Drought can have a devastating impact on
wheat crops in late spring and early summer.
What can be done to limit its effects?
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fficially, droughts don't happen
O that often in the LIK. A true
drought, generally accepted as
a period of at least 15 consecutive days
or more where there's less than 0.2mm
of rain, generally only occurs once every
few years,

Serious ones are even more unusual,
which is just as well given their dramatic
effects. In 1976, the nafional average
wheat yield fell by about 1.3t/ha, or 25%.

Thankfully, rainfall is usually never

‘The trick is to do whatever you do

well — create a good tilth to get
the crop away quickly.’
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Innovaiion to help growers optimise
yieid and maximise profitable refums
irom their wheat.

very far away in the UK, But even a few
wesks of dry weather interspersed with
the odd shower, while not officially
counting as a drought, can leave crops
high and dry on light soils — hitting both
yield and quality.

Yield potential

Su=an Twining of ADAS says a typical
wheat crop needs 300-350mm of water
batween the beginning of April and

the end of grain-fill to fulfil its true

yield potential.

Some water comes from the soil — for
example, light land contains 120-150mm
at field capacity, medium soils about
180mm and heavy land up to 250mm
— but only about half is readily available,
she explains. “Crops start to get stressed
at about 50% of field capacity.”

“A heavy land wheat crop needing
350mm will therefore require about
225mm of rain during the spring and
summer to top-up soil reserves. Similarly,
a light land crop might need as much
as 275mm."

This season, less than S0mm of rain
fell across the country during April and
May, notes Susan Twining. "And it wasn't
just light land soils that looked parched
— s0il water deficits an medium land
approached 100mm in East Anglia and
the southeast, the point at which some
yield impact would be likely to occur,

Other factors
“But it's difficult to quantify yield loss
for any given moisture stress because
s0 many other factors come into play,”
she says. “For example, yields can be
affected by the flowering date, presence
of weeds and soil conditions, such
as compaction.

“Mevertheless, it's quite common for
a lack of moisture to limit the potential
of wheat crops on light land soils in the
east of England.”™

Although there's little hard information
to help growers overcome this, there
are some useful technigues growers can
use to ensure their crops are in the best »







