
 

Optimising soil health and 
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Serve-Ag Biofumigation Field Day Summary
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It’s been an extreme summer in Sheffield, with consecutive 
weeks above 30 degrees and lots of high winds. Darren Long, 
not your average spud farmer, has been flat out with irrigation 
and the normal summer insanity of growing Australia’s 
food. During the recent Serve-Ag biofumigation field day, he 
generously took a breath and a little time to talk to me about 
his use of biofumigants, and the recent visit of Dale Gies, US 
biofumigant advisor and seed producer, to MG Farm Produce. 

Dale Gies also grows potatoes and was impressed by Darren’s 
operation. It’s a tight ship up there, and the principles of 
soil health that Darren is working from are relevant to all 
vegetable producers. Darren is running a three-year potato 

rotation of pasture/biofumigant/
potatoes. He mostly grows the 
variety Moonlight. He gets an 
average pack-out of 75%, but 
has been known to hit 90%, 
with high average yields. He 
uses mostly Caliente 199 as his 
biofumigant crop and considers 
brassicas to have the best root 
systems for improving soil, 
with both tap and fibrous root 
architecture. Even if you don’t 
accept the ‘fumigation’ element 
of a biofumigant crop, Darren 
would remind you that they 
produce an excellent amount of 
biomass above the soil, to work 

in and feed your biology, and even more so below the soil 
surface. He also highly recommends oats, as, unlike ryegrass, 
they don’t host rhizoctonia, and they are simple to spray 
off and quick to break down, while still providing excellent 
underground biomass. 

To my mind, one of the most compelling things about 
Darren’s system, is that he uses no fungicides. He is glad 
that they’re there, as a backup, but his choice of variety and 

his soil health has completely removed them from his usual 
chemical regime. He also uses a lot less herbicide and can 
generally avoid the more expensive herbicides used in potato 
production.

Variety choice is important, and Darren considers certain 
widely grown varieties an “environmental hazard”. He believes 
we could be making better variety decisions to reduce the 
need for intensive fertiliser and fungicide regimes and yet still 
harvest and market excellent potatoes. 

Darren is trialling, on a small scale for now, a new approach: 
he is sowing dormant potato seed in May, with a Saia oat 
cover. The cover protects the ground over the winter, and 
Darren feels strongly that the Saia oats have an allelopathic 
effect, supressing weeds and volunteer potato growth. The 
oats are sprayed off in the spring and, provided drainage is 
adequate, the potatoes germinate and grow in beautifully 
structured, undisturbed soil. Using oats means that MCPA is 
an effective weeding tool. This creative method means that 
Darren won’t have to store the potatoes over the winter, or 
laboriously manage their dormancy.

You can see a video of Darren Long on Ausveg’s Facebook 
page at goo.gl/EKCh6F
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