
�&�&�&�������������&���������������������(

�������������!�#�������"���!�������%�����&�����
���������� � ������42 11

MININING SOIL P & THE BCSR CONCEPT

and manures. Consider again the results in Table 2. The system is optimized, and this includes the soil biology, 
by returning the manure (dung and urine) and compost (plant residues) to the soil. As noted previously if pasture 
production is 10 tonnes DM/ha/yr and pasture utilisation is 80% that means 2 tonnes/ha of plant material is returned 
to the soil. For our average dairy farm that amounts to applying the equivalent of 200 tonnes of organic residues every 
year. 

Conclusion
Substituting chemical fertilisers with manures and compost would be very expensive and will not necessarily improve 
soil quality, soil health or soil productivity.

Furthermore the nutrients in compost and manure are not free - they have come from somewhere, normally a 
productive soil. Mining one soil to feed another is not sustainable.

soil P levels. This idea only has merit when soil P levels 
are above the economic optimal range which in my 
experience is not common.

We have dealt in detail with the BCSR concept in the 
Fertiliser Review (4,26). It is a nonsense – it is pseudo-
science. It has no scientifi c basis and at best results in 
an increase in fertiliser costs for no benefi t. 

Conclusion
Attempts to utilise mycorrhizal fungi to mine down 
soil P reserves have not worked to date and adopting 
the BCSR concept would be a step back to pseudo-
science. 

Dr Merfi eld reports that those interested in RA are:

1. Of the view that P fertiliser is being overused 
and that it is desirable to “utilise existing soil P 
reserves by increasing the biological activity of the 
soil, especially via mycorrhizal fungi.” 

2. Interested in the “base-cation saturation ratio 
(BCSR), soil nutrient testing approach, also called 
that Albrecht-Kinsey system.” 

Our pastoral soils are teeming with naturally occurring 
mycorrhizal fungi. Attempts to introduce more effective 
and effi cient strains into NZ soils have failed simply 
because the new strains are ‘swamped out’ by the 
indigenous populations. In any case utilizing existing soil 
P reserves is exploitive and will result in mining down 
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CONCLUSION

Of the many goals that RA espouses, some are unscientifi c (BCSR), some are not based on sound science (mitigating 
climate change). Some are implausible and likely to be very costly (replacing chemical fertilisers with compost and 
manures), some are based on a false premise (chemical fertilisers are bad for soil health), or can be achieved more 
cheaply by other means (i.e. improving soil health using chemical fertilisers). 

But of deeper concern is that at is core RA is anti-science. To quote Murfi eld “Fundamentally RA (and organic 
agriculture) is a values system and the only way to decide which value system is preferred is through debate / political 
processes. At its highest level RA is beyond the reach of scientifi c method.” He goes on to say: “While the scientifi c 
method is incapable of questioning RA’s philosophy and values, this is not to say that the information produced by 
science cannot be used to help decide which values RA (and individual and society) wish to pursue.”  

This is what is now called Post-Normal-Science: the goal of science is no longer the pursuit the truth. Rather its role is 
to support the narrative.


