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Bill Crabtree, alias “No-Till Bill”, welcomes us to “an exciting journey in agriculture” in Western Australia, where he has helped pioneer no-till farming. Bill is a fervent proponent of dispensing with the plough. He lists three key benefits of the system, namely improved soil, better weed control, and improved efficiency and precision. Certainly, farmers in Western Australia are convinced: Bill’s “estimated rate of adoption” of no-till in Australia has that state ahead of all others, with a 90% adoption in 2008, up from around 50% in 1998. That’s a remarkable uptake rate. And it illustrates one of the two most significant current, global, trends in large-scale arable farming. The other is the rise of GM crops: Bill returns to that later in his book.

This is a technical publication, aimed at those who are already familiar with crop farming and its attendant problems of erosion and soil impoverishment. Its intention is to imbue farmers – in Australia and elsewhere – with the spirit that “No-Till Bill” has in abundance. His enthusiasm for no-till farming springs out of each page in this semi-autobiographical, yet technically detailed book. Semi-autobiographical? Yes, Bill cleverly intertwines his own professional journey with that of no-till cropping. He’s a farmer and an advocate. He speaks from his own experience and acute observations – and backs this up with data. “I remember thinking”, he tells us, “there must be a better way to farm than this”. That was when he was 12 years old, observing soil being destroyed by the plough.

One of the most attractive aspects of this monograph is the care that has been taken to keep us visually informed. Pictures and graphics abound. I skimmed through the whole book, trying to find a two-page spread without a photograph. Apart from the Table of Contents, I could only spot one. Some of the images of erosion caused by the plough are devastatingly clear; and where no-till has been practiced, well, it needs to be seen to be appreciated. 

Of course it is easy to criticise. The personal touch may grate – but in fact Bill comes across as a huge enthusiast not an intrusive pedant with an overblown ego. And companies with a stake in no-till agriculture (Väderstad and Bayer CropScience) provided at least “some” funding. In this case, we are assured that no endorsement is intended. Any self-published book inevitably begs the question: why not an outside publisher? It’s a pity that it wasn’t. And a number of the data are “Bill’s estimates”; but that fact is not concealed. Finally a disclaimer warns us that “opinions expressed are sometimes speculative for the purpose of stimulating thought and should not be considered gospel”. That’s Bill’s style; take it as such.

There are 22 chapters in this book, and roughly speaking half are on specific technical topics – “openers”, seeders, fertilizer systems, rotations etc. The remainder look at broader issues, covering benefits of no-till, soil biology and weeds, as well as a background to Australian agriculture and a chapter entitled “where to next?” There are also sections that look at no-till around the world. Tellingly, there is one entitled “Impact of Australia rejecting GM canola”. This latter chapter concludes with the comment “It is with great relief that in 2009 most state governments across Australia are moving towards lifting the moratoriums against the growing of GM crops”. Thus Bill espouses both of the modern trends this reviewer alluded to earlier. 

There is a difference between those environmentalists and farmers who call for organic production and bans on GM on ethical grounds – and pragmatists like Bill who care passionately for the soil’s health, yet embrace herbicides and transgenic crops. This is one of the conundrums of environmental positioning: there are, of course, arguments for both standpoints. But if the world is to meet its urgent food production targets, while sustaining the soil, it is difficult not to have sympathy with Bill and his no-till brigade. 
 
William Critchley, Amsterdam, July 2010 
