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Soil	Management	Guidance	in	England:	

Recent	history,	Current	state	of	play	and	Recommenda6ons	for	the	future	

Incorporate	the	principles	and	prac0ces	of	sustainable	soil	management	into	policy	guidance	and	legisla0on	at	
all	levels	of	government,	ideally	leading	to	the	development	of	a	na0onal	soil	policy.	

Recommenda)on	V	(governments)	in	the	revised	FAO	World	Soil	Charter	

Introduc9on	

Historical	context	

Guidance	on	the	management	of	soil,	a	farmer’s	most	important	asset,	goes	back	as	long	as	farming	itself.		The	
oldest	surviving	Chinese	agricultural	trea)se,	Essen0al	Techniques	for	the	Peasantry	(535	A.D)	showed	
landowners	how	to	improve	their	estate	(including	soil)	management	through	the	advice	they	gave	to	their	
tenants.	

In	this	country,	soil	management	has	been	central	to	many	of	the	cri)cal	chapters	in	farming	evolu)on	–	the	
Norfolk	Four	Course	rota)on,	introduc)on	of	nitrates	in	the	19th	Century,	adop)on	of	the	seed	drill	etc,	
however,	these	developments	were	achieved	by	informal	and	peer-to-peer	knowledge	exchange.	It	was	only	in	
1890	that	public	funds	first	became	available	for	agricultural	educa)on	in	England	and	Wales	and	modern	
agricultural	‘extension’	-	the	formal	applica)on	of	science	in	agriculture	began.		The	term	extension	was	
replaced	with	a	government-sponsored	advisory	service	in	the	20th	century.	

Since	then,	the	type,	aim	and	content	of	soils	guidance	has	evolved.		To	begin	with,	it	lay	exclusively	in	the	
realm	of	chemistry,	before	expanding	into	physics	and	bacteriology	in	the	1930s.		The	objec)ve	of	soil	guidance	
originally	aimed	exclusively	to	improve	soil’s	agricultural	poten)al,	but	more	recently	expanded	to	cover	its	
broader	environmental	impact	-	coinciding	with	an	understanding	of	soil	health	according	to	defined	func)ons	
and	characteris)cs.		Technological	advances	mean	that	soil	guidance	now	covers	techniques	for	the	
measurement	of	soil	health	as	well	as	interven)ons	to	manage,	restore	and	improve	it.			

Current	context	

This	analysis	of	current	soils	guidance	focuses	on	the	modern	era,	essen)ally	since	farming’s	environmental	
impact	started	to	be	taken	seriously	by	policy-makers	and	the	introduc)on	of	cross-compliance	into	the	
Common	Agriculture	Policy	(CAP).		It	is	framed	by	the	environmental	and	economic	need	and	the	policy	
opportunity.	

The	need	is	summarised	by	the	Royal	Agricultural	Society	of	England	in	its	report:	The	Current	Status	of	Soil	
and	Water	Management	in	England:	

Agricultural	produc0on	in	general	and	soil	and	water	management	in	par0cular,	face	a	considerable	challenge	
in	mee0ng	the	demands	of	i.	increasing	food	produc0on	and	security	at	both	na0onal	and	interna0onal	level,	ii.	
the	demand	for	alterna0ve	fuels,	iii.	climate	change,	iv.	soil	protec0on,	v.	flood	and	pollu0on	control	and	vi.	the	
availability	of	water	resources	for	crop	and	animal	produc0on	combined	with	the	diminishing	supply	of	labour.		

The	opportunity	is	provided	by	the	UK’s	departure	from	the	EU	and	with	it	the	payment	structures	of	the	
Common	Agriculture	Policy	(CAP)	and	the	obliga)ons	of	the	various	Framework	Direc)ves	(some	of	whose	

https://www.bahs.org.uk/AGHR/ARTICLES/36n1a5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/cap-glance_en
https://saiplatform.org/uploads/Library/Soils-and-Water-England-Full-Report.pdf
https://saiplatform.org/uploads/Library/Soils-and-Water-England-Full-Report.pdf


targets	are	enshrined	in	UK	law,	however).		Leaving	the	EU	requires	and	enables	the	four	na)ons	of	the	UK	to	
design	and	develop	their	own	strategy	for	achieving	sustainable	farming	with	soil	at	their	heart.			

In	England,	the	dra`	2020	Agriculture	Bill	included	prac)ces	that	protect	and	improve	soil	leading	to	the	
delivery	of	public	goods	among	the	ac)ons	it	will	pay	for	under	Environmental	Land	Management	(ELM),	the	
scheme	that	will	replace	CAP.		A	cri)cal	watershed	moment	for	soil	health,	but	one	requiring	a	careful	
understanding	of	the	elements	–	regula)ons,	enforcement,	guidance	etc	that	must	sit	alongside	financial	
incen)visa)on	to	drive	genuine	change.	

Aims	and	objec0ves	

The	2020	ELM	Discussion	Document	envisages	‘Guidance’	and	‘Advice’	being	incorporated	into	every	step	of	
the	ELM	process.		This	includes	the	need	to	make	sure	we	give	farmers	clear	guidance	on	what	they	need	to	do	
in	order	to	deliver	environmental	outcomes	while	keeping	their	financial	and	delivery	risks	low.	For	the	sake	of	
this	document,	Guidance	is	wriben	down	in	a	leaflet/booklet/digital	format	as	opposed	to	advice	which	is	
delivered	in	person.	

This	project	was	designed	to	inform	the	process	of	soil	guidance	development	with	ELM	in	mind.		It	comes	in	
two	parts:	A	spreadsheet	of	some	of	the	soil	guidance	current	in	widespread	use	alongside	the	date,	agency/
organisa)on	responsible,	source	and	key	elements.		This	will	be	searchable	on	the	SSA	website	and	regularly	
updated	with	new	and	recent	guidance	as	we	discover	it.	

This	second	element	is	a	narra)ve	backgrounder	to	the	spreadsheet	–	explaining	the	policy	context	and	the	
range	and	variety	of	organisa)ons	–‘official’	(governmental/agency)	and	unofficial	who	have	dra`ed	their	own	
versions	of	soil	guidance	–	and	their	mo)va)on	(policy	and	outcome)	for	doing	so.	

We	conclude	with	some	observa)ons	about	the	content	and	quality	of	this	guidance	and	what	this	means	for	
those	responsible	for	developing	materials	to	support	ELM,	and	more	broadly,	post	CAP	soils	policy.		

1. Cross	Compliance	

Soil	wasn’t	properly	embedded	in	the	Common	Agriculture	Policy	(CAP)	un)l	the	2005	reforms	and	the	
introduc)on	of	cross-compliance,	a	compulsory	measure	which	sets	environmental	and	other	standards	that	
farmers	must	adhere	to	in	order	to	receive	their	Basic	Payment	Scheme	(BPS)	subsidies.	

To	receive	their	BPS,	farmers	had	to	demonstrate	that	they	were	keeping	their	land	in	Good	Agricultural	and	
Environmental	Condi)on	(GAEC).		Three	protec)on	standards	(GAEC	2-4)	related	specifically	to	soil:	GAEC	2	
(Post-harvest	management	of	land	a`er	combinable	crops),	GAEC	3	(Waterlogged	soil)	and	GAEC	4	(Burning	of	
crop	residues).	

At	the	)me,	this	was	considered	a	watershed	moment	for	soil.			The	trade	journal	Farmers	Weekly	heralded	the	
CAP	reforms	‘Farmers	have	been	warned	they	must	wake	up	to	soil	management	or	risk	losing	their	Single	
Payment	Scheme’,	however	DEFRA	acknowledged	that	GAEC	measures	represented	a	significant	step	for	some	
farmers:	‘We	recognise	that	the	development	and	implementa0on	of	a	risk	based	soil	management	plan.	We	
will	achieve	this	if	we	develop	first	the	knowledge	base	and	understanding	of	farmers	/land’.			

With	this	in	mind	in	2005	Defra	developed	the	Single	Payment	Scheme	Cross	Compliance	Guidance	for	Soil	
Management.		

This	Guidance	provided	prac)cal	illustrated	guidance	on	how	to	achieve	the	relevant	soils	standards.		It	
introduced	the	concept	of	heavy/light/medium	soils	and	peat	and	raised	the	challenge	of	compac)on.		It	also	
acknowledged	a	high	level	of	variability	in	farm	types	and	prac)ces,	landscape,	climate	and	soil	type	–	all	of	
which	made	defining	a	set	of	na)onal	standards	difficult:	‘We	do	not	propose	this	prescrip0ve	approach	but	an	
individually	tailored	risk	based	Soil	Management	Plan	(SMP)	produced	by	each	farmer.	The	SMP	approach	will	
require	farmers	to	understand	and	analyse	risk	on	their	farm	prior	to	undertaking	measures	that	target	a	
prac0cal	problem.	It	allows	farmers	some	choice	selec0ng	measures	appropriate	to	their	situa0on.’	

https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2019-21/agriculture/documents.html
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjak6vHgsHsAhUDhlwKHTYHBgIQFjAAegQIBBAC&url=https%253A%252F%252Fconsult.defra.gov.uk%252Felm%252Felmpolicyconsultation%252Fsupporting_documents%252FELM%252520Policy%252520Discussion%252520Document%252520230620.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2IFWux9i_bygJVDsuX1oca
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58cff61c414fb598d9e947ca/t/5f75a0b51158a96d1acfccd5/1601544373841/Mapping+of+Soils+Guidance+.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/basic-payment-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/cross-compliance
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/cross-compliance
http://www.ccri.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Sustainable-soil-management-in-England.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/085/643/Soil-hb.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/085/643/Soil-hb.pdf


The	Soil	Management	Plans	(later	called	the	CC	Soil	Protec)on	Review)	was	developed	to	reflect	everything	
farmers	were	doing	for	their	soil,	and	consisted	of	three	elements:		iden)fying	soil	issues,	deciding	on	
measures	to	manage	and	protect	soils	and	reviewing	success.		Whilst	it	may	not	have	been	the	wake-up	call	
originally	foreseen,	it	was	at	least	enforced.		Failure	to	provide	an	RPA	inspector	with	a	Review	within	30	
minutes	of	an	inspec)on	had	the	poten)al	to	land	farmers	with	a	3%	fine	of	their	Single	Payment.	

The	last	Soil	Protec)on	Review	was	published	in	2010.		

2. Soil	Protec6on	Standards	

The	GAEC	requirement	to	complete	and	retain	a	Soil	Protec)on	Review	was	replaced	with	a	new	set	of	na)onal	
minimum	standards	from	1	January	2015.	The	new	‘outcome-based’	approach	was	supposed	to	be	less	
bureaucra)c	and	less	onerous	for	the	farmer	-	farmers	were	encouraged	to	do	-	rather	than	report	on	what	
they	had	done.	

Under	the	scheme	RPA	inspec)ons	for	every	farmer	receiving	BPS	or	Environmental	Stewardship	inspec)on	
from	2015	would	be	based	on	visual	inspec)on	rather	than	paperwork	checks	and	recording	of	plans.	Payment	
reduc)ons	could	be	applied	if	farmers	did	not	comply	with	the	new	Soil	Protec)on	Standards	which	included	
elements	of	the	Soil	Protec)on	Review	book	and	incorporated	other	elements	of	previous	cross	compliance	
requirements,	namely:	

! Take	all	reasonable	steps	to	protect	soil	by	having	minimum	soil	cover	unless	there	is	an	agronomic	
jus)fica)on	not	to	or	where	establishing	a	cover	would	conflict	with	requirements	under	GAEC	5	(GAEC	
4)		

! Manage	your	land	to	minimise	soil	erosion	(GAEC	5)		
! Use	appropriate	prac)ces	to	maintain	the	levels	of	organic	maber	in	soil	(GAEC	6)	

3. Environmental	Stewardship		

Farmers	who	wanted	to	take	their	environmental	management	further	than	the	baseline	outlined	for	Basic	
Payments	–	and	be	paid	for	it,	could	take	part	in	Environmental	Stewardship,	an	agri-environment	scheme	run	
by	DEFRA	in	England	which	was	formally	launched	on	18	March	2005,	although	the	first	agreements	did	not	
start	un)l	1	August	2005.	

Environment	Stewardship	has	a	number	of	soil-relevant	objec)ves:	

! Improve	water	quality	and	reduce	soil	erosion	–	by	encouraging	management	which	can	help	to	meet	
these	aims;	

! Improve	condi)ons	for	farmland	wildlife	–	including	birds,	mammals,	buberflies	and	bees;	
! Maintain	and	enhance	landscape	character	–	by	helping	to	maintain	important	features	such	as	

tradi)onal	field	boundaries;	
! Protect	the	historic	environment	–	including	archaeological	features	and	artefacts.	

This	stewardship	has	its	own	accompanying	guidance	(2010)	which	were	required	to	help	farmers	meet	the	
requirements	for	an	Entry	Level	Stewardship	(ELS),	Organic	ELS,	Uplands	ELS	or	Higher	Level	Stewardship	
agreement.	

This	included	the	Soil	Management	Plan	(a	more	detailed	assessment	than	the	Review),	a	voluntary	op)on	that	
contributes	3	points/ha	towards	farmers’	ELS	or	OELS	points	targets.		To	enter	ELS/OELS	farmers	had	to	prepare	
a	Farm	Environment	Record,	which	included	fields	at	high	risk	of	soil	erosion	using	a	simple	key.		

The	overwhelming	focus	in	Environmental	Stewardship	was	on	biodiversity	and	diffuse	pollu)on.		Measures	on	
soil	management	were	included	in	these	schemes	but	only	as	an	adjunct	to	dealing	with	these	other	ambi)ons	

4. Defra	Codes	of	Good	Agricultural	Prac6ce	

http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/145/513/CC_soil_prot_review.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/262/251/PB13315.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/279/125/CCSoilPS_2015_v1_WEB.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/resources/000/279/125/CCSoilPS_2015_v1_WEB.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100429120916/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/Images/elshandbook2005_tcm6-6506.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agri-environment_scheme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/England
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/36016?category=45002


Alongside	rules	rela)ng	to	cross-compliance	and	stewardship,	there	are	codes	of	prac)ce	to	help	farmers	
protect	their	land	and	the	environment	from	pollu)on.	Guidance	of	good	prac)ce	for	soil	sits	in	The	Code	of	
Good	Agricultural	Prac)ce	on	Protec)ng	our	Water,	Soil	and	Air	(2009).		It	describes	key	ac)ons	farmers	can	
take	to	protect	and	enhance	the	quality	of	water,	soil	and	air	and,	in	some	cases,	achieve	cost	savings	for	their	
business.			

The	codes	are	not	law,	however,	compliance	be	taken	into	account	in	any	legal	proceedings	following	a	
pollu)on	incident	and	to	clarify	farmers’	legal	obliga)ons,	including	those	rela)ng	to	cross	compliance.	

The	Code	replaced	the	separate	Water,	Air	and	Soil	Codes	published	by	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Fisheries	
and	Food	and	the	Welsh	Office	Agriculture	Department,	which	were	last	revised	in	1998.				

This	Soil	Code	(the	Code	of	Good	Agricultural	Prac)ce	for	the	Protec)on	of	Soil)	was	a	prac)cal	guide	to	help	all	
farmers	and	growers	avoid	causing	long-term	damage	to	the	soils	which	they	farm.	It	was	comprehensive	–	
covering	construc)on,	organic	maber,	)llage	etc,	but	awareness	of	the	code	among	farmers	was	low	(surveys	
at	the	)me	revealed	very	few	(5%)	of	farmers	read	it).	

Ul)mately	the	soil	code	was	superseded	by	the	2009,	broader	agricultural	code	because	of	the	arrival	of	the	EU	
Direc)ves	for	air	and	water	–	and	the	need	to	achieve	those	specific	targets.	

5. EU	Framework	Direc6ves	

Recent	EU	water	policies	(Water,	Floods,	Groundwater,	Nitrates	Direc)ve;	Water	and	Pes)cides	Direc)ves	etc)	
have	been	cri)cal	drivers	of	UK	farming	and	environment	policy	because	of	their	capacity,	especially	the	WFD,	
to	impose	he`y	fines	on	the	UK	and	accountable	water	management	bodies	for	failure	to	meet	their	legal	
targets	

While	these	policies	have	implica)ons	for	soil,	they	treat	it	largely	as	a	pollu)on	preven)on	medium.	

To	help	meet	WFD	targets	and	facilitate	the	delivery	of	Agri-Environment	Scheme	objec)ves	for	water	quality	
the	government	launched	the	Catchment	Based	Approach	(CaBA)	in	England	in	2013.		It	looked	to	embed	
collabora)ve	working	at	a	river	catchment	scale	through	community	partnerships,	bringing	local	knowledge	
and	engaging	more	than	1500	organisa)ons.	

This	in	turn	has	generated	a	great	deal	of	guidance,	both	na)onally	and	locally	applicable.		The	most	well-
known	example	is	the	Catchment	Sensi)ve	Farming	(CSF)	scheme	administered	by	Natural	England	which	has	a	
programme	of	advisory	work	on	soils	and	water	areas	and	publishes	a	series	of	suppor)ng	documents.		

For	soil,	the	relevant	materials	are:	Farming	for	cleaner	water	and	healthier	soil	(2010),	and	Farming	in	the	
uplands	for	cleaner	water	and	healthier	soil	however	as	the	)tles	–	and	objec)ves	(improve	the	quality	of	
water	and	soil	on	your	farm	by	tackling	soil	erosion	and	runoff	at	the	source,	slowing	the	pathways	and	
protec0ng	watercourses	and	other	receptors)	makes	clear,	their	desired	outcome	is	clean	water	rather	than	
healthy	soil	–	for	soil’s	sake.	

6. NGOs	

NGOs	are	cri)cal	providers	of	soil	advice	and	guidance.		Historically	their	focus	has	been	on	biodiversity,	peat,	
wetland,	upland	and	trees	–	and	on	helping	farmers	comply	with	regula)ons	and	cross-compliance,	although	
recently	there	has	been	greater	interest	in	soil	organic	maber	because	of	carbon	and	the	need	for	nature-
based	solu)ons	to	climate	change	–	specifically	through	minimal	)llage.		Examples	of	this	guidance	includes:	

! Farming	and	Wildlife	Advisory	Group	(FWAG)	help		farmers	comply	with	GAEC	rules	through	their	Soil	
Management	Plans	and	provide	flood	management	informa)on	through	Soil	Husbandry	Advice.	

! LEAF	(Linking	Environment	and	Farming)	have	developed	‘Simply	Sustainable	Soils’:	six	Simple	Steps	to	
help	farmers	improve	the	performance,	health	and	long-term	sustainability	of	your	land	

! Championing	for	the	Farmed	Environment	(CFE)	have	published	two	guides	-	‘Soil	management	for	
your	farm	business’	and	‘Managing	soils	for	a	sustainable	future’	

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/268691/pb13558-cogap-131223.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/268691/pb13558-cogap-131223.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/268691/pb13558-cogap-131223.pdf
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/adlib/defra/content.aspx?id=000IL3890W.16NTC11FO6M2S8
http://adlib.everysite.co.uk/adlib/defra/content.aspx?id=000IL3890W.16NTC0WI6BW2QF
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/index_en.htm
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjf0oj7r8PsAhVTecAKHTaiChYQFjAGegQIExAC&url=https%253A%252F%252Fassets.publishing.service.gov.uk%252Fgovernment%252Fuploads%252Fsystem%252Fuploads%252Fattachment_data%252Ffile%252F204231%252Fpb13934-water-environment-catchment-based-approach.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3avOEAhwP88h90jYG6bDWW
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/catchment-sensitive-farming-reduce-agricultural-water-pollution
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/category/45002
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/36016?category=45002
https://www.fwagsw.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=e9e5beee-7bd2-4c1b-9685-9d003919228d
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/leaf-website/LEAF-Simply_Sustainable_Soils_2016.pdf
http://www.cfeonline.org.uk/soils-leaflet-final/
http://www.cfeonline.org.uk/soils-leaflet-final/


While	these	ini)a)ves	have	been	cri)cal	for	driving	knowledge	and	awareness	of	soil	health,	soil	is	not	at	the	
heart	of	these	organisa)ons’	principle	objec)ves,	and	the	advice	they	give	either	follows	the	lead	of	the	
exis)ng	policy	frameworks	or	can	priori)se	outcomes	(biodiversity,	diffuse	pollu)on)	rather	than	soil	in	itself,	
leading	to	unintended	consequences	for	soil	health.		This	might	include	priori)sing	nature-reserve	and	
woodland	management	in	winter	(to	protect	nes)ng	birds)	when	soils	are	most	vulnerable	for	example	to	
compac)on,	or	an	over-emphasis	on	the	universal	benefits	of	minimum	)llage	agriculture.	

7. Assurance	schemes	and	the	organic	and	regenera6ve	movements	

Soil	is	naturally	central	to	organic	farming,	which	covers	around	2%	of	the	UK,	and	the	Soil	Associa)on	has	
advised	on	soil	health	throughout	the	70	years	of	its	existence.		Today,	the	Soil	Associa)on	has	a	page	of	
resources	(Guidance,	case	studies	etc)	addressing	many	of	the	cri)cal	aspects	of	soil	within	its	organic	
management	assurance	scheme,	including	systems	design,	rota)ons,	cover	crops	&	green	manures	and	how	to	
enrich	soil	with	organic	amendments.	

The	other	widely	available	accredita)on	scheme	in	the	UK	is	Red	Tractor,	which	requires	scheme	par)cipants	to	
complete	and	record	a	field	by	field	soil	management	plan	(template	provided).		This	consists	of	iden)fying	
field	characteris)cs	(risk	of	runoff	and	erosion	etc),	specific	management	issues	(compac)on	etc),	any	
management	proposals	(increase	soil	organic	maber	etc)	and	no)ng	any	soil	issues	that	arise	during	the	year	
for	annual	review.	

To	support	decision	making,	Red	Tractor	doesn’t	provide	its	own	Guidance,	but	instead	promotes	the	
document	‘Protec)ng	our	Water	Soil	and	Air	–	A	code	of	prac)ce	for	farmers	growers	and	land	managers’.	

Recent	years	have	seen	the	birth	of	the	regenera)ve	farming	movement	which	pursues	farming	and	grazing	
prac)ces	that,	among	other	benefits,	looks	to	reverse	climate	change	by	rebuilding	soil	organic	maber	and	
restore	degraded	soil	biodiversity	–	resul)ng	in	both	carbon	drawdown	and	improving	the	water	cycle.	

One	consensus	among	regenera)ve	farmers	is	that	there	is	no	blueprint	for	the	process,	meaning	it	does	not	
lend	itself	logically	to	wriben	guidance.		Instead,	farmers	are	encouraged	to	find	ways	of	making	it	work	on	
their	own	farms,	learning	from	each	other	and	from	their	mistakes.		Instead	of	developing	guidance,	Base	
(Biodiversity,	Agriculture,	Soil	and	Environment)	which	formed	eight	years	ago	and	is	the	focal	point	of	the	
movement	provides	members	with	a	reading	list	of	suggested	books	to	aid	their	knowledge	and	understanding.	

The	Groundswell	event	provides	a	forum	for	farmers	and	anyone	interested	in	food	produc)on	or	the	
environment	to	learn	about	the	theory	and	prac)cal	applica)ons	of	Conserva)on	Agriculture	or	regenera)ve	
systems,	including	no-)ll,	cover	crops	and	re-introducing	livestock	into	the	arable	rota)on,	with	a	view	to	
improving	soil	health.		This	brings	with	it	its	own	challenges	in	that	compac)on	deeper	down	the	soil	profile	
can	be	overlooked	in	favour	of	organic	maber	in	the	topsoil	and	nuances	of	soil	management	can	be	forgoben	
in	the	eagerness	to	find	a	one-size-fits-all	solu)on.	

8. Industry/Levy	Boards		

The	levy	boards	are	producer-led	statutory	bodies	whose	role	it	is	to	help	promote	their	industry,	by	offering	
training	and	educa)on	to	farmers,	promo)ng	R&D	and	encouraging	knowledge	transfer.		They	look	in	par)cular	
to	offer	services	that	neither	the	government	nor	the	market	does	not.	

The	three	Bri)sh	levy	boards	Agriculture	and	Hor)culture	Development	Board	(AHDB),	Quality	Meat	Scotland	
(QMS),	Hybu	Cig	Cymru/Meat	Promo)on	Wales	(HCC)	have	all	developed	guidance	for	soil	management:	

! Beber	soil	and	grass	management	for	Scoqsh	beef	and	lamb	producers	(Quality	Meat	Scotland)	
! Geqng	the	most	from	your	soil	(Hybu	Cig	Cymru)	

In	England,	AHDB	has	a	long	history	of	providing	farmer-targeted	materials	and	has	recently	begun	to	bring	
together	material	across	sectors	via	Great	Soils,	an	extensive	programme	of	research	and	knowledge	exchange	
on	soil	management	culmina)ng	in	prac)cal	informa)on,	case	studies,	guidance	on	par)cular	aspects	of	soil	
health	and	a	scorecard	which	helps	farmers	understand	and	evaluate	the	chemical,	physical	and	biological	
proper0es	of	soil.		Materials	include	a	Drainage	guide	(re-issued	in	2019),	a	Crop	Establishment	/cul)va)on	

https://www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/technicalinformation/soil/
https://www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/technicalinformation/soil/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjqgd6LtMPsAhW0mFwKHSREBSQQFjAAegQIBRAC&url=https%253A%252F%252Fassurance.redtractor.org.uk%252Fcontentfiles%252FFarmers-6870.pdf%253F_%253D636428845825635140&usg=AOvVaw3W_iGROz9Tg6DbtVGv4kGS
https://groundswellag.com/
https://www.qmscotland.co.uk/sites/default/files/soil_grassland_management.pdf
https://meatpromotion.wales/images/resources/e4364_HCC_Soil_Management_ENG_5FINAL.pdf
https://ahdb.org.uk/GREATsoils
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Imported%2520Publication%2520Docs/Field%2520drainage%2520guide%25200818.pdf
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Imported%2520Publication%2520Docs/AHDB%2520Cereals%2520&%2520Oilseeds/Soil/Arable%2520soil%2520management%2520(cultivation%2520and%2520crop%2520establishment).pdf


guide	(new	in	2020),	Principles	of	Soil	management	(also	2020,	which	brings	together	founda)onal	material	for	
cross-sector	use)	and	the	Healthy	Grassland	Soil	(scoring	sheet)	and	associated	pocketbook.	

Great	Soils	is	professional,	comprehensible	and	has	extensive	reach	with	farmers.		However,	in	contrast	to	
many	of	the	NGO-driven	Guidance	documents,	Great	Soils	focuses	(understandably)	on	agricultural	
produc)vity	rather	than	compliance,	stewardship	and	the	environmental	impacts	associated	with	soils.	

Soils	informa)on	is	closely	linked	with	nutrient	management.	The	AHDB	Nutrient	Management	Guide	(RB209)	
offers	best	prac)ce	guidance	on	the	applica)on	of	fer)lisers	and	organic	materials	to	crops	and	grassland.		In	
Scotland,	this	service	is	provided	by	Scotland's	Rural	College	(SRUC)	which	produces	Technical	Notes	with	
funding	from	the	Scoqsh	Government.	These	are	grouped	under	headings	including	soil	management	and	
fer)lity,	or	fer)liser	applica)on	recommenda)ons.	

Finally,	Tried	&	Tested	is	an	ini)a)ve	developed	by	the	agricultural	industry	(NFU,	CLA	etc),	designed	to	help	
farmers	to	boost	profitability	and	reduce	nutrient	waste	and	environmental	impact	by	improved	nutrient	
management	planning	through	a	toolkit	of	resources	and	guidance,	e.g.	through	the	Tried	&	Tested	paper-
based	nutrient	management	plan.	

9. Corporates:	

The	food	supply	chain	has	a	growing	interest	in	soil	health	–	to	guard	against	long-term	supply	chain	disrup)on	
(especially	caused	by	extreme	weather	events),	for	ESG	(environmental,	Social	and	Governance)	purposes	and	
because	of	soil’s	poten)al	to	contribute	to	Net	Zero	targets.	

This	has	seen	them	enter	into	collabora)ons	with	local	catchment	schemes,	NGOs	and	other	stakeholders	to	
promote	soil	health	in	their	supply	chain.		Examples	include:	

! The	Soil	Health	Assessment	Guide	Designed	and	produced	by	NIAB	in	associa)on	with	the	Cambridge	
Ins)tute	for	Sustainable	Leadership	(CISL)	and	ASDA.	

! In	collabora)on	with	the	Game	&	Wildlife	Conserva)on	Nestle	has	developed	an	innova)ve	
scheme,	whereby	the	farmers	that	supply	its	milk	choose	from	a	range	of	prac)cal	sustainable	dairy	
farming	interven)ons,	(including	soil	management)	in	exchange	for	financial	incen)ves.	

! Yorkshire	Water	and	food	supply	chain	consultants,	Future	Food	Solu)ons,	have	developed	an	
innova)ve	farming	programme	driving	the	improvement	of	soil	health	on	arable	farms,	and	
specifically	to	help	increase	soil	organic	maber	to	make	farmland	more	sustainable	and	resilient	to	
future	climate	demands	

Observa6ons	

As	well	as	a	quick	summary	of	available	soil	management	guidance	documents	and	the	range	and	variety	of	
responsible	organisa)ons	behind	them,	the	narra)ve	above	looks	to	demonstrate	the	crucial	connec)on	
between	the	development	of	soils	guidance	and	the	policies	that	mo)vated	them	in	the	first	place.		Some	
common	trends	between	them	can	be	observed:	

! Poli9cal	vacuum:		For	a	genera)on,	environment	policy	has	been	driven	by	EU	Direc)ves	(Air,	Water	etc)	
which	gave	the	EU	the	power	to	fine	Member	States	for	non-compliance	and	failure	to	hit	targets.		The	
threat	of	fines	provided	the	impetus	for	policy	interven)on,	targeted	mechanisms	(educa)on,	regula)on,	
guidance	etc)	and	most	cri)cally	-	investment.			

Soil	has	never	had	the	benefit	of	such	an	urgent	policy	impetus.		Knowledge	exchange	and	best	prac)ce	
had	been	a	pillar	of	the	proposed	EU	Soil	Framework	Direc)ve	and	may	well	have	been	a	driver	for	a	
na)onal	soil	guidance,	but	it	was	pulled	off	the	table	in	2017	–	the	only	EU	Direc)ve	ever	to	be	withdrawn	
in	this	manner.	

! By-product	of	exis9ng	Guidance:			Where	Direc)ves	generated	guidance	that	touches	upon	soil	(Water,	
Nitrates	etc)	their	impact	has	been	indirect	-	trea)ng	soil	as	a	proxy	for	other	outcomes	(biodiversity,	
diffuse	pollu)on	etc).		Recommended	interven)ons	have	been	skewed	towards	these	specific	aims	and	
outcomes,	never	soil	health	in	the	round.		

! A	piecemeal	approach:		The	transposi)on	of	EU	targets	into	na)onal	policy	can	lead	to	watering	down	
and	loss	of	focus	as	it	passes	through	legal	and	technical	interpreta)on.		This	was	the	case	with	EU	soil	

https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Imported%2520Publication%2520Docs/AHDB%2520Cereals%2520&%2520Oilseeds/Soil/Arable%2520soil%2520management%2520(cultivation%2520and%2520crop%2520establishment).pdf
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Imported%2520Publication%2520Docs/AHDB/GREATsoils/Principles%2520of%2520soil%2520management.pdf
https://projectblue.blob.core.windows.net/media/Default/Beef%2520&%2520Lamb/HealthyGrasslandSoils2735_190430_WEB.pdf
https://ahdb.org.uk/nutrient-management-guide-rb209
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwj50OewssPsAhWJYcAKHdsbCZsQFjACegQIBBAC&url=http%253A%252F%252Fwww.nutrientmanagement.org%252Fttfinalreport2013-14-publicfinalwithlinkspdf%252F&usg=AOvVaw0Bi0-hR9bDsyetX91O2KP9
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiovdvQssPsAhWMYsAKHasHDYUQFjAAegQIBRAC&url=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.niab.com%252Fsites%252Fdefault%252Ffiles%252Fimce_uploads%252FVirtualEvents%252FASDA%252520soil%252520health%252520assessment%252520handbook%252520-%252520May%2525202020.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0Y1QP8KOhrNVhKUtHKTYHS
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/business-action/business-nature/natural-capital-impact-group/news/cisl-working-with-nestle-to-help-uk-dairy-farmers-protect-natural-capital
https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/business-action/business-nature/natural-capital-impact-group/news/cisl-working-with-nestle-to-help-uk-dairy-farmers-protect-natural-capital


policy	under	CAP,	and	specifically	its	three	priority	themes	–	erosion,	organic	maber	and	crop	cover.		The	
implemen)ng	na)onal	policy	(GAEC)	achieved	the	necessary	legal	compliance	with	the	overall	framework,	
but	by	narrowing	the	scope	down	to	three	specific	‘incidents/risks’	-	post-harvest	management	of	land	
aSer	combinable	crops,	waterlogged	soil	and	burning	of	crop	residues,	resulted	in	an	essen)ally	
piecemeal,	rather	than	holis)c,	strategic	approach.		

! Contras9ng	agendas:		Much	NGO	Guidance	is	equally	siloed	-	o`en	through	the	prism	of	a	par)cular	
outcome	or	avoidance	of	a	prac)ce	that	reflects	that	organisa)on’s	overriding	objec)ve.		This	might	
include	an	over-emphasis	of	soil	management	in	winter	(so	as	not	to	disturb	birds),	arguing	against	
minimum	)llage	(due	to	hos)lity	towards	Glyphosate)	or	in	favour	of	minimum	)llage	(biodiversity	
benefits).	

! Vic9ms	of	reforms:		Soil	has	also	been	the	vic)m	of	policy	reforms,	and	the	transferal	between	policy	
mechanisms.		Following	CAP	review,	area	reviews	were	replaced	by	single	payments	and	soils	pushed	into	
cross	compliance.		Later	soil	came	under	environmental	stewardship	which	was	dominated	by	biodiversity	
and	diffuse	pollu)on.	The	replacement	of	Soil	Protec)on	Reviews	with	the	‘less	bureaucra)c’	minimum	
standards	was	a	retrograde	step.		At	every	step,	soil	guidance	and	advice	has	been	diluted,	repackaged	or	
depriori)sed.	

! Different	agencies:		Soil	also	suffers	from	being	the	responsibility	of	different	government	agencies.		The	
Environment	Agency	(the	body	responsible	for	environmental	enforcement)	deals	with	water	and	
contaminated	land	but	has	very	lible	direct	remit	when	it	comes	to	soil	(other	than	through	water).		The	
Rural	Payments	Agency	is	responsible	for	cross-compliance.		Natural	England	deals	with	ag-envi/
stewardship	payments.		It	is	Defra’s	role	to	develop	official	guidance.	

! Geographic	varia9on:	The	catchment	approach	is	largely	driven	by	the	Environment	Agency	and	NGOs,	
o`en	with	local	knowledge	and	experience	developing	projects	and	drawing	down	money	to	solve	land-
water	problems.	However,	the	focus	on	soil	can	be	inconsistent	and	disjointed	from	one	region	to	the	next	
-	with	duplica)on	of	informa)on	and	varying	degrees	of	skills	and	capacity	about	soil	knowledge.			

! Regulatory	grey	area:		Finally,	there	is	the	issue	of	regulatory	compliance,	and	the	crucial	grey	area	
between	prac)ces	that	are	non-compliant	–	e.g.	through	GAEC	and	the	8	Farming	Rules	for	Water	–	and	
those	that	can	be	rewarded	through	stewardship	or	Natural	Capital	schemes.		A	good	example	of	this	are	
catchment	schemes	that	reward	farmers	(based	on	Guidance)	for	not	undertaking	prac)ces	that	are	
technically	illegal.	

Conclusion	

As	this	summary	shows,	there	is	currently	no	shortage	of	soil	management	guidance,	and	this	in	itself	is	no	bad	
thing.		All	of	the	documents	in	their	way	contribute	to	improving	understanding	of	soil,	and	many	are	
important	instruments	for	engaging	farmers	who	otherwise	might	not	have	access	to	other	forms	of	advice	
(advisors,	peer	to	peer	etc).		Some	of	the	authors	responsible	(NGOs,	catchment	schemes)	will	have	a	greater	
reach	than	official	mechanisms.	

And	yet	despite	all	this	guidance,	farmer	awareness	of	soil	health,	soil	func)ons	and	wider	issues,	such	as	its	
impact	on	climate	change	(and	vice	versa),	varies	drama)cally	throughout	the	industry,	and	evidence	of	
con)nuing	soil	decline	grows	day	by	day.			

Of	course,	the	varia)on	in	guidance	is	not	solely	responsible	for	this	–	it	is	a`er	all	just	one	tool	in	the	armoury	
of	formal	and	informal	interven)ons.		In	par)cular,	this	analysis	does	not	address	official	advice,	and	
specifically	the	BASIS	and	FACTS	schemes	for	agricultural	advisors,	both	have	strong	soils	content	–	required	for	
FACTS	and	op)onal	for	BASIS.		BASIS	modules	include	BASIS	soil	and	water	management	plus	the	new	BASIS	
Quality	of	Soils.	

Soil	guidance	is	in	many	ways	a	proxy	for	the	overall	state	of	soil	policy,	however	–	and	soil	leadership	in	
par)cular.		The	fragmented,	disjointed,	un-strategic	and	vague	picture	of	soil	management	is	a	reflec)on	of	the	
disjointed,	un-strategic	and	overall	vague	policy	framework	–	and	underlying	lack	of	central,	authorita)ve	
policy	leadership	and	priority	placed	on	soil	by	successive	governments.			

It	is	this	lack	of	leadership	that	has	created	a	vacuum	for	agencies,	NGO’s,	catchment	schemes	and	even	
industry	to	fill,	leading	to	uncertainty	among	farmers	about	where	authority	lies,	no	clear	consensus	on	metrics	



or	indicators,	responsibility	divested	to	a	variety	of	different	organisa)ons	and	the	lack	of	a	shared	approach	to	
avoiding,	diagnosing	and	remedying	soil	degrada)on	problems.	

Recommenda6ons	

This	analysis	points	above	all	to	the	need	for	a	defini)ve,	Defra-driven	guidance	about	how	to	assess	soil	health	
and	how	to	iden)fy	and	remedy	soil	degrada)on	problems.	This	should	build	on	the	best	of	the	exis)ng	
guidance	documents	iden)fied	above	and	be	created	in	consulta)on	with	the	community	of	soil	stakeholders	
and	experts	to	ensure	that	it	is	fully	comprehensive.		

Above	all,	such	guidance	needs	to:	

! Be	up-to-date	and	authorita)ve	(i.e.	government	sponsored)		
! Consider	soil	in	the	round,	reflec)ng	all	the	produc)vity	and	ecosystem	services	it	delivers	
! Be	consistently	and	proac)vely	communicated	to	farmers	
! Propose	consistent	targets,	metrics	(soil	quality	indicators)	or	standard	opera)ng	procedures	
! Be	universal	–	can	be	understood	by	all	farmers	but	reflect	geographical	varia)ons	
! Be	)ed	into	and	reflect	regula)ons	and	enforcement	
! Receive	adequate	investment	to	achieve	widespread	take-up	

ELM	represents	the	once	in	a	genera)on	opportunity	to	put	soils	at	the	heart	of	farming	policy,	and	guidance	
developed	in	accordance	with	these	principles	should	be	the	cri)cal	instrument	for	achieving	it.			

This	guidance	should	underpin	many	of	the	ELM	objec)ves	-	providing	the	soil-specific	content	for	the	
independent	advisory	services,	ac)ng	as	the	basis	for	payments	–	both	prac)ces	and	the	measurement	of	
outcomes,	generate	a	universal	language	and	understanding	of	soil	and	its	contribu)on	to	public	goods	and	
help	generate	the	comparable,	consistent	data	that	is	needed	for	both	a	na)onwide	picture	of	soil	health	and	
access	to	private	finance.	

Over	and	above	ELM	though,	the	development	of	such	guidance	would	demonstrate	a	tangible	engagement	
with	soil	health,	a	new	era	of	soil	apprecia)on	and	a	commitment	to	achieve	the	government’s	aim,	outlined	in	
the	25	Year	Plan	for	the	Environment,	to	achieve	sustainably	managed	soils	by	2030.	


