrogen prices.  The value at current fertiliser 
prices is now pushing towards £10 back in slurry value 
for crop nutrition, from every £1 spent.

Don’t lose what you have captured
In the recent British Dairying article, independent silage 
consultant, Dr Dave Davies, pointed out that once we 
have captured our nitrogen as crude protein, it is easily 
lost in the ensilage process and we should do all we can 
to avoid losses.

Dave said: “The preservation of true protein is particularly 
important as it more efficiently converted to meat and 
milk than non-protein nitrogen.”  Which leads to us to our 

case study on page 4, which focuses on the use of Safesil 
to preserve forage and has enabled a dairy farmer to 
reduce costs in terms of £ spent per cow per day.

Unlike biological silage additives, Safesil Pro and Safesil 
Challenge actually destroy unwanted, harmful bacteria 
such as clostridia and enterobacteria, which compete for 
sugars with the desirable lactic acid bacteria in the sealed 
clamp. If allowed to multiply, these harmful bacteria 
produce acetic and butyric acid and large amounts of 
carbon dioxide and use much of the available energy, 
lowering the nutritional value and palatability of silage.

Reset thinking
It is clear that if we are going to control costs and produce 
more energy and protein on-farm, then we need to reset 
our thinking and focus on the how we grow more and 
waste less, with the ultimate key performance indicators 
of how much we buy-in and what this does to costs per 
litre of milk, kg of milk solids, or kg of meat that we 
produce. As in the sporting adage, it will be the 
accumulation of gains that wins the day.

Above: Legumes are playing an increasingly important role.
Facing page: Alternatives to artificial fertiliser need  
to be found.
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Dairy farmer, Laurence Wadman, continually strives 
to make more milk from home-grown feeds on his 
family’s Somerset farm, which he says will be more 
important this season than ever before.

Farming 540 acres at Elliscombe Farm, near Wincanton, 
the family keep 244 Jerseys which average just shy of 
7,000 litres at 5.60% fat and 3.85% protein. And with 
cows milked through four Fullwood robots, which only 
dispense compound feed, the drive to use home-grown 
is all the greater challenge. 

Success according to Laurence depends on growing and 
preserving the highest quality forage and concentrate 
feed, and using this in a partial mixed ration comprising 
grass and maize silage with moist crimped wheat and 
maize and a protein blend. This is fed throughout the 
year, including through the grazing season which runs 
from after first cut silage to September for the 
year-round calving herd.

Maintaining the quality of each ingredient is a key focus 
of the system, and all attention is directed on grass 
silage at this time of year.

Four cuts and young leys will be integral to achieving 
high energy values, with the hope that this year’s first 
cut can mirror the success of last year’s. This analysed 

with a metabolisable energy of 12.2MJ/kg DM and a D 
value of 76, with sugar running at a phenomenal 20%.

The silage was preserved with Safesil Challenge from 
Kelvin Cave Ltd, for reasons Laurence describes as ‘belt 
and braces’.

Apart from its high energy and digestibility values,  
he says the resulting silage also had high intake 
characteristics.

“It was so good that when the cows heard the wagon 
they just got up and went straight to the feed fence,” he 
says. “There was so much sugar in it that they were like 
bees round a honeypot.”

David Warner from Kelvin Cave Ltd explains how the 
Safesil range of preservatives helps control the 
fermentation process, producing enough lactic acid to 
stabilise the silage but not so much that sugars are 
depleted in the process.

“If lactic acid is above 10% then too much sugar may 
have been consumed in the preservation process and 
palatability may be reduced,” he says. “Although  
lactic acid and sugars give important nutritional value  
to the silage, they can also both be used to feed 
undesirable microbes.”

Cutting the  
cost of  

feeding for 
robot-milked 

Jerseys
Home-grown crimped concentrate feed and high-quality 
silage slash feed costs on Somerset farm.
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This explains why Safesil plays such an important role, 
as it actually destroys undesirable bacteria, yeasts and 
moulds, and controls the fermentation, quickly  
preserving the feed value and limiting dry matter losses. 
For this reason, it is recommended over biological 
inoculants, which simply encourage fermentation in a 
particular direction.

“Cutting invisible losses is just as important when grass 
quality is high as when conditions are challenging, as in 
high quality grass there is more feed value to potentially 
lose,” he adds.

Laurence’s experience with last year’s first cut bears this 
out, with its outstanding energy and intake 
characteristics. And when feeding it last summer he 
calculated how much this, in combination with the 
high-quality crimped wheat and maize – both preserved 
with CrimpSafe 300 – saved in feed costs.

“We calculated that we saved almost £1 per cow per day 
in our milking herd ration, saving us £200 per day at that 
time,” he says. 

Feeding this ration at maintenance plus 14 litres at grass 
last summer (M+18 through the winter), he was able to 
cut out other energy-boosting ingredients, most 
importantly protected fat.

“Losing the fat alone saved about 45p per head per day 
at the time, and with rising prices, we’d expect this saving 
to be higher this year,” he says. 

Milk from forage was also high at a 12-month rolling 
average of 2,800 litres.

However, he regrets he was unable to continue this level 
of saving through the latter part of 2021 as second and 
third cut silage, one of which was lower in protein, were 
introduced to the ration.

Other practices to help keep forage at the highest 
possible quality include reseeding around 20% of the 
farm each year with high-sugar grasses, maintaining 
white and red clovers in grazing and cutting leys 
respectively, and taking complete control of the 
silage-making process.  

Operating a contracting business and offering silage-
making for around six farms, he admits this is as much to 
justify having the silage-making kit and controlling his 
own silage as for the income it brings.

Whilst he favours taking multi-cuts of silage he says this 
year, everything will be up for review, especially in the 
face of red diesel prices.

However, he says that unlike last year, this year he will 
preserve every cut with Safesil.

He will also adhere to his policy of always grasping the 
opportunity to cut while conditions are right, and says: 
“Don’t think there’s a better week coming; just cut the 
grass if it’s there.

“I can’t overemphasise the importance of good forage to 
our business,” he adds. “It’s the driver of profitability and 
has always been important, but I don’t know if it’s ever 
been as important as it is now.”

Laurence Wadman

Above: Grass leys are reseeded regularly to  
maintain quality.

Facing page: The Wadmans’ Jerseys average 7,000 
litres at 5.60% fat and 3.85% protein. 
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Norfolk arable farmer, Charlie Davison, has rented parts of 
his 620-acre farm to carrot growers for many years. The 
crop provides a useful break from the winter wheat he 
grows for milling and seed on Game Farm in West Bilney, 
near Kings Lynn. However, although some of the carrots 
are lifted early and allow for drilling spring cereals, some 
are contracted to lift in late March, when there’s rarely the 
time or conditions to prepare the land and drill the 
following cereal crop early enough in spring. 

Catch crop 
So, to avoid any fallow over the key growing months, 
Charlie set his mind to finding a fast-growing catch 
crop which could be sown late in the spring but be off 
the land by the end of summer. This would allow him 
plenty of time for autumn cultivations and for the 
all-important winter wheat to be drilled in the second 
half of September.

Hitting upon the idea of growing a crop of peas for 
haylage or hay, he says: “I found they were popular and 

did really well in the USA and New Zealand.” 
And although he keeps no stock on the farm, he believed 
the crop would make a highly nutritious baled forage and 
would be tradeable to livestock producers.

Preserving legumes as forage 
However, with no knowledge of how to process the crop 
at harvest, he contacted the PGRO (Processors and 
Growers Research Organisation). They referred him to 
Kelvin Cave Ltd, for their expertise in preserving legumes 
as forage, who put area manager, Michael Carpenter, on 
to the job. Michael had worked with many producers in 
preserving legumes as wholecrop, and knew some of 
the same products and techniques could work with 
baled haylage.

The challenge was to harvest the crop when the pea itself 
was young and digestible but when the dry matter (DM) of 
the whole crop could reach around 75%. Failing this, a 
lower DM crop could be wrapped as haylage but the 

The search for a catch crop to fill the gap between lifting carrots in late spring and drilling winter wheat, 
led a Norfolk farmer to a 19% protein baled haylage from a quick-growing legume.
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preferred option would be to hit the DM for hay and save 
the cost of wrapping.  

In either case he knew the crop would have to be 
preserved to avoid any spoilage. He chose the additive, 
BaleSafe, which has an outstanding track record of 
preserving high dry matter forages.

“This preservative is formulated specifically for either 
wrapped haylage from 50-75% dry matter or  
unwrapped hay of up to 25% moisture,” he explains.  
“It contains a blend of propionic and benzoic acids with 
human food preservatives which gives us complete 
confidence, when applied correctly, that treated bales 
won’t mould and spoil.”

Charlie took the decision to grow the peas as a catch crop 
for the first time in 2021. He chose a fast-growing forage 
variety called Magnus, which is described by its supplier, 
Limagrain, as ‘ready to harvest in 14 weeks’.

After the carrots were lifted at the end of March 2021, the 
pea cultivations followed. 

“We incorporated the straw which is used to protect the 
carrots from frost, and then ploughed and prepared the 
seedbed, drilling the peas on 30 April,” he says.

Agronomy 
The peas were drilled into light, sandy loam soils, at a 
seed rate of 125kg/ha. A 6m Kverneland tine air drill was 
used to place the seed into moisture, at a depth of 5cm, 
before the field was rolled.

The only treatment required was a pre-emergence 
herbicide to keep on top of weeds. No fungicides were 
needed, although bird control was used in one area 
alongside a wood to minimise pigeon damage. 

The peas exceeded growth rate expectations and were  
in fact ready to harvest within less than 12 weeks. The 
decision was taken to cut them on 21 July, just after 
flowering.

“Some of them looked like mangetouts at this stage, and 
within the pods some very small peas had started to 
form,” he says.

This seemed to be the perfect time, when the small peas 
were soft and would be easy for stock to digest and the 
haulm was not too lignified.

A key to the harvest was cutting the peas with a rape 
swather and leaving the crop spread wide. At a height of 
up to 1.2m, it would be too difficult to conventionally mow. 

The crop was then left to dry and baled 10 days later. This 
allowed it to dry to a DM of 56% and baled and wrapped. 
A later-drilled crop was baled in early August, achieving a 
DM of 68%.
“In both cases, it looked as though the weather was 
breaking so the decision was taken to wrap, rather than 
attempt to dry down to hay,” says Michael.

The peas paved the way for the following crop which was 
the winter wheat variety, Zyatt, produced as seed for 
Frontier and drilled towards the end of September.

Continued on page 8

The pea haylage had high palatability to sheep and beef.

Charlie Davison 
wanted a quick 
catch crop  
between carrots 
and winter wheat.
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Nitrogen returned to the soil 
This revealed the additional benefit of growing legumes 
which, in this case, were estimated to have returned 
20-30kg/ha of nitrogen to the soil. 

“This wheat is probably the best crop I have on the farm,” 
says Charlie. It also received a lower input of artificial 
nitrogen and the soil was reckoned to be in better 
condition thanks to the peas’ deep roots.

Yields and bale weights 
With pea haylage bales weighing around 400kg and yields 
of 1.5t/acre there was plenty to sell from the 44 acres 
grown. And with an analysis of 19% protein and a 
metabolisable energy of 9.5MJ/kg DM it was clear it 
would make an exceptionally useful livestock forage.

Local farmers, including a Wagyu and a sheep producer 
were amongst the takers, and both have reported 
outstanding performance (see panel). 

“My neighbour who keeps 800 ewes said the sheep go 
straight to it and are not interested in [grass] hay,” says 
Charlie. “It certainly has that sweet smell of high-quality 
forage and is clearly very palatable.”

The future 
For the future he says he will grow more peas as long as 
he can develop a market for the haylage or hay. And with 
increasing numbers of livestock being encouraged on to 
the arable land of eastern England there could be a 
growing demand. 

This year, he plans to increase his seed rate to 150kg/ha 
to push yields up further and may even attempt to double 
crop the peas. This would involve drilling a second pea 
crop in mid-July and harvesting in mid-September, which 
should double up on his profits and also boost the amount 
of nitrogen fixed for the following crop of winter wheat. 

Feeding pea haylage to Wagyu beef
When beef producer, Sarah Juggins, heard of the 
pea haylage her neighbour was making, she was 
keen to try some bales for her small suckler herd of 
Wagyu and youngstock.

At 19% protein and with an ME of 9.5MJ/kg DM, 
she felt it would be the perfect counterbalance to 
the brewers grains she fed to her stock.

Aside from the favourable composition, she is also 
keen to buy local and keep the food chain short, 
and at Lower Farm, East Winch, she was just a 
stone’s throw from the Davisons’ farm.

Using some bales over winter from Charlie’s first 
crop, she said the quality was exceptional and the 
haylage was ‘moist but never mouldy’.

“Since we started it’s become a key part of the 
diet,” she says. “The cattle just love it and there is 
no wastage at all.”

If anything, she says, they are almost doing too 
well, but she is keen to achieve plenty of marbling 
and see a good price for her beef from this 
premium breed.

Her high-end buyers would appear to bear this out, 
and include the Titchwell Manor Hotel, butchers,  
J E Howard, whose shops include one on the 
Queen’s Sandringham Estate, and independent 
coffee shop, Kofra Coffee, which also stocks rare 
breed and high-quality beef.

Continued from page 7

Sarah Juggins feeds pea haylage to her Wagyu  
and crossbred cattle.
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High moisture hay 
stacks up as fuel 
and wrap costs rise 
As the drive to reduce single-use plastic continues 
apace, farmers are increasingly seeking 
alternatives to wrapping their baled forage.

Growing numbers are turning to high moisture hay,  
which can be now treated with the modern preservative, 
BaleSafe, at the time of baling. This treatment ensures 
hay at moisture contents of up to 25% can be stored 
without wrapping, and will retain its quality during 
storage, without dust or the risk of moulds. Treated bales 
can then be stored undercover, either in sheds or with 
suitable stack covers. 

This treatment achieves obvious cost savings through the 
wrap not used, but also saves the escalating cost of fuel 
for the wrapping process. Added to this is the cost of 
wrap disposal.

“There has also been a proposed packaging tax of £200 
per tonne of bale wrap, although the industry was granted 
a reprieve when it was shelved at the last minute,” says 
Michael Carpenter, Kelvin Cave’s northern area manager. 
“However, the reality is that a similar scheme is highly 
likely to be imposed in the future as the government 
strives to achieve its environmental targets.”

As well as being a popular option in place of baled silage, 
high moisture hay has further attractions over traditional 
dry hay.

“Farmers have increasingly moved away from traditional 
hay due to the length of time taken and the weather 
dependency of the process,” continues Michael. “Many of 
these producers have taken up the BaleSafe option, which 
means they can bale much sooner after cutting, which is 

particularly important in catchy weather conditions.

“They’re also likely to find they will save one pass with 
the hay bob, and the resulting high moisture hay has a 
higher nutritional quality than the dried product,” he says. 
“That’s because there’s less leaf shatter, which means a 
greater percentage of the more nutritious leaf is retained. 
This lifts feed value and palatability, while reducing dry 
matter losses.”

BaleSafe achieves its success in preserving haylage and 
high-moisture hay thanks to its unique blend of 
ingredients, including propionic acid and ammonium 
propionate. These stop the activity of undesirable 
microorganisms including yeasts and moulds, and 
minimise spoilage during storage.

Kelvin Cave Ltd supply a range of preservatives to keep 
forage stable, whatever its dry matter or the conditions in 
which it is made (see table). As well as supplying 
preservatives, the company also offers a simple-to-use 
moisture meter and a range of applicators to fit 
conventional, round and big square balers, which ensure 
easy and effective application. Please contact your area 
manager to discuss the best product to suit your 
particular needs.

Preserving baled forages at different moistures:

Forage type Moisture content (or DM) Wrap needed Preservative recommended

Hay and straw 15% moisture and below No
Not essential but BaleSafe will reduce dust 
and assist preservation if grass is diseased

High moisture hay 15-25% moisture No BaleSafe essential for unwrapped bales

Haylage (medium DM)
25-50% moisture (or 

50-75% DM)
Yes

BaleSafe will improve fermentation and 
reduce DM loss

Baled silage (lower DM)
More than 50% moisture 

(under 50% DM)
Yes

Use Safesil Challenge to kill yeasts,  
moulds and undesirable bacteria from  

soil contamination
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Our comprehensive range of tried and tested products are  
at the forefront in every stage of preservation, packing  
and protecting, helping you to retain the overall  
quality, nutrients and palatability  
of every silage crop.

When it comes to getting the most  
from your valuable silage crops
 … we’ve always  
got your back!

NEW

PRODUCT

PRESERVE

PACK

PROTECT
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Safesil Pro - for silage above 30% DM

• Minimises fermentation losses and is unsurpassed for aerobic stability.

Safesil Challenge - for silage below 30% DM and high protein crops

• Eliminates enterobacteria, clostridia, yeasts and moulds and is ideal for challenging  
   ensiling conditions.

SilaPactor - makes light work of compaction 

• Available in a range of widths from 2.1 metres to 4 metres weighing from 2.5 to 6.0 tonnes,  
   SilaPactor can increase compaction density by up to 40%, saving time and fuel.

KlampClips - like an extra pair of hands during clamp filling

• Manufactured from spring stainless steel and made-to-measure for different clamp wall  
   thicknesses. Available in packs of 25.

Side Sheets - essential to ensure a complete airtight seal

• Heavy duty, 150μm, clear plastic in 50-metre rolls and in widths of 4, 5 and 6 metres.

O2 Barrier 2in1 - the single sheet which transforms into two

• Polyamide vacuum film layer up to 10 times less oxygen-permeable than conventional silage 
   film that reduced time and labour required to seal the clamp.

ClampNet - for improved clamp protection

• Reduces sheet damage by birds and vermin and the need for complete weight coverage.

Silage Safe - the ultimate clamp protection system

• With a projected service life of at least 10 years this strap tensioning system eliminates the need 
for any other weighting. Its 2-metre modular design allows for quick deployment and removal.

Farmguard - high-strength, recyclable silage sheeting

• Uses advanced seven-layer technology for improved durability and tensile strength, tear    
   resistance, a high degree of UV protection and easy, lightweight handling. Farmguard’s barrier  
   to oxygen is up to 100 times that of standard silage sheeting.



12 kelvincave.com

Slurries and farmyard manures have acquired a new 
value in the face of soaring fertiliser prices, and farmers 
increasingly rate their livestock waste as a costed 
resource. Research by ADAS has recently identified the 
value of FYM at over £500 per hectare at typical 
application rates, purely in terms of its nitrogen, 
phosphorus and potassium (N, P and K) content, with 
further benefits to be gained through building soil quality 
and biodiversity.

But liquid slurry has a more mixed reputation, typically 
being anaerobic and encouraging the type of undesirable 
bacteria which thrive without oxygen. These offset some 
of the nutritional benefits of slurry by giving off gases 
such as hydrogen sulphide, with its rotten egg smell, or 
the equally noxious ammonia. The emission of these 
gases causes the double whammy of creating pollution  
at the same time as wasting a potentially valuable 
fertiliser resource. 

So, farmers are increasingly seeking ways of capturing a 
greater fertiliser value from their slurry and many have 
turned this season to the slurry conditioner, Digest-It.

This microbial product has been demonstrated in 
independent Kingshay trials to increase available nitrogen 
in slurry by 13% over six weeks and 17% over eight 
weeks. This has been shown to increase to 33% in other, 
longer trials, where the product has been in the slurry 
over the course of the winter. 

This level of improvement occurs because Digest-It captures 
the nutrients in slurry, most significantly, converting the 
ammonia-nitrogen into organic nitrogen, which would 
otherwise be given off as ammonia gas and wasted.

MAKING
MORE
OF YOUR
MUCK
Farmers are increasingly adding 
value to slurry with microbial 
boosters to increase aeration, 
reduce ammonia losses and retain 
its fertiliser value. The Kelvin Cave 
product has a proven track record. 

Adamson Contractors, Northallerton

Adamson Contractors, Northallerton
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This has the dual benefit of increasing the stable organic-nitrogen that can be supplied to the crop but also cutting ammonia 
emissions. A further benefit of capturing the gas is that ammonia will shortly come under legislative control as part of the 
Clean Air Strategy, while air quality, for the first time, will become an objective in Countryside Stewardship grants.  

Digest-It comprises a microbial culture, and is also a rich source of vitamins, minerals, proteins, enzymes, amino acids and 
carbon. These effectively provide a food source to promote the activity of aerobic microbial species, which is far more 
beneficial than anaerobic processes.

Having these aerobic bacteria in slurry results in a number of physical and chemical changes. These include breaking down 
crust, dissolving sediment and reducing the odour at spreading. The time taken for these changes to occur will depend on 
several factors, such as the quantity of solids and weather conditions, but changes are expected within four to six weeks of 
treatment. However, because activity increases over time, slurry conditioned this spring or summer will be far quicker to 
mix, easier to handle and less odorous at the time of spreading next autumn. 

These benefits have been experienced by a Shropshire farmer and contractor who 
has used Digest-It on his own family’s and his customers’ farms. He is featured on 
page 15 of this issue of KnowHow where he says that unlike other bacterial slurry 
products he’s tried, he’s seen a range of physical and handling benefits and 
substantial financial savings in artificial fertiliser when using Digest-It.

Key benefits of the slurry conditioner, Digest-It: 

■ Captures ammonia-nitrogen before it is released as ammonia gas

■ Reduces losses of nitrogen and sulphur so retaining fertiliser value

■ Stimulates aerobic microbial activity in slurry lagoons and stores

■ Digests suspended solids into plant-available liquid nutrients

■ Reduces surface crusting, solid waste and the need for desludging

■ Reduces unpleasant odours

■ Reduces biological oxygen demand (BOD) of resulting waste streams

■ Allows a quicker return to grazing on pastures after application 

■ Certified for use on organic farms

The before and after pictures (right) illustrate the observed improvements in slurry  
on Johnnie Park’s dairy farm in Gosforth, Cumbria. See page 14 for the full story.

The table below shows the changes in slurry composition over a six-week period
before and after adding Digest-It:

Initial sample (04/01/22) Final sample (24/02/22) Difference

Solids % 6.00   7.00

Total Nitrogen (kg/m3) 2.49   3.10 +24.5%

Total Phosphate (kg/m3) 1.05   1.22 +16.1%

Total Potash (kg/m3) 2.78   3.05   +9.7%

Total Nutrient Value (£/m3) 8.65 10.60  +22.5%

If you would like to cut your fertiliser costs by making better use of slurry, please speak to your local representative or call 
the office on 01458 252281.

AFTER

BEFORE
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Cumbrian dairy farmer, Johnnie Park, (pictured) has 
taken positive action to make more of his slurry so he 
can cut his fertiliser costs. He did this by using the 
slurry conditioner, Digest-It, towards the end of last 
winter, before spreading this spring. 

Milking 130 Friesians with his father, John, at Broom 
Farm in Gosforth, he says he has been surprised by the 
extent of the changes. These have included eliminating 
the crust and the need to stir the tank before spreading 
and raising the fertiliser value of the slurry itself. This has 
had a knock-on effect on the amount of fertiliser he’s had 
to buy this spring and he is confident will cut the farm’s 
requirement again, after first and second cut silage.

He says he’d tried bacterial additives for his slurry before 
but the products he used had no apparent effect.

“We tried several different products, some in sachets you 
had to mix, but they did nothing at all and we felt we were 
wasting our money,” he says. 

However, when he tried Digest-It he says the benefits 
were obvious, both in the tank itself, when spreading the 
slurry, and finally, when he had his slurry analysed, before 
and after treatment.

This analysis is shown in the table on page 13 which 
indicates a 24.5% increase in the nitrogen value and a 
22.5% increase in the total nutrient value some six weeks 
after the slurry booster was added.

“We have bought less fertiliser so far this year which is 
both due to the Digest-It and of course the high prices,” 
he says. “We will review this later in the year, although 
can’t say exactly how much we will need to buy until the 
grass starts growing.”

In addition to the fertiliser saving he says he has also 
saved on fuel.

“We have a 100,000 gallon slurry tower and always had a 
problem with the crust,” he says. “When it was full, we 
had to remove about a dozen loads of water from under 
the crust before we could even stir the tank.

“If we didn’t, it would lap over the top, and even after 
we’d removed some slurry, it would take at least two 
hours to stir,” he says.

However, he was not expecting his slurry to need no 
stirring at all after adding the booster, but this is what  
he found.

“Without even stirring, we find the consistency of the 
slurry now to be completely even, right through the tank,” 
he says. “This means it is also spread evenly and I’ve 
noticed when spreading there is not the same smell.”

This reflects the reduction in ammonia which is captured 
and converted into organic nitrogen rather than given off 
as gas.

Today, the farm continues to use Digest-It in a routine 
which involves pouring 20 litres into the slurry tower 
when it’s nearly empty and adding five litres every week 
to the reception pit, until the tower is full. When it is 
emptied again a small amount of slurry is left in the 
bottom of the tower to retain a culture of the bacteria 
which are evidently doing such a good job.

The financial return on investment from the product on 
this farm, measured in the nutritional improvements to 
fertiliser alone, has been calculated at 4.6:1 at today’s 
fertiliser prices – and that’s without any consideration of 
the savings in diesel for stirring.

Cumbrian dairy farm 
sees high payback 
from slurry booster

24.5%

22.5%

increase in nitrogen value

increase in total nutrient 
value 6 weeks after adding 
Digest-It to the slurry 
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Sheep and dairy producer, John Buckley, has taken giant 
strides in making his family business fit for the future, 
with a keen focus on embracing science and technology 
to improve efficiency, reduce labour, cut carbon footprint 
and add new streams of income as subsidies decline.

Farming with brother Paul, uncle Gwyn and mother, Gail  
at Cefn Isaf, in the Tanat Valley on the Powys/Shropshire 
border, the family’s main enterprises are its 9,300-litre 
dairy herd and 1,200 ewes. These run across the home 
farm’s 200 acres and a further 250 acres of rented land.

However, both brothers were encouraged by their father 
in their youth to train in other professions and John’s 
skills as a mechanic and Paul’s as a plumber offer the 
chance of outside income, as well as bringing skills which 
are needed on the farm.

Today, the whole package includes a thriving contracting 
business, built largely around a precision slurry 
application system. This comprises a Tramspread Remote 
engine system, Abbey umbilical slurry injector and dribble 
bar system, which is integrated with Tanlake ISOBUS 
slurry management software. All of this slashes 
greenhouse gas emissions and soil compaction compared 
with tanker applications with a traditional splash plate.

The investment in this machinery dovetails with a 3,200 
cubic metre slurry tank, constructed on the farm in 2017, 
creating slurry storage for the 100 milkers plus followers, 
for up to six months. 

The focus on slurry handling has transformed the 
operation of the farm, allowing the family to switch to 
more regular spreading, to cut its carbon footprint and 
make big financial savings.

It also scores well with their milk and lamb buyers, Arla 
and Waitrose, for whom environmental credentials are 
increasingly important.

A key component of the success has been the 
introduction of the slurry booster, Digest-It, which has not 
only increased the fertiliser value of the farm’s slurry and 
eased its application, but helped cut the amount of 
bagged fertiliser used by 10-15 tonnes each year.

John explains: “Last winter was the first time we spread 
slurry treated with Digest-It and we really noticed the 
difference.”

In particular, he says stirring the tank took a fraction of 
the previous time, as the little crust which had formed 
was quick to disperse.

“Our big pit could take almost a day to stir in the past, but 
since we’ve added Digest-It, this has been cut to around 
an hour,” he says. “There is very little crust to break 
through and we save a lot of labour and diesel with the 
shorter time spent stirring.”

This also helps his contracting clients who have chosen to 
use the same bacterial product in their slurry, as stirring 
time for their tanks has similarly declined.

However, he says the biggest bonus in handling is the 
slurry’s lack of sediment, and the uniformity in its 
consistency over several days.

Making a family business  
                                 fit for the future

Using a slurry booster that captures wasted 
nitrogen is part of a broader campaign on a 
Shropshire farm to cut the use of bagged  
fertiliser and reduce carbon footprint.

Continued on page 16

Injecting slurry at John Buckley’s Shropshire Farm.
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“To be honest, we’ve taken to spreading little and often 
– after every cut of silage and each time the stock are 
moved from their rotational grazing – but if we spread 
over three days, we find the slurry is consistent from day 
one to day three.

“The product just seems to work really well, and the 
grass is clearly palatable after slurry application,” he says. 
“It’s nothing like slurry bug products we tried in the past 
which seemed to do nothing whatsoever.”

However, despite the benefits seen in slurry handling, the 
true savings of using the bacterial product have been 
seen in its boost to fertiliser value.

Michael Carpenter from Kelvin Cave Ltd, who supply the 
Digest-It, says the aerobic bacteria in the slurry additive 
capture ammonium nitrogen, which may otherwise be 
given off as gas and wasted.

“This is a remarkably effective process as nitrogen in the 
ammonium form is readily available to the crop, but it is 
also readily lost as ammonia gas through volatilisation,” 
he says. “So, if ammonium nitrogen can be captured in 
the slurry before it is lost, it doesn’t just add fertiliser 
value, but it prevents the escape of a gas which Defra 
have said will soon be the subject of environmental 
regulations as part of the Clean Air Strategy.

“This is a clear win-win situation,” he says.

The beneficial effects of these processes have been 
demonstrated by independent trials undertaken by 
Kingshay, which show Digest-It increases available 
nitrogen in slurry by 13% over six weeks and 17% over 
eight weeks. This has been shown to increase to 33% in 
other, longer trials over the course of the winter.

At typical slurry application rates of 67m³/ha (6,000 
gallons/acre) over a spring-summer period, Digest-It 
treated slurry will provide an additional 26kg available 
nitrogen/ha (21 units N/acre). This is worth around £45 to 
£55/ha at current fertiliser prices.

John says results on the Buckley family farm reflect these 
findings, where the normal annual usage of bagged 
nitrogen of 60 tonnes a year was down to 40-45 tonnes 
last year – the first year in which the slurry was treated 
with the bacterial product.

“Since day one of the new pit, we know we have saved 
money, and with the slurry additive, we don’t feel we are 
wasting nitrogen any more,” he says. “We also go straight 
on with slurry after silage has been cut and we can put 
sheep on the land, unless they are lambing, the day after 
slurry injection.”

Reflecting on his contracting business, he says: “A lot of 
farmers hadn’t realised the potential value of slurry, but in 
2021 we saw that change.”

Back at Cefn Isaf, other practices have also set the farm 
up for the future, ranging from a switch to the ProCROSS 
three-way rotational breeding system to installing 
Fullwood Merlin robots and a Lely Discovery robotic 
vacuum and scraper.

“All of these things are improving our herd’s health and 
milk solids performance, reducing our labour and 
increasing our efficiency,” says John.

They are also accumulating to reduce carbon footprint, 
which is confirmed through Arla, who have scored the 
farm with 1.12kg CO2-equivalent per litre of milk 
produced, in its ‘Climate Check’ analysis.

There is much more the family still wants to do, including 
installing solar panels and investing in slurry testing 
equipment, but it is clearly firmly on the right course in its 
progress made to date.

“Our big pit could take 
almost a day to stir 
in the past, but since 
we’ve added Digest-It, 
this has been cut to 
around an hour.”

John Buckley

On using Digest-It for the  
first time:

The big pit after just one hour of stirring.

Continued from page 15
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Clamp sheeting range 
STRENGTHENED by 
Farmguard

“Investing in a high-quality oxygen barrier or vacuum 
film to cover your forage has always been important,” 
says company MD, Kelvin Cave. “But, as input costs rise, 
minimising losses in the clamp is even more essential 
and brings bigger cost benefits than ever before.

“The qualities of this sheeting help avoid losses, 
preserve nutritional value and achieve longer storage  
for silage as well as crimped grain and other moist 
feedstocks and feeds,” he says.

Please contact your local representative or head office 
to discuss which of our sheeting solutions would be  
best for you. Tel: 01458 252 281.

A new high-strength, recyclable sheeting has
been launched by Kelvin Cave Ltd, offering added 
protection for silage or crimped grain clamps  
this season.

Called Farmguard and constructed using advanced e-7 
technology, which brings seven different layers into one, 
the sheeting comes with a wide range of properties. 
These include improved durability and tensile strength, 
tear resistance, a high degree of UV protection and easy, 
lightweight handling. A key component of Farmguard is its 
barrier to oxygen, which is up to 100 times that of 
standard silage sheeting.

For producers who increasingly aim to reduce their 
carbon footprint, Farmguard’s modern manufacturing 
process using resource-saving production techniques, 
and its full recyclability ensure it has top environmental 
credentials.

At a thickness of 100 microns it also has good elasticity, 
is easy to handle and generates less waste for disposal.

e7 Layers for Advanced Product 
Performance comprising:
Layer 1   Light-tight black layer
Layer 2   Improved tensile strength
Layer 3   Improved elasticity
Layer 4   EVOH oxygen barrier
Layer 5   Improved flexibility
Layer 6   Improved tear resistance
Layer 7   White layer / UV protection

Clamp sheeting range 

NEW

PRODUCT
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Top 10 checks for your mill before harvest
It’s less than three months until the start of the crimping season and it’s never too early to give your Murska 
or Korte crimper a pre-season check-up.

At Kelvin Cave Ltd, we pride ourselves on stocking a full range of spare parts and always do our best to get people up and 
running as soon as we can. But even small and inexpensive on-farm repairs can cause a huge amount of downtime and 
inconvenience, potentially resulting in a reduction of nutritional value of the feed due to heating and moulding if it is not 
processed and ensiled in a timely manner. 

Pre-season preventative maintenance can greatly reduce the risk of harvest stress!

Top 10 checks for your mill:

Look for play or heat in the main roller, feeder shaft and auger bearings and the top sprocket - replace if required.

Check all grease pipes are connected to bearings and are free of kinks or damage. Replacing them is cheaper and 
easier than replacing bearings.

Check belts for damage and replace if necessary. Consider ordering a spare set just in case.

Examine the elevator chain for excess wear and missing paddles, and adjust at the top sprocket to allow 
side-to-side movement but no slack.  

Make sure scrapers are not worn and are correctly aligned to the rollers.

Check alignment of belts and pulleys at the front and make sure taper locks are tight.

Check cabling, pipework and nozzles on your applicator.

Make sure the hand pump or bottle jack is keeping its pressure.

Clean magnets and empty stone trap.

Check rollers are properly aligned and wearing evenly with no side-to-side movement (journal wear).

If you are considering sending your machine or cassette to us for a refurbishment it would be greatly appreciated if you 
could book in good time to help us plan our workload and ensure its timely return.

If you think it could be time to upgrade your mill we may be able to offer a better part-exchange price pre-season as it will 
allow us to refurbish and re-sell your old machine before harvest.

If you have any queries on set-up or repair of your mill or you would like to discuss an upgrade, please speak to your 
representative. See back page for contact details.
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David Walker    
Harrington Parks Farm, Workington, Cumbria
NMR National Herds Competition
2nd highest herd of British Friesians in UK

● Safesil Pro  ● Activator + CA    
● Clear side sheets   ● O2 Barrier 2in1

James Marshall   
Castletown Estates, Rockcliffe, Carlisle
Arable and Grassland Awards
Runner-up Farm Manager

● CrimpSafe 300   ● Safesil Pro  
● Activator + CA   ● Clampfim

We are pleased to be associated with the following farmers and contractors whose 
achievements have been recognised in prestigious awards. Congratulations to all those 

involved and if we missed you, please let us know.

CHARTING YOUR SUCCESS!

Richard Nelson   
Cuttlehill Farm, Cowdenbeath
Scottish National Fatstock Show 
Winner grass silage and runner-up wholecrop

● Safesil ProStuart & John Harvey   
Drum Farm, Beeswing, Dumfries
NMR National Herds Competition
Highest yielding herd in UK for third year running

● SilaPactor   ● CrimpSafe 300   ● Clampfilm

Ryan Dobson    
Colley Farm, Buckland St Mary, Somerset
Winner Somerset Grassland Society silage 
competition and milk from forage cup

● Activator + CA   ● Safesil Pro

Daniel Ritch   
Brettobreck, Stormness, Orkney Isles
Winner AgriScot silage competition

● Safesil Pro

Tim Russon   
New Farm, Burton, Lincs
Arable and Grassland Awards
Contractor of the year winner

● Korte 1400 & bulk bagger
● Full range of KC products  
    applied for customers
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Bryn Thomas
Area Sales Manager
North Wales, Cheshire, 
Staffordshire & Derbyshire
07739 323 322
bryn@kelvincave.co.uk

David Warner
Area Sales Manager
Southern incl. BA postcodes, 
Dorset, Hampshire & Wiltshire
07814 934 481
david@kelvincave.co.uk

Ian Hall
Sales Director
Cornwall, Devon, Midlands & 
Scotland
07977 252 663
ian@kelvincave.co.uk

Michael Carpenter
Area Sales Manager
Northern
07817 977 701
michael@kelvincave.co.uk

Kelvin Cave
Managing Director
South, West & Mid-Wales, 
Herefordshire & Shropshire
07977 252 661
kelvin@kelvincave.co.uk

Meet the Sales Team

Mandy Mason
Area Sales Manager  
East Dorset, Wiltshire & South Coast
07495 752 446
mandy@kelvincave.co.uk

Dr George Fisher
Independent Technical Consultant
07598 964 388
g.fisher99@btinternet.com  

Dates  for your

Diary
Come and see us at any of the 
following events throughout 2022:

7 April
Dairy-Tech
Stoneleigh Park
Kenilworth
Warwickshire

9-11 June
Royal Cornwall Show
Royal Cornwall Showground
Wadebridge
Cornwall

23-26 June
Royal Highland Show
Royal Highland Centre
Ingliston
Edinburgh

18-21 July
Royal Welsh Show
Royal Welsh Showground
Llanelwedd
Builth Wells
Powys




