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British Survey Of Fertiliser Practice 1997 
 

Report On The Supplementary Question On Farm Record Keeping For 
Fertiliser Application 

 
Summary 
 
The principal purpose of the BSFP is to estimate crop-specific application rates of manufactured 
fertiliser throughout a particular harvest year.  This is achieved by carrying out face-to-face 
interviews with a sample of managers of farms during the months of May to August, towards 
the end of the harvest year.  Where possible, the retrospective enquiry of fertiliser practice makes 
use of records kept by the farmer.  This Report, based upon additional questions asked in 
interviews during the 1997 Survey, contains information about the extent and character of record 
keeping on the farms visited.  In large part, it confirms what was first uncovered by similar 
questions during the 1995 Survey. 
 
As might have been anticipated, record-keeping is much more established in farms with larger 
farmed area; for example, over 95% of farms over 200 ha. mainly concerned with cropping, 
report keeping records.  However, overall, the 1997 Survey confirms the 1995 Survey finding 
that, weighted for farm area, approximately a third (33%) did not keep records of manufactured 
fertiliser use.  
 
This is important for two broad reasons.  First, it provides evidence that might motivate 
improvements in the methodology and hence accuracy of the Survey.  Specifically, it means that 
the interviewers in the Survey were not able to draw upon contemporary accounts of fertiliser 
usage in one third of the farms surveyed.  This highlights the potential of errors of recall from the 
retrospective questioning in the Survey, which could be considerable, and underlines the 
importance of investigating the possible use of a dedicated diary, or similar, in the Survey, in 
order to provide contemporary records. 
 
Second, it provides evidence that the application of fertiliser is not recorded systematically 
throughout British agriculture.  In itself, this underlines the importance of continuing the Survey, 
as there is no administrative alternative.  However, it might also be motivation for seeking to 
improve the upkeep of fertiliser record-keeping.  The figures generally reported here should not 
be used without reflection, as they are a product of the sampling design used in the Survey*.  
Farms were not selected, and are therefore not represented, with equal probability but with 
variable probability determined by the farmed area according to the stratification by farm type 
and size.  The aggregate statistics generally reported are as though weighted by farmed area, 
which corresponds to the wish to comment upon the extent to which fertiliser applications are 
recorded. 
 
Re-weighting the results for �all farms�, irrespective of size, would show that little more than half 
(58%) of farmers in mainland Britain who use manufactured fertiliser keep some kind of record 
of that use.  But this largely reflects behaviour of the very many small farms. 
 
 
* The sampling of farmers for the Survey is designed to maximise the precision of estimating 
crop-specific application rates of manufactured fertiliser.  Accordingly, farmers are sampled 
according to the extent of farmed area, such that larger 'farms', having more farmed area, are 
much more likely to be included in the Survey. 
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Section 1:  Introduction 
 
The British Survey of Fertiliser Practice (BSFP) obtains information through personal interviews 
during the months of May to August with the owners or managers of farms located throughout 
mainland Great Britain.  The principal purpose of the survey is to collect information on field 
and crop-specific application rates of manufactured fertiliser.  However, in 1997, in addition to 
detailed information on the area, type, quantity, and timing of fertiliser applications, farmers 
were also questioned about their habits of record keeping for fertiliser usage on the farm1.  This 
followed a similar investigation in 1995.  This report examines the results from the 1997 survey 
and allows comparison with those from the previous study. 
 
The 1997 Survey had a stratified sample of 1474 farms distributed throughout mainland Great 
Britain.  Stratification helps achieve a much more representative survey sample than might 
otherwise be achieved through the use of a simple random sampling strategy.  The stratification 
for the survey used information from the annual June Agricultural Census on farm type, farm 
size and location.  
 
This information also allows the farms to be divided into four size groups: 
 

  20 - 50 hectares 
  50 - 100 hectares 
  100 - 200 hectares 
  200 hectares or more 

 
and four farm types: 
 

    Cropping & horticulture  
    Dairy 
    Cattle and sheep  
    Mixed/other 
 

Nearly all (1162 or 98%) of the 1187 farms surveyed used manufactured fertiliser.  Of the 
remaining 25 that did not, 13 made use only of organic manure and 12 (largely those farms 
categorised as 'cattle and sheep') made no use of either manufactured fertiliser organic fertiliser. 
 
Overall, three quarters (867 or 73%) of the 1187 farms applied some form of organic manure.  As 
might have been expected, nearly all (98%) dairy farms and the majority (81%) of mixed/other 
farms used both manufactured fertiliser and organic manure.  All of these figures were very 
similar to the usage levels reported in the 1995 survey.  
 
Section 2 of this report analyses and comments upon record keeping for manufactured fertiliser; 
section 3 does so for organic manure record keeping. 
 
Aggregate results were weighted by farm area 

                                                 
1The survey questionnaire is appended to this report 
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Section 2:  Record Keeping For Manufactured Fertiliser 
 
2.1  General practice in record keeping for manufactured fertiliser at GB level  
 
Table 1  Record keeping among users of manufactured fertiliser,  

  by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 67 84 88 95  88 85 458 
Dairy 42 54 61 68  55 54 218 
Cattle & Sheep 36 39 46 62  43 44 343 
Mixed/other 42 66 82 86  73 74 143 
         
All  1997 44 59 71 87  67   
All  1995 52 57 70 89   67  
Sample size 222 296 359 285    1162 
 
Overall, two thirds (882 or 67%) of farmers kept some kind of record of their use of 
manufactured fertiliser.  The extent of record keeping varied with both farm type and farm size.  
The most frequent and consistent record keeping of fertiliser practice took place on cropping and 
horticultural farms, with 88% keeping records of fertiliser usage.  By contrast, less than half 
(43%) of the cattle and sheep farms kept such records.  Similarly, dairy farmers had a relatively 
low incidence of record keeping.  It was also evident that the larger the farm, the more likely it 
was to keep fertiliser records.  For instance, 87% of the largest farms (200+ ha) kept records of 
manufactured fertiliser applications, compared to less than half of the smallest farm category.  
Apart from a marginal drop in the proportion of small farms keeping records there was little 
evidence of change in record keeping levels since 1995. 
 
2.2  Forms of record keeping for manufactured fertiliser 
 
The survey 'Farm Questionnaire' (attached as appendix) also asked those farmers keeping 
records how they recorded fertiliser applications to their land.  The questionnaire listed four 
common modes of recording.  The farmers were asked which, if any, of these methods were used 
to record both fertiliser and manure applications.  There was also provision in the questionnaire 
for noting any other alternative forms of paper record. 
 
Table 2  Forms of record keeping among record keepers (shown as count and %) 
 
 Farm count %  1997 %  1995 
Farm diary 402  52  48  
Field record sheet 263  34  33  
Farm notebook/pocket book 263  34  27  
Computer 172  22  18  
Other 52  7  6  
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The left hand column of Table 2 records the form of record keeping among the 773 farmers that 
kept some kind of record of manufactured fertiliser usage in 1997.  The other two columns 
express the count as a percentage of farmers that kept records of manufactured fertiliser for 1997 
and 1995 respectively.  The column percentages sum to more than 100%, because up to one third 
of farmers kept more than one kind of record.  As in 1995, around half of the �recording farmers� 
used a farm diary, whilst a third used either field sheets or notebooks.  The use of computers for 
keeping records for manufactured fertilisers had increased to 22% up from 18% in 1995. 
Table 2(a)  Use of  a farm diary for record keeping (among record keepers), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 43 56 46 40  45 44 403 
Dairy 55 63 65 46  61 58 119 
Cattle & Sheep 68 54 60 46  58 53 147 
Mixed/other 64 70 64 50  60 47 105 
         
All  1997 58 59 54 43  52   
All  1995 54 51 49 41   48  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
Approximately half of all the record keeping farms noted down fertiliser details in a farm diary.  
This was fairly uniform across the various farm type/size groups, although a little less popular 
on the largest cropping/horticulture holdings.  Use of the farm diary on all but these largest 
enterprises may have increased marginally since 1995. 
 
 
Table 2(b)  Use of a field record sheet for record keeping (among record keepers),  

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 43 40 53 48  48 43 403 
Dairy 5 9 23 31  16 18 119 
Cattle & Sheep 8 13 12 11  11 12 147 
Mixed/other 18 21 36 42  34 36 105 
         
All  1997 19 24 39 42  34   
All  1995 16 21 32 51   33  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
A third of record keepers used a formal field sheet to record their use of manufactured fertiliser. 
Field record sheets are used more extensively on farms growing crops.  For instance, half (48%) 
of the cropping/horticulture category used this form of recording.  There was little evidence of 
change in the use of field sheets between 1995 and 1997. 
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Table 2(c)  Use of farm notebook/pocket book for record keeping (among record keepers), 
       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 36 44 28 35  34 23 403 
Dairy 45 35 30 31  34 21 119 
Cattle & Sheep 32 33 29 32  31 38 147 
Mixed/other 27 26 33 50  38 34 105 
         
All  1997 35 37 29 36  34   
All  1995 29 31 30 22   27  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
In 1997, a third (34%) of record keepers noted down fertiliser applications in pocket notebooks; 
with little variation in usage levels across farm size/type classifications.  A higher proportion of 
farmers used notebooks in 1997 than in 1995. 
 
 
Table 2(d)  Use of computer for record keeping (among record keepers), 

        by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 7 26 26 46  33 25 403 
Dairy 0 7 9 8  7 6 119 
Cattle & Sheep 3 3 7 21  7 6 147 
Mixed/other 0 11 14 34  19 18 105 
         
All  1997 3 14 18 39  22   
All  1995 5 8 16 33   18  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
The proportion of farms using computers to record manufactured fertiliser applications had 
increased to 22% in 1997.  Uptake was more prevalent on larger farms and tended to be those 
involved with growing crops.  Only in the 'cropping/horticulture' category was there significant 
use across all size groups.  It is likely that in most instances this would have confirmed details 
initially recorded on paper, with 71% of computer users reporting at least one other form of 
record keeping 
 
Other forms of record keeping.  
 
Some 7% of farmers, largely the managers of small and medium sized farms, reported alternative 
forms of record keeping.  Around a third of these were variants of the other listed types of record 
keeping e.g. �filing system�, �record book� etc.  A further third of this group cited invoices as 
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records of fertiliser use.  Others kept records in a structured format such as those prescribed by 
various advisory or marketing organisations (ADAS Fertiplan, Scottish Quality Cereals Scheme 
etc.).  A few farmers kept recpords in a more individual form, for instance by making notes on 
maps or calendars. 
 
 
2.3 The level of detail in fertiliser records. 
 
Respondents who maintained records were then questioned as to the level of detail provided by 
their records. 
 
Table 3  Detail of record keeping among record keepers (shown as count and %) 
 
 Farm count %  1997 %  1995 
Application rate 739  96  94  
Application date 698  90  93  
Area of farm/field 688  89  85  
Analysis 640  83  82  
Product/brand Name 511  66  71  
 
The format of Table 3 is the same as Table 2:  The percentages in the right hand columns of the 
table express the counts recorded as a percentage of the number of record keeping farmers. 
 
Farmers who kept records of manufactured fertiliser use tended to keep comprehensive details 
of applications.  Table 3 illustrates that, in 1997, as in 1995, all of the details listed received high 
priority amongst record keeping farmers, with slightly less importance attached to the brand 
name of the fertiliser applied.  Although the proportion of dairy and cattle and sheep farmers 
that kept records was comparatively low (54% and 44% respectively), the tables below show that 
when they did keep records, they were only marginally less rigorous in the level of detail 
recorded.  
 
Table 3(a)  Record of application rate (among record keepers), by farm type and farm size  

      (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 89 97 100 99  98 98 403 
Dairy 75 93 98 100  92 92 119 
Cattle & Sheep 89 87 86 100  90 87 147 
Mixed/other 82 100 97 97  96 94 105 
         
All  1997 86 94 97 99  95   
All  1995 89 92 94 99   94  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
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Nearly all the farms surveyed (95%), especially the larger farms, considered the rate of fertiliser 
application to be an important detail to record.  The figures for 1997 are very similar to those 
reported in 1995. 
 
 
Table 3(b)  Record of application date (among record keepers), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 89 90 96 96  95 91 403 
Dairy 90 88 91 85  89 95 119 
Cattle & Sheep 82 85 76 93  83 91 147 
Mixed/other 73 89 83 89  86 89 105 
         
All  1997 85 89 90 94  90   
All  1995 91 92 91 96   93  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
Most record keepers (90%) recorded the date of fertiliser application.  This part of the record 
appeared to have been most important to cropping/horticultural farms.  The marginal decrease 
in the overall figure was attributed to a reduction in the proportion of smaller cattle & sheep and 
mixed/other farms recording this detail in 1997. 
 
 
Table 3(c)  Record of area over which dressing was applied, (among record keepers), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 82 90 96 93  93 90 403 
Dairy 90 79 84 85  83 81 119 
Cattle & Sheep 76 85 81 93  83 74 147 
Mixed/other 82 95 86 92  89 85 105 
         
All  1997 81 87 90 93  89   
All  1995 73 82 84 78   85  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
The majority (89%), of record keepers also recorded the area over which the dressing of fertiliser 
was applied.  This aspect of record keeping had improved since 1995. 
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Table 3(d)  Record of fertiliser analysis (among record keepers), by farm type and farm size  
       (shown as %) 
 

Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 
1997 

All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 82 88 90 91  90 89 403 
Dairy 60 70 70 77  69 71 119 
Cattle & Sheep 58 67 81 96  74 68 147 
Mixed/other 91 79 81 89  85 87 105 
         
All  1997 69 78 84 91  83   
All  1995 70 77 85 90   82  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
Fewer, although still a high proportion of record keepers (83%), took note of the nutrient analysis 
of the fertiliser that they had applied, although this was less common among smaller cattle & 
sheep and dairy farms.  There was no change in this aspect of record keeping since the 1995 
enquiry. 
 
 
Table 3(e)  Record of fertiliser product or brand name (among record keepers), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 54 71 67 75  70 74 403 
Dairy 55 67 60 62  62 66 119 
Cattle & Sheep 55 56 55 61  56 66 147 
Mixed/other 73 68 61 74  68 69 105 
         
All  1997 57 67 63 72  66   
All  1995 64 62 72 80   71  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
Two thirds of record keepers recorded the product or brand name of the fertiliser applied.  This 
was more evident amongst farms growing crops.  The 1997 figures suggested that farm 
managers, particularly those managing larger farms did not find the brand name of a fertiliser as 
important a record keeping detail as they had in 1995. 
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2.4 The organisation of field records 
 
Question 9 in the Farm Questionnaire asked if farmers kept fertiliser records for every field on 
the farm 
 
Table 4  Records kept for each field on farm (among record keepers), 

  by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 71 78 91 94  89 88 403 
Dairy 70 65 86 85  76 65 119 
Cattle & Sheep 55 79 76 86  73 55 147 
Mixed/other 55 84 81 87  81 85 105 
         
All  1997 63 76 86 91  83   
All  1995 64 70 81 90   78  
Sample size 97 174 255 247    773 
 
Nine out of ten of the larger farms kept fertiliser records for each field on the farm, especially if 
they were involved with growing crops.  However, only just over half of the smallest cattle & 
sheep and mixed/other farms kept fertiliser records for each field.  The 1997 results show a 
general improvement in this aspect of completeness of record keeping; notably in the cattle & 
sheep and dairy sectors. 
 
 
2.5 The selection of fields for record keeping 
 
Farmers that did not keep fertiliser records for each field on the farm were then asked how they 
chose which fields (or groups of fields) on which to keep records for manufactured fertilisers.  
Despite an improved survey questionnaire design in 1997, response to this question was not as 
high as might have been expected, totalling 168 entries from 117 of the 548 farms that had 
reported that they did not keep records for each field on the farm. 
 
Table 4a  The basis for choosing selected fields  
 
 Farm count

1997 
% of  
responding 
farms in 1997 

% of  
responding 
farms in 1995 

Type of cropping 95  81  70  
Past cropping history 42  36  19  
Location of field 24  21  21  
Requirement of scheme/grant (e.g. NSAs) 2  2  5  
Other 5  4  7  
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Table 4a shows the farm counts expressed as a proportion (%) of the number of farms that 
responded to the question.  These are contrasted with those reported for 1995.  Note that the 1995 
results were calculated as proportions of a small sample of only 43 responding farms and so any 
comparisons should be made with some caution. The percentages in the right hand columns sum 
to more than 100% because some farmers took more than one of the factors listed into 
consideration when selecting fields for record keeping.  Most farms selected fields for fertiliser 
record keeping on the type of cropping (81%), others on account of their past cropping history, or 
because of their location on the farm.  As in 1995, only 2 farms kept records on fertiliser 
applications through obligation to an agri-environment scheme (e.g. Nitrate Sensitive Areas, 
ESAs etc.).   
 
 

Section 3:  Record Keeping for Organic Fertiliser 
 
Nearly three quarters (i.e. 867 or 73%) of the 1187 farmers surveyed in 1997 had applied organic 
fertiliser.  There appeared to be less significance attached to documenting manure applications, 
with only a third (304 or 35%) of users keeping any form of record. 
 
3.1  Incidence of Record keeping for organic fertiliser (manure) 
 
Table 5  Record keeping among users of organic fertiliser, by farm type and farm size  

  (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 11 45 56 66  55 51 242 
Dairy 24 27 30 17  26 27 212 
Cattle & Sheep 28 14 17 32  26 19 296 
Mixed/other 26 39 47 54  44 47 117 
         
All  1997 25 27 36 53  35   
All  1995 26 24 38 54   34  
Sample size 171 235 264 197    867 
 
Overall, a little more than a third (35%) of the farmers that used organic fertiliser in 1997 kept 
records of their manure applications.  The extent of this type of record keeping varied with both 
farm type and farm size.  Around half of the farms involved with crop production (cropping 
/horticulture and mixed/other), especially the larger categories kept records for their manure 
spreading.  In contrast, only a quarter (26%) of the dairy and cattle & sheep farms kept similar 
records.  Although there is some evidence here of a marginal increase in manure recording levels 
over those seen on 1995, overall results were very similar. 
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3.2 Forms of record keeping for organic manure 
 
Table 6  Forms of record keeping among record keepers (shown as count and %) 
 
 Farm count

1997 
% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1997 

% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1995 

Farm diary 180  59  54  
Farm notebook/pocket book 108  36  22  
Field record sheet 91  30  29  
Computer 49  16  9  
Other 13  4  4  
 
The third column of Table 6 shows the counts expressed as percentages of the 304 farms that 
kept some kind of record of organic manure usage in 1997.  It should be remembered that, as 
with manufactured fertiliser, many farmers made use of more than one system of recording.  
Farm diaries were the most common form of record keeping for organic manure, with an 
increased proportion (59%) of farmers favouring their use, compared to 54% in 1995.  Increases 
were also reported in the proportion of farmers that had made use of notebooks and field record 
sheets, which were both equally popular.  The use of computers to record organic fertiliser 
applications increased substantially from 9% to 16%, up to near the level of usage for 
manufactured fertiliser.  The �other� responses included reference to bespoke recording systems 
(e.g. fertiplan) and other alternatives, such as maps and invoices.  One farmer made reference to 
�a record from sludge supplier�. 
 
 
Table 6(a)  Use of a farmers diary for organic manure record keeping (among record  

       keepers), by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 43 50 42 40  42 47 158 
Dairy 57 59 41 67  52 66 61 
Cattle & Sheep 68 71 71 79  71 65 70 
Mixed/other 60 80 63 35  54 46 57 
         
All  1997 61 62 50 44  52   
All  1995 62 68 57 35   54  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
In 1997, 304 farms reported that they had used organic manure and had kept records of their 
applications.  A further 42 farms reported that they also kept records for organic applications 
even though they had not reported their use during that growing season.  As in 1995, a half of 
these �record keeping� farms used a diary.  These included seven out of ten cattle and sheep 
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farms along with over half of the dairy and cattle & sheep categories.  The figures for aggregated 
farm size from both surveys suggest that farm diaries were less likely to be used as the size of the 
farm increased. 
 
 
Table 6(b)  Use of a field record sheet for organic manure record keeping (among record  

       keepers), by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 57 18 42 40  39 38 158 
Dairy 7 5 23 33  13 16 61 
Cattle & Sheep 8 0 6 7  6 13 70 
Mixed/other 20 40 21 35  30 36 57 
         
All  1997 16 13 29 35  26   
All  1995 15 18 21 51   29  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
Field record sheets were used more frequently on cropping, horticulture and mixed/other farms.  
They also became more prevalent as farm size increased.  A third of the largest size category of 
dairy and mixed farms employed field sheets, but cattle & sheep farms were much less likely to 
produce individual field records. 
 
 
Table 6(c)  Use of a farm notebook for organic manure record keeping (among organic  

       manure record keepers), by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 29 32 25 31  29 19 158 
Dairy 50 41 45 0  43 19 61 
Cattle & Sheep 24 36 24 7  23 23 70 
Mixed/other 40 10 37 43  35 29 57 
         
All  1997 33 32 31 30  31   
All  1995 21 21 25 20   22  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
Nearly a third (31%) of the farmers used a pocket notebook to account for their organic manure 
practices, more than had done so in 1995.  Increased reporting in use of notebooks was 
particularly noticeable in the dairy sector.  However, overall figures showed little variation 
between the farm size categories. 



 13

Table 6(d)  Use of computers for organic manure record keeping (among record keepers),  
        by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 25 18 21 30  25 15 158 
Dairy 0 9 9 0  7 5 61 
Cattle & Sheep 0 0 0 14  3 2 70 
Mixed/other 0 10 0 9  5 9 57 
         
All  1997 4 10 12 23  14   
All  1995 2 3 7 19   9  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
In 1997, the proportion of farms using computers to record their organic manure usage increased 
in all but the cattle & sheep farm type category, and was particularly apparent in the 
cropping/horticulture sector.  Only 14% of the operators of large cattle and sheep farms opted to 
use computers for this purpose. 
 
 
Table 6(e)  Farmers using �other� types of paper record to record organic manure  

       applications (among record keepers), by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 0 0 2 4  3 4 158 
Dairy 7 5 9 0  7 5 61 
Cattle & Sheep 4 0 12 0  4 2 70 
Mixed/other 0 0 0 9  4 4 57 
         
All  1997 4 1 5 4  4   
All  1995 9 3 3 3   4  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
As in 1995 few farmers listed alternative forms of record keeping.  However, there was mention 
of maps, informal notes and one invoice from a �supplier�. 
 
 
3.3 The level of detail in organic manure records. 
 
Respondents that maintained records for organic manure applications were then questioned as 
to the level of detail provided by their records. 
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Table 7  Detail of record keeping among organic manure record keepers  
  (shown as count and %) 

 
 Farm count

1997 
% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1997 

% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1995 

Area over which applied 300  87  68  
Application date 272  79  17  
Application rate 161  47  46  
Type 120  35  39  
Analysis 35  10  21  
 
Most farmers (87%) recorded the area over which manure was applied.  More than three-
quarters recorded the date; a dramatic increase in this detail when compared to the 1995 figure.  
Half of the farms recording organic fertiliser applications recorded the rate of application,  and a 
third the type of manure spread.  Only one in ten farmers reported having an analysis (or 
nutrient content ) of the manure that they had spread. 
 
 
Table 7(a)  Record of area of farm/fields (among record keepers for organic manure), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 86 73 85 88  85 74 158 
Dairy 93 82 86 100  87 69 61 
Cattle & Sheep 72 93 100 93  87 63 70 
Mixed/other 100 90 89 91  91 61 57 
         
All  1997 82 82 88 90  87   
All  1995 53 65 68 78   68  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
The area of application was well documented amongst record keeping farms, with much less 
variation between farm size and type classifications in 1997 than was observed in 1995.  There 
was a suggestion in the 1995 report that some of the variation shown could have been attributed 
to misinterpreting the questionnaire as referring to the geographical location on the farm as 
opposed to the physical area over which manure had been spread. 
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Table 7(b)  Record of application rate (among record keepers for organic manure), 
       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 71 27 52 58  53 54 158 
Dairy 43 45 50 67  48 45 61 
Cattle & Sheep 20 36 24 57  31 31 70 
Mixed/other 60 40 42 52  47 46 57 
         
All  1997 37 37 45 57  47   
All  1995 45 38 44 56   46  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
Around half of the farmers recorded the rate at which organic manure had been applied.  This 
was more likely to have happened on larger farms.  The level of recording for this detail was 
very similar to that reported in 1995. 
 
 
Table 7(c)  Record of type of manure (among record keepers for organic manure), by farm type 
and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 57 50 38 47  45 47 158 
Dairy 21 32 32 33  30 33 61 
Cattle & Sheep 16 14 24 29  20 27 70 
Mixed/other 60 30 16 35  30 39 57 
         
All  1997 27 34 31 42  35   
All  1995 28 32 37 52   39  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
Overall the type of manure applied was recorded by 35% of the farmers in question; a reduced 
proportion when compared to that reported in 1995.  As might have been expected, this detail 
was least likely to have been recorded on smaller farms, and in particular cattle & sheep farms.  
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Table 7(d)  Record of the analysis of manure (among record keepers for organic manure), 
        by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 29 5 4 21  13 29 158 
Dairy 14 5 27 0  15 16 61 
Cattle & Sheep 0 0 0 7  1 11 70 
Mixed/other 20 10 5 4  7 19 57 
         
All  1997 10 4 8 15  10   
All  1995 13 15 20 29   21  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
The overall incidence of recording of organic manure analysis was low in 1995 and had dropped 
even lower in 1997, with only one in ten farmers recording such detail.  Distribution of the 
results was irregular but, again as might be expected, extremely low in the cattle/sheep category. 
 
 
Table 7(e)  Record of application date (among record keepers for organic manure), 

       by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 86 64 85 74  77 13 158 
Dairy 86 82 77 100  82 24 61 
Cattle & Sheep 84 86 71 86  81 11 70 
Mixed/other 60 100 68 78  77 23 57 
         
All  1997 82 79 78 77  79   
All  1995 17 19 16 16   17  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
In direct contrast to results obtained from the same question in 1995, eight out of ten farmers that 
documented their manure spreading, recorded the date of application.  There appeared to be 
uniform acceptance that this was an important detail with little variation in the results across the 
size/type farm classifications. 
 
 
3.4 The organisation of field records 
 
Farmers were then asked if they kept records for organic fertiliser for each field on the farm.   
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Table 8  Record keeping for each field on farm (among record keepers for organic manure), 
  by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All 

1997 
All 
1995 

Sample 
 size 

Cropping/horticulture 71 86 79 86  83 14 158 
Dairy 50 64 73 100  66 31 61 
Cattle & Sheep 52 71 94 71  70 42 70 
Mixed/other 80 70 84 96  86 28 57 
         
All  1997 57 74 81 86  78   
All  1995 36 32 23 18   25  
Sample size 51 68 110 117    346 
 
Three quarters (78%) of farms keeping records on organic manure in 1997 did so for each field, or 
group of fields, on the farm.  Larger farms that grew crops showed the highest incidence of 
record keeping for the whole farm.  Dairy, cattle & sheep and small farms were less likely to do 
so.  Overall the proportional levels reported in 1995 were very different from those shown by the 
1995 Survey. 
 
 
3.5 The basis for selecting fields for record keeping of organic fertiliser 
If farmers did not keep records for organic manure for each field on the farm, they were then 
asked how they chose fields, or groups of fields on which to keep records.  When a similar 
question was asked in 1995 the response rate was low (141 entries from 318 record keeping 
farms).  The 1997 questionnaire had been redesigned to improve on this, but again the response 
rate was lower than it should have been (91 entries for the 918 farms that did not keep manure 
records for each field).   
 
Table 9  The basis for selecting fields for organic manure record keeping  

  (shown as count and %) 
 
 Farm count

1997 
% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1997 

% of OM 
record 
keeping farms 
in 1995 

Type of cropping 39  4  7  
Past cropping history 27  3  1  
Location of field 18  2  3  
Other 7  1  2  
Requirement of scheme/grant (e.g. NSAs) 0  0  0  
 
Table 9  illustrates the distribution of the 91 entries that were registered for this section of the 
survey and contrasts them with the 13 entries from 1995.  Results from both surveys indicate that 
criteria that influence whether a farmer keeps records for organic fertiliser are similar in terms of 
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priority to those that would motivate them to keep records for manufactured fertiliser.  
However, again the sample was too limited for any firm conclusions to be drawn.  In 1997, as in 
1995, the most common reason for keeping records of organic fertiliser applications was the type 
of crop that was due to be grown on a particular field.  Past cropping history and the location of 
a field were also significant factors.  In either survey, none of the farms surveyed reported 
requirement to maintain manure records as part of any agri/environment management scheme 
(e.g. Nitrate Sensitive Areas Scheme etc). 
 
 

Section 4:  Use of computers on farms 
 
For the final question on record keeping in the questionnaire, farmers were asked if they used a 
computer for any farm business other than fertiliser application record keeping. 
412 farms reported that they used a computer.  Of these 167 used a computer for records of 
manufactured fertiliser and other farm business.  The remaining 245 farms used a computer for 
farm business, but not for manufactured fertiliser records.  Only 47 or 4% of farmers used a 
computer for farm business including keeping records for manufactured as well as organic 
fertiliser. 
 
Table 10  Use of a computer for other farm business, by farm type and farm size  

    (shown as %) 
 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All Sample size 
Cropping/horticulture 23 35 46 65  49 460 
Dairy 18 28 43 47  33 144 
Cattle & Sheep 12 17 18 27  17 221 
Mixed/other 22 24 41 50  37 362 
        
All 16 26 37 55  35  
Sample size 231 305 366 285   1187 
 
Table 12 shows that over a third (35%) of the sample population used a computer for farm 
business other than fertiliser record keeping.  Incidence of computer use correlated with 
increased farm size, but overall even 16% of the smallest farm size class used a computer for 
business in 1997.  Half of the cropping/horticulture enterprises (two thirds of the largest of that 
type of holding) and at least a third of the mixed other and dairy categories used computers.  
Cattle and sheep farmers were the least likely to have used a computer for their business, 
amounting to just one in four (27%) of the largest farms but considerably less on smaller units. 
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Table 10a  Use of a computer for business but not for records of manufactured fertiliser  
       applications, by farm type and farm size (shown as %) 

 
Farm size (ha) 20-50 -100 -200 200+  All Sample size 
Cropping/horticulture 19 15 24 23  21 460 
Dairy 18 25 38 42  29 144 
Cattle & Sheep 11 16 15 16  14 221 
Mixed/other 22 17 30 20  23 362 
        
All 15 18 25 22  21  
Sample size 231 305 366 285   1187 
 
One in five (21%) of the farms surveyed used a computer but not for fertiliser record keeping. 
Distribution of these farms was comparatively even across the range and reflected the figures 
shown in Table 10 for computer uptake.  Dairy farms were the most likely farm type to use a 
computer but not for fertiliser records. 
 
 

Section 5:  Discussion 
 
The results on record keeping collected by the 1997 supplementary question to the survey of 
fertiliser practice correspond well with the results to similar questions posed by the 1995 survey.  
This implies that many of the comments made then, particularly regarding differentiating 
between questionnaire categories of farm size and type are still largely relevant to the later 
results.  This is a good indication that information provided by either survey is well founded. 
 
There was a close correlation between the size of farming enterprise concerned and the 
sophistication of the record keeping; this appeared more marked in the 1997 survey.  Large 
cropping/horticulture farms were the most likely to keep good records.  In contrast, smaller 
dairy, and cattle and sheep holdings often did not keep any fertiliser records. 
 
The type of farm involved had a profound effect on fertiliser recording practice.  For instance 
farms with livestock are more likely to use organic manure as a fertiliser.  Conversely, large 
cropping or horticultural farms are more likely to apply larger quantities of manufactured 
fertiliser.  Average farm size has increased, often to take advantage of economies of scale in 
production.  In line with these efficiency improvements and an increased awareness of marginal 
production costs, there comes an increased need for good documentation of all farm inputs.  
Fertiliser record keeping is therefore likely to improve as long as this is the case.  At the same 
time there is also increased awareness that considerable savings can be made through 
monitoring soil nutrient status and adjusting inputs accordingly. 
 
It is perhaps surprising that the two surveys have had so little feedback from farmers keeping 
fertiliser records as part of their commitment to an agri-environmental scheme.  Areas managed 
by such schemes have increased in recent years and it would be of interest to follow their impact 
in terms of fertiliser practice and record keeping in time to come.  It would also not be surprising 
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to find that more recent concerns over food quality and traceability would manifest in a further 
improvement in fertiliser records if a similar investigation was carried out today. 
On farm handling and spreading of fertiliser have also changed in recent years.  Again increased 
farm size demands that fertiliser is supplied in bulk.  Modern management practices discourage 
the keeping of stocks and buyers have access to the same fertiliser products from a more 
accessible range of sources.  This may explain, to some extent, a reduced interest in brand names 
of fertiliser applied, with more emphasis instead on the chemical analysis of a fertiliser.  Increase 
use of customised fertiliser blends, especially in liquid fertilisers will also have a bearing on this. 
 
Record keeping for manufactured fertiliser tended to be more detailed.  Less than half of farmers 
that claimed to keep records for organic fertiliser actually recorded a date, rate and area for each 
application.  However some farms appeared to keep comprehensive detailed records for all field 
inputs.  Most farmers kept records for each field on the farm.  Those that selected fields for 
record keeping usually did so on account of the type of crop that they intended to grow. 
 
Many farmers used a least one type of paper record.  Initial records were often noted in diaries 
and notebooks for subsequent transcription to more formal and organised records such as field 
record sheets and computer files.  There was evidence that the use of computers for record 
keeping had increased significantly over the two-year period between the surveys.  However, 
there are many farmers that use computers for farm business, but not for their fertiliser records. 
 
Cattle and sheep farmers, although not necessarily heavy users of fertiliser, appeared to be 
conscientious in their level of record keeping, if they did keep records.  By contrast, dairy farms, 
already noted for their comparatively high level of usage for both manufactured fertiliser and 
manure, reported low levels of record keeping.  The dairy farming sector has also achieved 
significant efficiency gains, owed, in part to their adoption of computer systems that monitor 
food intakes and milk outputs etc.  It would seem logical that, by quantifying and recording their 
fertiliser applications, further gains could be still be made through the management of inputs to 
maximise response.  The 1997 survey results suggest that many dairy farms already have 
computer facilities available and could be encouraged to apply them to this purpose.  Dairy 
farmers are not alone in this respect; survey estimates suggest that one in five farms use 
computers for farm business, but not for fertiliser record keeping. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lloyd Owen 
 
BSFP- Project Officer 
Edinburgh University Data Library,  (Printed June 1998) 
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