
 
he term No-Till means to limit the disturbing of the soil we use for procuring crops and pastures by using minimum 
or zero tillage. The No-Till Club promotes No-Till as a system embracing No-Till – Mulch/Cover on the surface of the 
soil – Crop Rotation – Regular Analysis of the soil. This means farming in an environmentally conscious manner 

where the goal is to encompass Conservation Agriculture while moving forward –  
 

 for the betterment of the environment 
 to increase both the health and fertility of the soil which is so vital to the wellbeing of society 
 to facilitate a more sustainable agriculture by stabilizing the soil and retaining it where you most need it “on 

your farm” 
 No-Till reduces water and wind erosion significantly 
 The No-Till system will also conserve moisture in the soil. 

 
As was mentioned, No-Till is a system based on the principal of disturbing the surface of the soil as little as possible by not 
using ploughs, discs or other primary implements designed to turn the soil over, thus breaking up the soil into a fine tithe. 
 
The main reasons for stopping ploughing or discing process is, when you disturb the soil by breaking the surface you are 
increasing the: 
o Release of carbon into the atmosphere, a major threat to climate change; 
o Loosening the structure of the soil and causing the soil particles to become disconnected and more vulnerable to 

water and wind erosion. 
1mm of top soil loss from one hectare of land is equal to 10 tons of soil loss. 

o By turning the soil over when working it with a plough, ripper or disc you expose the bacteria, fungi and micro-
organisms which are essential in the process of delivering nutrients to the plant roots when being exposed to the sun’s 
ultraviolet rays. 

o The soil now exposed to the ravages of the sun starts drying out and increasing the soil temperature making 
living/habitat conditions for these very important micro- organisms etc. This sort of habitat becomes inhospitable. 

o  Living organisms and creatures all need moisture in order to live and multiply. Disturbing the soil surface does reduce 
the moisture content of a soil. 

 

You need to follow the basics of the process of implementing “The No-Till CA System” to succeed 
 
GET THE SOIL ON YOUR FARM CHEMICALLY CORRECT FIRST!! 
 
 
a) You need to look at the status of your soil by having it 

analysed by a credible soil laboratory before you jump into 
No-Till. It is essential to know if there are imbalances such as 
low or excess Phosphorous (P) or Potassium (K). 

b) It is also interesting to look at the carbon as well and the 
organic material content. These elements are essential for 
plant life and before you tackle the No-Till system these 
elements’ levels and ratios need to be corrected.  
 

c) From this analysis you also need to find out the ph. If there is 
an Acid Saturation problem, it would need to be corrected by 
using the necessary fertilizer or lime to rectify any 
imbalances. In such a case, this adding of fertilizer or lime 
should be done by ploughing or discing the soil prior to 
jumping into planting your first No-Till establishment of the 
crop you intend growing! 

d) If there is severe compaction, advice should be sought from a 
well respected soil scientist as to how to rectify it. 

 
 

THE MULCH IS THE MOST IMPORTANT COMPONENT OF THE NO-TILL SYSTEM 
Why is that so? 

 
Here are reasons for the need of mulch on the soil’s surface! 
 

I.  To reduce both wind and water erosion – a real threat to the world environmental future. 
II. It acts as an insulator by reducing the soil temperature when it is very hot by up to 4° C and will when it is cold 

keep the soil warmer. 
III. Increases the infiltration of rain or irrigation water into the soil profile by slowing down the water velocity on the 

surface of the soil, allowing that water to soak into the ground. 
IV. The mulch will then reduce the evaporation from the soil by insulating the soil surface from the direct sun’s rays. 

T 



a. What effect will this have? – Much of what happens under the surface of the soil surface we cannot see 
with our normal eyesight but we need a very good microscope to find exactly what goes on in the soil 
profile. 

b. These micro-organisms made up of bacteria, fungi and moulds, as well as minute insects and earthworms 
need moisture a suitable temperature for them to survive. 
 

WHY ARE THESE ORGANISMS IMPORTANT? = They improve soil productivity. 
 

In an article found on the internet published at the end of March 2018, Dr Kristine Nichols, well known soil expert gives us 
reasons why these microbes are so important to have in a soil.  

Soil Microbes “Key to the Function of Agricultural Systems “Brian Frederick 

by Brian Frederick, originally published by Food Tank March 30, 2018 
Food Tank 
The Organisation Food Tank had the opportunity to talk to Dr. Kristine Nichols about how soil microbes affect 
agriculture and about some of the trials the Rodale Institute are conducting. 

Food Tank asked. What is the importance of soil microbes to agriculture and how are they affected by different 
agricultural systems and changing climates? 

Kristine Nichols: Soil microbes are key, to the function of agricultural systems. 
 

 

Microbial populations play roles in nutrient cycling, from fixing nitrogen to solubilising phosphorus. Some microbes assist in 
the formation of soil aggregates that improve pore space in the soil, which allows for higher infiltration rates, better water-
holding capacity, and lowers the compaction that often impedes root growth. Other microbes are involved in extensive 
predator and prey relationships that can reduce the prevalence of disease. Many microorganisms are involved in organic 
matter decomposition, which releases nutrients needed by other microbes and plants, while others break down soil 
minerals for nutrient cycling. Several organisms play multiple roles in the soil or have roles that may change based on the 
microenvironment. Others work in complex consortia to satisfy functional needs. 

 
It is important to take these microbes and earthworms and other insects seriously and look after them. When we turn the soil over by 
ploughing and discing we expose the microbes and friends to ultraviolet rays and cause untold damage which will ultimately reduce the health 
and fertility of the soil. 
 
Therefore it is imperative to look after the microbes in the soil on your property, and it starts with creating and growing a cover on the top of 
the soil. This cover will protect and feed the essential micros and insects in the soil 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Some of the myriads of microns and insects 
found in soil 

 
Picture 

National Geographic  

There are more microbes in a teaspoon of soil than there are people 
on the earth. Soils contain about 8 to15 tons of bacteria, fungi, 
protozoa, nematodes, earthworms, and arthropods. See fact sheets on 
Roles of Soil Bacteria, Fungus, Protozoa and Nematodes.Sep 7, 2010 
Ref:Ohioonline 
Ohio State University Extension 

These little critters are important to the soil and 
for the world’s well being. 

SO LOOK AFTER THEM 

These little critters are important to the soil and for the 
world’s well being. 
SO LOOK AFTER THEM 

https://www.resilience.org/resilience-author/brian-frederick/
https://foodtank.com/news/2018/03/kristine-nichols-rodale-institute-soil-microbes-agriculture/
https://foodtank.com/news/2018/03/kristine-nichols-rodale-institute-soil-microbes-agriculture/


 
 

START CREATING ORGANIC MULCH ON THE SURFACE OF THE SOIL 
 
 The mulch, or as I like to call it, a biological blanket – while 

some call it armour is the main objective of The No-Till 
System on your farm lands so as to protect the most valuable 
resource, THE SOIL. 

 Below the skin of your body is where the main functions of 
your body functions take place – such as the distribution of 
nutrients, oxygen and antibodies. The skin protects you at all 
times while helping to keep vital organs in place and 
protecting them from the outside influences. 

 Imagine what the sun and wind would do to you without your 
skin! It is your cover and it is too horrible to contemplate not 
having that protective skin. The cover/mulch on the surface 
of the soil where you produce crops is just as important. Look 
after it. 

 The mulch we need to create is merely what God originally 
did with grass and plants. The cover God provided protected 
the soil for millions of years. Then man came along and 
modified this cover by ploughing and discing etc. 

 
 

HOW DO WE CREATE A SUITABLE MULCH? 
 
The definition of a mulch as found in The Cambridge Dictionary was given as follows: 

A  of covering decaying  that is leaves  over thespread   in soil  to order keep  in it or water  it. improve
 
The above definition is correct, for when a farmer merely leaves the precious crops’ residue on the surface of the soil (land), allows it 
to decay, and it ultimately becomes compost. 
 
 

CROP RESIDUE COVER 

o This sort of cover works well with a high population of maize crops, say where a farmer plants in excess of 45 000 plants per 
hectare, which will be mainly in the higher rainfall areas.  

o Where there is a lower plant population of say, 20 000 plants per hectare, then the cover left after harvesting will not be 
sufficient to actually achieve the type of mulch needed to accomplish the positive attributes of a mulch, so one might need to 
plant a cover crop with the intention of using its volume or dry matter produced to “kick start”  the suitable mulch/cover that 
you require to make No-Till work for you 

o The efficiency of a crop residue cover is dependent on how well it is spread over the soil surface of the land: 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

o After maize has been harvested there should not be large dumps of crop residue. This will cause too much shading as well as a 
higher probability of causing snarl up when the land is replanted. 

o You also do not want to have the crop residue after harvesting in a windrow on the land. This situation will have the same 
problems as the above point already mentioned. 

 
You must remember 

It is absolutely imperative to create an organic mulch, over time and to have a programme together with a strategically 
identified rotational schedule for your farm that includes cover crops. This will finally enable you to have the mulch 
required to allow No-Till to work in combination with the biological activities of cover crop mulch  

 
If at all possible, do not allow livestock to trample your fields and denude them of the cover left after harvesting. Manage their 
movements while grazing crop residue section by section allowing them to just eat the cobs that are left on the ground. The mulch is 
far more valuable in terms of profit in the coming yields than a few kilograms of meat produced by eating it unless it is a growing cover 
crop. 
 
Managing the crop residue starts when harvesting is taking place. This will be the foundation if the mulch you are creating. If 
harvesting with a modern combine, make sure that the spreader at the rear of the combine is correctly adjusted so as to achieve the 
best spreading of the residue as possible. 
 

Two examples of an acceptable mulch 
Left: 
Showing a poor cover due to lower 
plant population of previous maize 
crop. We recommend that a cover 
crop like Millet or Forage Sorghum 
be planted in a planned programme 
to augment the material to create a 
suitable and effective mulch. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/covering
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/decay
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/leaves
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/spread
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/soil
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/order
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/keep
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/water
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/improve


o Grazing a crop residue mulch has problems when livestock is allowed to graze it uncontrolled and for an extended period as it 
will certainly reduces the efficiency of the mulch. 

o Crops as soya, dry beans and sunflower do not make the most effective cover. 
o Strong winds often whisk the dry crop residue cover away, leaving  the soil surface open and vulnerable to both wind and 

water erosion. 
o A good cover acts like a “shock absorber” reducing the velocity and impact of heavy rain drops as well as dissipating those 

heavy drops on an open surface soil. It also reduces water erosion by decreasing the destruction caused by torrents of water 
flooding across a field down sloes and slight inclines do not escape this total onslaught of rushing water by reducing the 
velocity of the storm water on the surface of the field.  
 

 
 
 
 

 

The latest innovation: Create a “live” cover on the soil by 

planting annual winter and summer Cover Crops 
 
In my search to find ways of getting information to our readers I found this diagram as well as notes from this website on 
the Internet 

 
 
Here is what they say: 
Cover crops are useful for: Protecting the soil, when it does not have a crop. Providing an additional source of organic 
matter to improve soil structure. Recycling nutrients (especially P and K) and mobilizing them in the soil profile in order to 
make them more readily available to the following crops. 
 

Benefits of Cover  

 
 

 

Do yourself, your soil, your staff and the country a huge favour 

Adopt The No-Till System  
For Sustainability – Food Security – Peace of Mind 

 
  

Study the labels denoting the 

benefits a soil can derive from 

having cover crops as part of your 

No-Till rotational system 

 

 

This picture shows the impact of a rain 
drop during a heavy downfall of rain. 

Since 1988, the SARE grants and education programme has 

advanced agricultural innovation that promotes profitability, 

stewardship of the land, air and water, and quality of life for farmers, 

ranchers and their communities. Visit www.sare.org 

Various species suited for using as cover 
crops:  No-Till Conference demo site 2017 



The 2018 No-Till Conference 4 to 6 September 

 
Venue at ATKV Drakensville Holiday Resort, KwaZulu-Natal, near Bergville  

 
 

Steve Groff, The Cover Crop Trainer from the USA, who is world renowned Cover Crop Specialist will be 
conducting a workshop on Cover Crops during the Conference programme on the following aspects: 
 

 Tips for Making Cover Crops Work in Dryland Areas 

 Taking Cover Crops to the Next Level 
 Bringing Animals Back to the Land – Are you Crazy? 

 
This year’s No-Till Conference is a must for all concerned farmers wanting to bring sustainability to their 
enterprises and agriculture in South Africa 
 
Book early to attend The No-Till Conference by contacting: 
 

1. Richard Findlay  email richardfindlayntc2@gmail.com Cell 074 1047081 or 033 3302032 
2. Sandra Findlay  email ntcsandra@gmail.com   Cell 082 4725987  or 033 3302062 
3. Visit www.notilclub.com 

 

 

 

Book your accommodation early 
 

ACCOMMODATION IN BERGVILLE AREA 
 

Drakensville Holiday Resort    036 4386287 

Central Berg Information Centre  036 4881207 

Backpackers Close to Drakensville 082 8559767 

Bingelela     036 4481336 or  

      083 6278503 
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