Andrew and Rachel Paton, Hill Farm, Haversham

Soladrill SM-P Elektra
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“The Soladrill is a real Jack

of all trades, handling different
establishment techniques

for different crops across all

soil types.”

Andrew Paton, February 2023

Versatility is a key attribute of the seed drill used by Andrew

and Rachel Paton to establish a variety of different crops on
contrasting soil types at Hill Farm, Haversham to the north

of Milton Keynes. It also delivers on their flexible approach to
tillage and drilling techniques, working successfully on ploughed
ground, moderately cultivated min-till seedbeds and direct into
stubbles.

“We don't take a prescriptive approach but whatever we think
is the most appropriate on the day,” says Andrew. “It depends
on the soil type, moisture, the crop going in and the crop it's
following, blackgrass pressure, and so on.

With varied cropping and soils ranging from limestone brash
to Hanslope clay, sometimes in the same field, as well as
river loam in the valley, you can’t be too rigid about your crop
establishment techniques.”
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Oilseed rape and cover crops are direct drilled to minimise
costs and the plough gets some exercise ahead of maize
being planted, to be rid of wheat volunteers ahead of sowing
barley and where there is significant blackgrass pressure. But
otherwise, high speed shallow discing with deeper-working soil
loosening tines, spraying off the resulting weed and volunteer
growth, and then going in with the drill is the order of the day.
Grass is an important forage crop on the 1100-acre unit to
provide grazing for two beef enterprises — an expanding 40-cow
pedigree South Devon suckler herd and their followers, and
around 150 Aberdeen-Angus steers and heifers grown on from
around three weeks old to fattening.

In addition, forage maize is grown for a contractor who supplies
local dairy farms, while the 900 acres of arable cropping
encompasses winter wheat, winter barley, oilseed rape, winter
or spring beans and oats. Cover crops were added to the
rotation last year along with a two-year legume fallow mix to also
build soil fertility and organic matter. It's no wonder, then, that
the farm’s sole drill — a tine coulter KRM Soladrill SM-P Elektra
purchased with the guidance of Rex Hedges at Olivers — has to
be capable across different situations as it works its way through
a 1000-acre annual workload.

“We looked at several drills and at the time this was the only one
that fitted all cropping situations while also being light enough to
operate as a mounted machine on the smaller of our two main
tractors,” Andrew recalls. "l wanted a mounted drill because
we’d come unstuck with a 3m trailed drill that bogged down on




its packer/transport wheels on wet ground, and although I’'m
not averse to disc coulters, a mounted disc drill with sufficient
capacity was too heavy.”

A drill that ticks all the boxes

As itis, the 6m Soladrill ticks all the boxes; it’s no light-weight
in terms of construction but much of its mass — including the
2000-litre hopper, metering system and main support wheels —
are all positioned well forward, so the farm’s 170/200hp tractor
handles it with ease with just front linkage and a 900kg front
weight for balance.

“It was important to have the capacity of a 6m machine because
cattle duties mean we often don’t start with the drill until late
morning and going on to late evening enables us to get a good
chunk of drilling done,” says Andrew.

The Soladrill has a wing-folding frame with the coil-spring
tensioned but otherwise rigid tines arranged in four clear rows to
ensure decent trash flow clearance while providing 160mm crop
row spacing. The tines carry short and narrow tungsten carbide
points to disturb the soil as little possible while seed is dropped
from a tube on the back of each tine and covered by two rows
of flexible harrow tines.

“Inevitably, you do get some vegetation being dragged in very
trashy situations but on the whole the tine arrangement works
well,” says Andrew.

Coulters have done 2 seasons
without being replaced

“Getting the coulters into the ground hasn’t been a problem
except where we tried direct drilling into a cover crop last year
after it was grazed by sheep and the surface baked hard in
the heat; and they've now done two seasons without being
replaced.”

While similar in concept to KRM’s Soladrill SM, the SM-P Elektra
has several more advanced features, including a pressurised
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seed tank, distribution heads located outside rather than inside
the tank, and ISOBUS control for the two metering systems
giving the opportunity for variable rate sowing and half-width
section control. Andrew takes advantage of the latter feature by
loading SOYL variable rate prescription maps into the Mdiller-
Technik ISOBUS display unit for optimum wheat and barley
seed rates aligned with soil-type variation and yield history, and
manually operates the half-width shut-off to minimise excessive
seeding at angled headlands and where bouts converge.

Andrew sums up: “The Soladrill is a real Jack of all trades,
handling different establishment techniques for different crops
across all soil types, while also giving us plenty of capacity, good
manoeuvrability and reasonable power requirement across our
hilly ground.”

About the Soladrill

The KRM Soladrill SM-P Elektra is available in five tractor-
mounted sizes from a 4m 25-row unit to a 7m 43-row
version, all at 160mm row spacing, and weighing in at 2.2
tonnes to 2.6 tonnes with a 2,000-litre pressurised seed
tank.

A Bmm 24-row variant with 250mm spacing has been
introduced for this year for growers wanting the wider
spacing between crop rows.

On all models, a small hopper is available for placing
microgranular fertiliser or small seeds.
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