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Pastoral value and production from native pastures

C.E.JONES

Department of Botany
University of New England
Armidale, NSW 2351, Australia

Abstract The fundamental importance of
maintaining a permanent groundcover of healthy
deep-rooted perennial species is becoming more
widely recognised in Australia. While a short-term
increase in animal production can be achieved by
replacing an old pasture with a new one, most
sown pastures in the high-rainfall zone have proved
to be inherently unstable and have degraded over
time to low-productivity pastures dominated by
pioneer species of annual grasses and broad-leaved
weeds. Recent research has shown that grazing
tolerant native species such as microlaecna and
danthonia, which utilise facultative seeder/sprouter
regenerative strategies, can both increase ground-
cover over time and provide high-quality forage
for domestic livestock. However, sown native
pastures, if based on a limited number of species,
may also prove to be unstable. A change in species
orientation from introduced to native is unlikely to
halt land degradation unless it is accompanied by
radical changes to land management practices,
including new approaches to grazing management
and pasture improvement technology.
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INTRODUCTION

The productivity of any agricultural system is
intrinsically linked to the quality of its soils and
water. In turn, the only avenue for creating,
improving, and protecting soils and maintaining
clean water is through the maintenance of healthy
perennial vegetation.

Australia has the most stable geological record,
the oldest rocks, and the oldest soils of any continent
(Williams & Raupach 1983; Lindsay 1985), and a
climate characterised by extremely variable rainfall
(Clewett et al. 1995).

Regrettably, in the short period since European
settlement, we have removed much of what was
considered to be “useless” native vegetation and
unwittingly cultivated what were often fragile soils
(White 1994). These practices have caused immense
damage to the agricultural resource base on many
of the soil types found in the high-rainfall zone of
temperate Australia (Lindsay 1985; Recher 1992;
Kirkpatrick 1994; Anon. 1995a,b; Graetz et al.
1995).

Almost 30 years ago, Stern (1968) observed
that the degeneration of sown pastures was the rule
rather than the exception, a finding which has been
repeatedly confirmed by pasture surveys up to and
including the present (Kemp & Dowling 1991;
PDP 1992; Wilson & Simpson 1994; Thompson
1995). Furthermore, the major disturbance to the
grassland ecosystem associated with species
replacement has often been the starting point for a
downward spiral which is extremely difficult to
reverse. Each time the process is repeated, it begins
at a lower production level, with poorer soil
structure, lower levels of soil organic matter, and
higher weed seed burdens. These problems are
often exacerbated by ongoing losses of unprotected
topsoil.

Kemp & Michalk (1994) observed that in the
past it was often assumed that plants would always
be there, or could easily be replaced by resowing,
but there is now a clear appreciation that this is not
always the case.






