                                                            Growing sunflowers
Growing sunflowers is not difficult but it is not easy.
When you have the seed in bags you will find that the mice like them.
Aim to drill them in the first week in May in a good firm seed bed 2 or 3 inches deep in 18 inch wide rows about 7 inches apart.
If you only drill them 1 inch deep the Rooks will find them and go along the row pulling them out.
As they are emerging Pigeons find them very tasty and if they find them will gobble up the emerging shoots very quickly. Once they have emerged and the cotyledons have opened up the pigeons leave them alone. .  
When a pigeon has eaten the emerging plant that is the end of that plant because as the seed germinates it puts a shoot down and the seed is pushed up, as it emerges the seed breaks into two to form the cotyledons, so the pigeon would actually be eating the seed. 
The best way of keeping pigeons away is to put bangers on the field and fly kites before the plants start to emerge, that will keep the pigeons away from the field, once they know what is in the field you have a job to keep them away.
When the plants get about 6 ins high Rabbits and hares like to bite through the stem.
If you can get them past that stage they will be no trouble until they have flowered, pigeons will settle on the heads and eat the ripening seeds. 
Pigeons do not usually find the emerging plants the first year you grow them but once they find them they will be looking for them the next year. You probably won’t see the pigeons on the field. It takes a few days for the sunflowers to emerge and if one pigeon is left alone it can clear an acre of emerging seeds.  When farmers have a crop failure I get told that the sunflowers didn’t germinate but if you get down on your hands and knees and look carefully you will find the little white stork under the ground that should have been the emerging seedling. Slugs like them also and will eat them before they emerge. 
Harvest them with a normal combine, the settings will be found in the operateos handbook. Harvesting will not be until October, pigeons may well find the maturing crop , sometimes in their thousands, the only way to keep them off will be to shoot them.  
We have to buy new seed every year as when we grow the seed that we have grown about 30% of the seeds will grow with several heads on and the seeds will be smaller on those heads, the birds like them just as much but for selling they do not look very attractive. If you are growing them for the birds to eat, the seeds that I sell in the shop will be quite OK. If you want to sell the crop you are planning to grow you need to sow new seed and that has to come from France.    
 
