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INTRODUCTION 
 
The aim of this paper is to highlight the contrasts between European and Australian conditions that 
have an impact on the design and uptake of controlled traffic farming systems. Necessarily, it is a 
broad brush approach because of the immense diversity of traditions, cultures and climates that 
prevail across the European continent. 
 
Climate is a big factor in these contrasts as well as the relative position of the continents involved. 
Europe stretches from around 40–60 degrees north, whereas Australia sits between 12 and 43 degrees 
south. In equivalent terms the southern part of Europe starts at the north end of Tasmania and runs 
from there a further 20 degrees south. This means that our winters are colder and often wetter with 
soils slow to dry out and warm up in the spring. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
European crops and farming systems 
 
We have many crops in common with Australia, but with some notable differences such as limited 
amounts of cotton and no sugar cane. Primarily the cereal crops are similar, ranging from rye to maize 
and rice while oilseeds include canola, sunflower, soybeans and linseed, with peas (both dry and 
vining) and beans as the main pulses, plus onions, carrots, sugar beet and potatoes. 
 
Traditionally, the mouldboard plough has been and continues to be used extensively, not only on 
lighter soils, but also on heavy clays. Legislation to stop straw burning in the early 1990s effectively 
curtailed significant moves towards minimum and no tillage. Elevated crop prices in 2007 also 
resulted in a significant re-investment in ploughs although the recent increase in fuel prices might 
mean that these are used less extensively than planned. 
 
Crop yields can be relatively high compared with many parts of Australia, largely because of the more 
favourable rainfall conditions. Wheat for example can top 12 t/ha from 200-300 plants/m2 sown in 
rows just 12.5 cm apart. Dealing with the associated straw, most of which is now chopped and spread, 
can be a challenge! To the casual observer, it might seem that the use of CTF is widespread (Fig. 1), 
but these are simply tramlines for chemical applications. Having first been introduced in the 1970s 
during crop sowing, it is now common practice but rarely sustained from one crop to the next. 
Haulage of grain off fields is largely confined to modest-sized trailers that service the harvester and 
travel directly to the farmstead; chasers are relatively uncommon, but where they are used, grain is 
unloaded directly to trucks at the field entrance. 
 
Many farms also have livestock enterprises where cash crops alternate with grass and maize grown for 
forage. 
 
Farming infrastructure 
 
Average farm size in the EU 15 was 19 ha in 2005, but some countries tend to have larger farms such 
as the UK and Denmark, with an average of 57 ha and the Czech Republic with an average of 84 ha. 
Universally however, field or paddock sizes are relatively small compared with Australia, as indicated 
in Fig 2, which is a snapshot of fields west of Paris. 
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Table 1. Drivers for and against CTF adoption in Europe 

Aspect For CTF Against CTF 
Subsidies 
High crop yields 
Crop price 
High input costs 
Tradition of mouldboard ploughing 
Small farms 
Small fields/paddocks 
Livestock enterprises 
Relatively little contracting 
Road legislation/population density 
Conservation of water 
Drinking water quality 
Soil erosion 
Greenhouse gas emissions 
Good field drainage 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Subsidies in general seem to stifle innovation and cushion growers against commercial realities. For a 
period up until last year, some farmers were not experiencing profit above subsidy, but equally there 
were those growing exactly the same crops with very similar farming enterprises making a good 
profit. High crop yields and prices have both a positive and negative effect on CTF uptake. Research 
has shown that CTF increases yields on the non-trafficked area by 10-20% nearly 100% of the time, 
but with narrow gauge systems, the tracked area can be 30-40%, so even though these intermediate 
tracks are sown, the loss in yield might be significant. The truth is that we actually don’t know yet 
whether yields in cropped tracks drop below conventional random traffic or not. 
 
High input costs are a massive driver for CTF adoption because it is precision farming at its most 
efficient. All practitioners of CTF will know that it drives down input costs across practically all 
operations on the farm, particularly in terms of tillage, fuel and machinery investment. Unlike 
Australia however, the improved efficiency of tramline systems for chemical applications and “to and 
fro” working is unlikely to have a large impact, because it has already been practised for many years. 
 
Mouldboard ploughing tends to preclude anyone wishing to adopt CTF, but there are still advantages 
where high value crops are grown and CTF is adopted “within season”, known as seasonal CTF or 
SCTF. Organic farmers in the Netherlands and many other growers across Europe use this technique, 
but often refer to it as “bed farming” rather than SCTF. 
 
As will be seen from the next section, satellite guidance is a highly effective enabling technology for 
CTF, but because CTF needs the highest grade of guidance, smaller farms presently find it difficult to 
justify on its economics. Smaller farms tend to have narrower equipment with a greater diversity of 
width and they often bale straw, which in most instances makes CTF even more difficult. 
 
The reason that road legislation and infrastructure constrains CTF is that it is generally impractical to 
match all equipment to the track width of harvesters, most of which are close to 3 m. The last four 
aspects in the table above relate to the health of soils and this has recently become of major 
importance across Europe, largely because soils are becoming degraded, a great part of which is 
associated with excessive compaction. 
 
SATELLITE GUIDANCE – AN ENABLING TECHNOLOGY 
 
As stated by one of my CTF Europe colleagues recently, satellite guidance no longer has to be pushed 
into the market; it is now being pulled by customers. I envisage this pull increasing dramatically over 
the next few years for a number of reasons. Firstly, the cost of fuel and chemicals has approximately 
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