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Introduction

On 28th July 2022, the Sustainable Soils Alliance (SSA) hosted the third meeting of the Soil Health
Industry Platform (SHIP) - a collaborative initiative that aims to discuss, harness, align and amplify
the efforts of major food and drink businesses (retail and manufacture) to improve soil health and
address soil damage throughout the UK supply chain.

The meeting was attended by representatives of all 10 members of the Platform: Tesco, Sainsbury's,
Waitrose, Morrisons, Kellogg’s, Nestlé, Yeo Valley, Arla, Nomad Foods, and PepsiCo as well as guest
organisations, the Environment Agency, NIAB and WWF.

The following is a summary, under Chatham House rules, of the discussions and decisions made
during the meeting, organised according to the three key SHIP components, Knowledge Exchange,
Projects and Public Commitment.

1. Knowledge Exchange: An overview of relevant soil initiatives

The meeting began with a discussion of relevant soil related policies and initiatives that have taken
place since the previous (May) SHIP meeting, based on the briefing note that had been disseminated
in advance. Morrisons and Nestlé provided further detail on their new schemes:

® Morrisons’ Sustainable Beef and Lamb Scheme

Morrisons have previously launched an aspiration to be supplied by a collectively Net Zero British
farm supply chain by 2030, and as part of this have been working with farmers on their road to Net
Zero —including a more holistic approach beyond carbon reduction (soil health improvements and
biodiversity action plans). This is why they have been working with the Sustainable Food Trust’s
Global Farm Metrics; some of which are now captured in the Red Tractor’s environmental module.

The Sustainable Beef and Lamb scheme is working with the Red Tractor team as part of their test
and trial group to assess best practice. These metrics/standards are being aligned with rewards and
incentives - including a premium for cattle being finished at 18 months of age and on a sustainable
diet. More incentives will be added as the scheme progresses - it aims to be responsive and flexible
to apply learnings along the way.

e Nestlé’s Wheat Plan

Nestlé’s recently launched Wheat Plan is working with Landscape Enterprise Networks (LENs) (as
discussed during May’s SHIP meeting) to implement regenerative agriculture and solutions on farms,
by engaging and supporting farmers to implement practices. Its aim is to restore a wider farm
landscape - making it more resilient and including an insetting approach to carbon reduction. The
Plan will be expanded over the next few years and explore how to measure soil carbon with a
smaller group of farmers in the near future.



https://www.morrisons-corporate.com/media-centre/corporate-news/morrisons-launches-support-scheme-for-beef-and-lamb-farmers/
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4051330/greener-wheat-nestle-launches-regenerative-farming-initiative
https://www.nestle.co.uk/en-gb/sustainability/nature-environment/landscape-networks

Both businesses invited participants to get in touch to learn more and discuss either one of these
initiatives further.

2. Specific Projects: How can the Supply Chain contribute to the improvement of soil health

Project 1: Risk Mitigation and Reduction in the Supply Chain

Following the conclusions of the SSA’s Soil in the UK Supply Chain report and agreement at the May
meeting that the issue of soil risk mitigation and reduction is a neglected aspect of the supply chain’s
understanding of its impact on soil - the SSA presented the start of their mapping exercise looking at
which risks are associated with different farming types. A representative of the Environment Agency
was invited to discuss the areas that businesses should be turning their attention to.

Environment Agency Perspective

e Whilst all farming sectors can be responsible for highly visible, catastrophic soil erosion and
degradation, this is diminishing thanks to the increased policing of regulations. Localised
problems will be reported to the Agency when bad practice is made worse by weather
conditions.

e However, arguably greater risks to soils are invisible and this is why it is crucial to look at a
soil’s ‘context’: its health according to soil type and the state of its subsail.

e Farmers may think that they are doing the right thing with practices such as minimum tillage
and direct drilling - however these practices may not have their desired effects if such
context is ignored.

e Some soil types are more resilient than others i.e. a healthy free draining soil should not be
flooding, unless it has compacted subsoil causing a drainage problem.

e Compacted subsoil (20-40cm) shortens a crop’s root length causing:

o Yield loss,
o Reduced climate change resilience,
o Compromised water management (flood/drought).

e Field investigations (Palmer and Smith, 2013) between 2002 and 2011 on farms in the South
West (SW) of England using visual soil assessment (assessing soil structure) on soil surface,

topsoil and subsoil, revealed 38% of the SW had degraded soil structure causing severe
unnatural run off.

e Currently the agricultural industry is too focused on practices ie. minimum tillage or cover
cropping. However, it is the management and timing of these practices according to context
(subsoil compaction, soil type) that is important rather than the process itself.

o This is exemplified by research conducted with the Maize Growers Association
(Clements et al, 2002) quantifying runoff under different treatments (undersowing,
cover crop, stubble, chisel plough). The order of runoff magnitude differed according
to the level of soil compaction rather than whether soil was bare or the type of

tillage system.

o This demonstrated that soil health must first be measured in its whole profile (both
top and subsoil) in order to understand whether the soil is resilient and in a healthy
condition, prior to implementing any practices.

e Whilst there is currently a lack of agreement on a common soil type framework and soil
metrics, Defra is in the process of developing soil structure metrics for the agriculture
industry - being piloted through the Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFl). These metrics are
Soil Organic Matter (SOM), earthworms, and Visual Assessment (VA) - for both topsoil and


https://sustainablesoils.org/images/pdf/Soil_in_the_UK_Supply_Chain_Report_Dec_2021.pdf
https://sustainablesoils.org/images/pdf/Soil_in_the_UK_Supply_Chain_Report_Dec_2021.pdf
https://adriancolston.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/palmer-smith-sw-soils.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi2kLue7qf5AhX4QEEAHUYsD8sQFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fresearch.reading.ac.uk%2Fnerc-nfm%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2Fsites%2F81%2F2021%2F09%2FSoil-erosion-control-in-maize.doc&usg=AOvVaw2LKIHzTe92aZUL4jTQjcOx

subsoils.
Addressing soil compaction will once again require an understanding of the soil’s context.
For example, research with Plymouth University (Murphy et al, 2020) demonstrates how

compacted soils in the uplands area can be recovered via planting native woodlands and
help reduce flood risk.

For certain clay soils (60% of England) - planting crops alone will not address
compaction/drainage issues - further interventions are needed to manage the subsoil and
drainage of these soils.

Discussion and next steps

Questions were raised concerning the impact of harvesting root crops in adverse conditions.
Two videos by the Environment Agency were recommended (part 1 and part 2) which
capture this incident and highlight the causes and potential solutions. This is particularly a
problem with winter harvesting (which is inevitable). However, increased scale makes
problems worse. It is important not to farm wall to wall and to include infrastructure to
divert water.

In terms of what role businesses should play in mitigating and reducing these risks to soil
health, the following points were raised:

o Often the main issue is one of lack of awareness - farmers may think they are doing
the right thing whilst businesses think they are encouraging the right practices but
they do not understand the context. Context must be understood and solutions can
be identified in partnership with farmers, the Environment Agency and the rest of
the supply chain.

O Pressure from businesses on supplying farmers to deliver a certain amount of crops
all year round for low prices can lead to farmers not being able to invest in their
soil’s health and fail to comply with regulations to meet market requirements. There
is a role for businesses to reduce their pressure on farmers and build in contingency
as part of their supplier contracts.

O Businesses can adopt a more flexible approach to soil health management and
practices than governments or regulations can - so there is an important role for
them to play in helping farmers find solutions, encouraging farmers to understand
their context and enabling them to implement the correct practices according to this
context.

o Interms of practical guidance according to farm type - the UK Soil Health Initiative
Guides developed by the WWF and Tesco partnership with NIAB were suggested as
useful resources.

O It was also suggested that understanding the practical solutions to the issue of
winter harvesting of root crops, such as building in sustainable rural drainage or
flood management systems, would be a useful next step to develop - to ensure that
businesses’ global commitments are underpinned by feasible on the ground
practices.

o Providing decent payments for farmers to test their soils is an important first step -
whilst the SFI can facilitate this, there is also a need for industry leadership in
implementing common soil metrics (see Project 2 below). Scientists and Defra are
seeking alignment; the agricultural industry will need to promote this.

o In the context of potential future SFI requirements - it was highlighted that
outcomes should be prioritised over process: Ensuring soils meet benchmarks for
soil structure (SOM, earthworms and Visual Assessment) according to soil type,
rather than focusing on how this is achieved (ie. with or without ploughing). On-farm
decisions should be underpinned by soils data.



https://www.plymouth.ac.uk/news/new-woodlands-can-help-reduce-flooding-risk-within-15-years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FaR9lUkA23o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-lJe9ZUC8iU
https://www.cfeonline.org.uk/environmental-management/soils/uk-soil-health-initiative-guides/
https://www.cfeonline.org.uk/environmental-management/soils/uk-soil-health-initiative-guides/

e SHIP members agreed that this was incredibly useful information - and that it would be
beneficial to have this information packaged up into a format that is shareable internally
within individual businesses. A first step will be to explain the problem which will then
lead to identifying solutions.

o The SSA will continue the mapping exercise to identify soil risks according to farm types
and will seek to understand what mitigating actions businesses can implement.

e The SSA will explore the extent to which the Environment Agency is currently engaging
with supply chain businesses.

Project 2: Soil Measurement Initiatives

Building on past discussions around the need for a consistent approach to soil metrics, businesses
were sent an email prior to the meeting on a project seeking to digitising the AHDB Soil Health
Scorecard, which can be seen as a first step in building much needed alignment across industry and
policy. Background to the Scorecard was given at the previous SHIP meeting in May, an update and
some examples of ways in which businesses can support this work were offered:

e The central point of this work is the creation of a digital space for soil health data to be
collated and stored. NIAB and ABACO (leading player in land management software in
Europe, working with governments on delivering CAP payments, including the RPA in
England) are working on a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) which some of the businesses
present are already using in their supply chain.

e The app and dashboard are ready and can be shared with interested businesses. There will
be a trial starting in September which will last approximately three months (small set up
cost) to receive feedback before the product is launched in the marketplace.

® The aim is to now use the UKRI Farming Innovation Programme (research and development
funding pot) to add value to this digital platform by collaborating with others to align and
create a central point of gravity for soil health. Collaborative work packages can include
extending the app to other land uses, developing better indicators for lowland peat systems,
supporting farmer supply groups to come together and be informed by this soil data, link soil
data to water quality data, soil carbon benchmarking.

e There will be many ways of collating and sharing data that will be useful to businesses - this
work seeks to encompass as many of these as possible to make sure this soil data can be
used throughout the supply chain and allow it to benchmark itself according to the context
referred to in the previous session of this meeting. Interested businesses are welcomed to
suggest areas of focused interest that the digital platform could provide.

Next steps

e UKRI applications are due to open in the Autumn (official date TBC), so those interested in
joining the bid are invited to reach out and start conversations August-September.

o Those interested in joining the September trials of the MVP are also invited to get in
touch.

3. Shared Commitment/Target: How can the Supply Chain demonstrate collective/measurable
commitment to delivering soil health

From the beginning, the aim of SHIP has been to have a shared commitment/target to align and
represent the work being done. Following the past SHIP meeting and having had conversations with
some of the participating businesses and WWF, the shared commitment/target has been tweaked as
follows:



1. Participating
businesses sign up
to a generic SHIP
commitment

We commit to
driving soil health
through our supply
chain through
collaboration,
education,
innovation and
harm reduction.

YEAR 1

2. The SSA/SHIP members
establish a menu of
categories that will

organize/structure the
delivery of the commitment

3. SHIP members will identify
those actions they will/are

delivering under each category

and share them with the SSA:

4. SSA summarises and
analyses all submissions in
a report that will examine
each of the categories and

include:

5. The SSA will establish
realistic targets for each
category accompanied by a
roadmap for each one.
These will help set the SHIP
agenda

Categories (e.g):

e Consumer
Information

Harm Reduction
Consistent metrics
Knowledge-sharing
Internal comms
Financial support
Soil Carbon

Unilateral:
e E.g. Morrisons Sustainable

Beef and Lamb Scheme
(knowledge-sharing,
Financial Support etc)

YEAR 1

Collaborative
e E.g.Sainsbury’s Tesco

roll-out AHDB scorecard
throughout their supply
chain (Consistent metrics,
Knowledge sharing).

e Main developments in
last 12 months

* Gap analysis — where
least/most progress
has been made across
the different categories

¢ Highlight specific
insights/best practice.

ANNUAL

SHIP members can
highlight their participation
in SHIP in their CSR/ESG
reports.

ANNUAL

Targets must be tangible
and practical — and reflect
available data.

e X number of businesses
using the AHDB
scorecard (knowledge
sharing)

* Xbusinesses including
farm soil carbon
through their scope 3
accounting (Soil
Carbon).

YEAR 2

The component elements, and the rationale behind this approach were summarised as follows:

A generic SHIP commitment: Based on process rather than a tangible result which would be
counterproductive.

Menu of categories: SSA and partners will identify a number of categories based on SHIP
meetings and the findings in the Soil in the UK Supply Chain report. This will provide a
mechanism for organising activities that can be pursued individually by businesses or in a
more aligned manner to deliver tangible outcomes for soil health.

Identify individual actions each business is taking: Using the above categories to identify
the different steps each business is doing. These will be analysed to understand how they
are contributing to these categories. The current collaborative SHIP projects will also be
included in this.

Annual report and gap analysis: The SSA will look at all the initiatives that have emerged
and evolved in the past 12 months, analyse them according to each category and develop a
gap analysis. Having done this, businesses will be able to mention their involvement in SHIP
in CSR/ESG reports.

Establish realistic targets: As a second phase of this work, specific targets within these
categories may be developed - where it is judged that targets will bring focus and
momentum to achieve a realistic goal.

This approach will enable the SHIP to strike a balance between a loose knowledge sharing
platform and dealing with global brands with pre-existing global commitments that
shouldn’t be put in conflict.

Discussion and next steps

WWF’s perspective is that this is a useful roadmap as benefits to soils are reversible,
incremental, and are non-exclusive - hence cross-sector collaboration on soil is necessary.
SHIP addresses the complexity of soil by viewing them for themselves (not through a carbon
or water lens). However, whilst policy updates are very useful to the businesses present,
signing up to such a commitment will hold businesses accountable to the changes in soil
health we want to see.

Businesses agreed this was a useful roadmap - a generic target will be useful but with time it
will also be useful to have more tangible targets that will need careful drafting. This will also
enable businesses to showcase all the work that they are doing in a concrete manner in one
place.

Businesses can also learn about each other's projects and identify areas where collaboration
is possible.

It was noted that whilst this initiative is unique as it is UK and soil focused, it will also
complement international commitments and initiatives such as the Sustainable Markets


https://sustainablesoils.org/images/pdf/Soil_in_the_UK_Supply_Chain_Report_Dec_2021.pdf

Initiative (SMI). The SMI will be publishing research in the Autumn and a representative has
been invited to present at the next meeting to understand where ambitions can align.

® A question was also raised about WWF’s Basket Metric for retailers. SHIP is referenced in the
Blueprint for Action - participating in this Platform is one of the actions businesses should be
taking to halve the environmental impact of shopping basket by 2030.

e |ntime, a commitment may also include a soil framework agreed by both industry and
government - ensuring alignment with government can be a condition of SHIP and
eventually SHIP may also push for the government to commit to embedding some of the
best practices developed by businesses into a regulatory framework.

e The SSA will explore whether there are international case studies to learn from in terms of
soil commitments and follow up on Courtauld’s work on water.

e The SSA will have individual calls with businesses to discuss this work in more detail.

e The SSA will develop the roadmap further, including drafting the commitment and coming
up with categories.

Next Meeting

e The next meeting will take place at the end of September (a doodle poll will be sent out in
due course). Guests may include individuals from ADAS, NFU, SMI - businesses are invited
to suggest others they would like to hear from.


https://www.wwf.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-11/WWF-Basket-Blueprint-for-Action.pdf

