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There are almost 10,000 farms farming over 300,000 hectares of tillage in Ireland, representing 7.5% 

of all farm holdings in Ireland. The sector supports approximately 11,000 full-time jobs and is 

estimated to contribute over €1.3bn per annum to the Irish economic output. Tillage is regarded as 

having a good environmental footprint with low emissions, is important for biodiversity and is 

essential for some bird species (UCD, 2020). 

Cereal crops include wheat, barley and oats. These are categorised depending on the time of year 

they are sown 'Winter cereals' and 'Spring cereals. Winter cereals are sown in the autumn, while 

Spring cereals are sown in the spring. Barley is the most widely sown cereal in Ireland and is used for 

animal feed and supplies the malting industries.  

Soil health is a key pillar of Tillage farming 

Soil health is vital for the sustainability of any farming practice. Soil organic matter is an essential 

component of soil health. Soil Organic Matter (SOM) is the foundation for any productive and 

healthy soil and includes mineral matter, organic matter, water and air. SOM encompasses the 

remains of plants, animals and microbes at various stages of decomposition and the living 

component of soils, microorganisms, plant roots, and more significant soil life such as earthworms. 

Soils high in SOM have good soil structure, can meet crops' nutrient demand, regulate water storage 

capacity, contribute to nutrient cycling, and capture and store carbon. High SOM soils also provide 

excellent habitats for microbes enhancing overall soil biodiversity. (Teagasc). 

Many tillage farmers incorporate cultivation practices to help improve SOM on their farms. 

Traditionally, cereals are harvested from mid-July through to September, and the grain is collected, 

dried and stored. The straw, a by-product from growing the crop, yields approximately 1.1m tonnes 

of straw annually. Markets for straw usage include animal bedding, incorporation into animal feeds 

and soil incorporation. Recycling straw back to the soil improves soil structure and builds on existing 

organic matter content.  



Walter Furlong, Young Farmer Co Wexford 

The NRN recently met with Walter Furlong Jnr. from Caim outside Enniscorthy Co. Wexford. Walter 

is a young farmer who, alongside his father, manages a large area of tillage, including cereal crops 

such as wheat, barley and oats, and protein crops beans, rye and oilseed rape. A cornerstone of the 

Furlong farming practice is based on soil health.  

"Since the 1990s, we have prioritised increasing soil organic matter and nutrient retention in the soil. 

Some of the changes include cultivation techniques and changes to cropping rotations." 

Some of the following actions incorporated to enhance soil health: 

 Cultivation Techniques:  

In 1999, We swapped from using a regular plough to using minimum tillage. 

 Cropping Techniques:  

In 2004, Cover crops were incorporated. Cover crops are grown between rotations to avoid the land 

being laid naked with soil exposed after harvest; other benefits include prevention of soil erosion, 

limited nutrient loss, a reduction of incidence of disease, pests and weeds, allowing Nitrogen 

fixation, all contributing factors to building on soil organic matter content. "Catch crops have 

different rooting depths, which help improve soil structure; this is important for the nutrient, water 

and carbon storage capacity of the soil and gives the ground a welcome break from continuous 

cereal production, feeding into added benefits such as a reduction in pest or weed levels in the 

crop." 

 Recycling Straw 

In the early 00s, the straw from the harvest was chopped and incorporated back into the soil. 

Bailing straw to sell off-farm is expensive, but depending on markets can create an extra revenue 

stream for tillage farmers. In 2021, approximately 450 hectares of straw were incorporated into 

the soil to boost SOM with the rest baled and sold. 
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Straw Incorporation Measure (SIM) 

In March 2021, the Department of Agriculture Food and the Marine added a support Measure for 

tillage farmers called 'The Straw Incorporation Measure (SIM)', which could be applied as part of the 

Basic Payment Scheme (BPS). The measure is an Agri-environmental and climate measure that 

operates during the transitional period between Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) programmes. SIM 

is supported by EU Recovery Instrument Funding under the Rural Development Programme 2014-

2022. 

The SIM measure was introduced as many tillage farmers do not have an on-farm supply of organic 

manures for soil applications. The SIM aims to encourage tillage farmers to boost soil organic matter 

levels through increased recycling of straw, adding to the carbon sequestration potential of tillage 

soils, thus reducing GHG emissions and further improving the sector's environmental sustainability.  

Eligible applicants receive payment rates of: 

 €250/Ha for incorporation of Oats, Rye, Wheat, and Barley by-product 

 €150/Ha for incorporation of Oilseed Rape by-product 

Walter successfully applied for the measure in 2021 and committed to incorporating the maximum 

eligible area of 40Ha. The straw must be incorporated into the soil as soon as possible post-harvest. 

The straw is finely chopped and is incorporated with either discs or tines. It is important to keep the 

incorporation as shallow to the soil surface as practically possible; this will: 

 Encourage earthworm activity, and 

 Reduce the loose soil material in case of adverse weather conditions.  

Soon after the crops have been harvested, the straw must be chopped, spread evenly and then 

incorporated into the soil. An applicant can get paid on at least 5 hectares but no more than 40 

hectares. 



 

"The SIM measure embraces the regenerative agriculture approach as it helps reduce the amount of 

carbon extracted by returning the chopped straw into the soil. We submitted the commitment of the 

maximum eligible area of 40 hectares during the submission of our BPS application. We successfully 

applied and received an additional €10,000 in payments in 2021. It was welcomed support and 

contributed to lowering input costs which is important for the viability of the farm, while also 

feeding the soil some welcomed organic matter, and it's nice to get recognition for the work already 

being done on the farm."  

Walter noted a subtle reduction in chemical fertiliser requirements over the last 5 to 10 years due to 

the combined farm practice changes such as using minimum tillage, cover crops and straw 

incorporation. "We have cut back our nitrogen applications by 10-15 units N/ha in the last number 

of years, with no impact on production, making a saving of €6.90/ha (based on a cost of €0.46/unit 

N), which is a lot across the cereals on the farm." 

The NRN would like to thank Walter for taking the time out of his busy schedule to participate in this 

case study.  

 

 


