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Something observed by ProCam agronomists in the 
black-grass heartlands of East Anglia over the last  
3 - 4 years has been that, with heavy rainfall, the use  
of minimum tillage has led to two separate layers in  
the soil.

There’s an upper ‘cultivated’ layer on the surface, 
and a denser ‘uncultivated’ layer beneath, through 
which water is unable to easily escape. This effectively 
traps water in the upper layer like a sponge, with soil 
becoming starved of air. 

Since black-grass is a marshland weed that grows 
in the cold, this combination of retained water and 
anaerobic conditions favours black-grass growth over 
that of the crop. The hard, airless land also hinders root 
development in wheat, affecting its ability to compete.

This whole situation could explain why techniques 
such as delayed autumn drilling don’t always give the 
desired result. 

ADDRESSING THE PROBLEM
Key to addressing the problem is effective ploughing. 
The key word here is ‘effective’.

Compared with min till, ploughing has been shown 
to give a 60% reduction in the number of black-grass 
heads in late October-drilled winter wheat (June 
assessment).

However, don’t just think of ploughing as burying 
black-grass seed by moving it around in the top 2 - 9 
inches. Instead, use it to break down this higher soil 
density layer to ensure the soil profile is well drained 
and aerobic and to create better, more open soils.

This will require careful set up and operation of the 
plough to open up the soil structure. The attention 
to detail required to achieve this should not be 
overlooked. 

On farms where ploughing hasn’t been relied on 
for a number of years, it’s important to be honest. 
Do operators have the required knowledge (or 
experience)? Or is training required?

Even where ploughing has been used, if it hasn’t  
eased the problem, it may not have been correctly 
carried out.

EFFECTIVE PLOUGHING 
– ARE YOU DOING IT 
RIGHT?
• Are the skimmers at 

the correct depth 
and angle / do they turn in enough?

• Are the skimmer points starting to wear, which 
could compromise their effects?

• On a slatted mouldboard plough, are the slats 
wide enough to help break up the furrow? 

• Do tailpieces need fitting to mouldboards to 
properly invert the furrow?

• Are furrows too wide? Would narrower widths 
give a better inversion?

• Are the correct tyre sizes being used to sit 
properly in the furrow – thereby matching the 
bodies of the plough without creating gaps?

• Does your ploughing speed produce optimum 
trash inversion – not so fast that black-grass seed 
is simply thrown back onto the soil surface?

OTHER TIPS
• After ploughing, don’t allow land to dry out before 

pressing. This makes breaking it down to create an 
open structure much more difficult 

• Plough in optimum conditions. Ploughing when 
land is sticky doesn’t work, and is why some people 
turned away from ploughing in the first place

• Adjust ploughing direction according to wind 
direction – to ensure any seeds that are thrown on 
to the surface are blown on the stubble, not land 
just ploughed

• Many people stopped ploughing because of time 
or cost. If these are your constraints, consider 
ploughing only the worst-affected areas. Where this 
was done last autumn, although black-grass is still 
present, there have been visible benefits
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ARE DENSE SOIL LAYERS 
COMPROMISING YOUR 
BLACK-GRASS CONTROL?



• Check that what you set out to achieve is actually 
happening. Often, ploughs are set up on dry land 
without re-checking their performance in the field

• If mole draining is also needed to remove excess 
water, get this done. Where mole drainage has 
been carried out fields have looked better with less 
blackgrass

• Set the drill up properly to avoid gaps in the crop 
that black-grass can colonise (e.g. build-up of 
seed dressing in rotors can cause them to hesitate, 
leaving gaps in drill rows)

PLOUGHING FOR IMPROVED BLACKGRASS CONTROL
BY DAVID ROSE, KUHN FARM MACHINERY UK

Minimum tillage has become a popular cultivation 
option, but may not be the best choice when it comes 
to managing blackgrass.

To achieve good weed control the soil needs to be 
inverted properly and to a decent depth in order to bury 
any undesirable seeds. There is a lot to consider in terms 
of setting, adjusting and pulling the plough in order to 
ensure optimum results. It’s important to dedicate the 
necessary time to ensure the set-up is right for variables 
such as soil type and conditions on the day.

Working depth must be appropriate to reduce the 
twin-layer effect created by some minimum tillage 
techniques. There’s no hard and fast rule for what 
is the correct depth as this will be determined by 
soil conditions and soil profile, and by any damage 
incurred during previous cropping seasons. What is 
important is to adjust the working height at both ends 
of the plough – on the tractor’s link arms and the rear 
depth wheel.

Slatted mouldboards are a better option for peaty 
soils with a high clay content, to aerate the soil 
sufficiently and produce a more broken finish. That 
in turn will help to promote good drainage through 
the upper soil profile and prevent the waterlogged 
conditions, so favoured by blackgrass, from 
reoccurring. Of ultimate importance is soil moisture 
at the time of ploughing: if soils are too wet they 
simply won’t be able to achieve an aerated and broken 
structure making it more difficult to achieve the 
desired result.

Skim coulter set-up needs to be precise for burying 

seeds. Skim coulters should typically cut to a depth of 
50mm with the aim being to create a clean cut at the 
top of the furrow as it turns, and for this to land neatly 
in the furrow bottom. It’s important not to take too 
much soil off so the furrow can close over properly.

Speed of operation is also crucial: only at the right 
speed will the plough be able to deliver a smooth flow 
of soil into the furrow bottom. Too fast and the furrow 
won’t turn properly and will be excessively broken up. 
The golden rule is to experiment and to take the time to 
find the right settings for each separate field or location.

Tyre pressures should be checked regularly to ensure 
the tractor is evenly balanced. 

Linkage arm lift rods should also be adjusted to the 
same height and the check-chains should provide 
50-75mm of movement so that the plough can find its 
own line. From the rear, the plough should sit at 90° to 
the ground, while from the side the beam should run 
parallel to the ground. Once these basics have been set 
correctly, refer to the plough’s manual for fine-tuning.

Front furrow width must not be too wide or too 
narrow, to ensure the plough follows the tractor’s tyre 
tracks and produces consistent work.

All modern ploughs should be up to the job of 
creating a good tilth and burying seeds, but they 
will only work properly if used correctly. That means 
selecting the appropriate 
mouldboards to suit the 
tractor’s tyre size and ensuring 
everything is maintained and 
set up correctly.
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PLOUGHING AFTER OSR
If residual OSR herbicide didn’t work well against 
black-grass last season, it could be particularly 
important to plough to bury black-grass seed. 

The opportunity to plough early after WOSR 
should also help to produce a more open, free-
draining soil structure – because it has time to 
dry and fracture through the profile – potentially 
allowing later drilling in autumn because it can 
absorb more rain.


