Native Grasses on the Farm - Hidden Treasures
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anve grasses are present on farms cither as remnants

Or as major pastore components, Landownirs are sel-
dom aware of their presence or (he contribution they can
make (¢ overall pasture productivity, On the better soils,
they have largzely been replaced by introduced grasses.

Hecause most landholders would regard native grass
pastures as being less productive than those including iniro-
duced grasses, they have generally attracted Hide interest.
However, scattered rescarch around the state suggests that
with appropriate inputs of fertilizer and management, some
species of native grass can perform as well as the improved
species in terms of DM production and feed quality.

On a paddock basis, pastures based on desirable native
Srasses prowing in association with a legume, are generally
regarded as having production levels lower than improved
perennial grass-legume pastores, Buot the differences in pro-

doctivity between native and improved are net alwavs as
areat as we would expect, In some locations, pastures based
on desirable native grass species can be as productive as
their improved couniérparts over the longer term. This
applics particolarly to lighter and shallow soils where defi-
ciencies in soil moisture and Fertility dre likely to result in
greater survival of the native species,

Where mative grass pastores are present, and a long-term
pasture development program is planned, the capital cost
associated wilth that program needs o he considered. As-
suming that development includes the acrial application of
i perennial grass mixture and superphosphate into a herhi-
cide treated sward, the cash outlay required is about
$F200/Mma. Current returns from mering sheep would suggest
a break-even period of 8 to 10 years. Importantly, dollar$
are required to finance the program, and dollars are expen-

sive when they have o e Bormowed,

The alternatve approach is 10 make full use of the
pusture resodrees atready there, an approach that requires
minar financial outlyy. However, this altermative requines
planming, aninput of tme, some degree of managerial skills
and a commiment by the landholder o the long term
stabilily of their pastures, Tn practical terms, how can this
be achieved?

I'he tirst step is to be aware of the species present in the
pasture: 16 vow are unable to wentify them, then organise a
visit by dn agronomist to assist, or coblect seed-heads for
identificanon later. What proportion of the pround (i ey
cover? This inlommation s imporant because i allows
decisions 1o be made about the future development of the
pasture, 1f a reasonable proportion of the pasture consists of
desirable species, then low cost manipulation as a means of
increasing the proportion of these species, is an option that

should be considerad.

The next step s 0 decide what manapemen) strategy
will increase the frequency of the desirable species at the
cxpense ¢l te less desrable species: Research undertaken
in the north of the state indicates that pasture manipulation
15 possible: by easing the grazing pressure on desirable
species during the critical phases of their life eycle (germi-
nation, establishment, flowering, seed-set), and applying
grazing pressure during critical phases of e less desirable
species. Clearly, a knowledge of the botanical composition
of your pastures 15 required if this approach s o work,

Mative grass pastures can he areal assel o the lardholder
il the desizable prasses are present and the appropriate
management 15 employed. Their optinuom management
however, requires patience, skill and a willingness to take
the longer view. That is the challenge. The reward can be
highly productive cost effective pastures.




