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Abstract This paper initially considers the
advantages of low-input grasslands. These are their
evenness of production across seasons and between
years, and their low cost of maintenance. The latter
implies that they will be native species that have
low or nil establishment costs and which have low
fertiliser inputs. These low-input grasslands will
be useful on the less productive land units, where
they may be managed in conjunction with high-
input grasslands that are best established on the
more fertile and deeper soils of any farm. In these
situations, improvement will be best achieved
through grazing management rather than through
species selection. However, on the marginal
croplands, it is appropriate to consider sowing an
improved native or other low-input species at the
beginning of the pasture phase. In this instance the
high inputs of cultivation and fertiliser may be
attributed to the cropping phase, and ceasing
cultivation should be sufficient management to
ensure that the low-input species is maintained in
the pasture.

Keywords native grasses; cropping land;
grasslands
INTRODUCTION

Native grasses cover wide areas of our less
productive grazing country, such as the semi-arid,
hilly and less fertile soils, where inputs of
cultivation and fertiliser are either not practicable
or are uneconomic. They are also abundant on
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tablelands and hill country where pastures receive
some inputs, such as legume addition with
phosphate fertiliser, and in old sown pastures which
have not persisted because of drought, poor
management, or declining phosphate status.

There are also large areas of introduced annual
grasslands in temperate regions which are not sown
or fertilised and hence may be referred to as low-
input grasslands. These may be called “naturalised”
grasslands by landholders. These annual species
are not considered worthy of genetic improvement,
although grazing management to replace less useful
species (e.g., Vulpia spp.) by more useful species
(e.g., Lolium rigidum) can be a consideration.

Low-input native grasses cover large areas, but
almost by definition, they have a low production
per hectare. This presents a particular problem in
any consideration for improvement. We may have
a useful objective to “improve” these low-input
grasses, by producing new cultivars, but in the
process we are in danger of starting down the high-
input path and removing some of their low-input
values. Before we embark on the improvement of
these grasses, there is therefore a need to think
rather broadly about why we are doing so and to
develop a scenario of how the improved species
might be used.

This paper will look at some of the character-
istics that make native and low-input grasses useful
and the pasture systems that may be amenable to
the use of improved low-input grasses. It will also
make some suggestions for the type of improvement
that may be useful for pastoral and marginal
cropping land.

VALUE

Many of the values of low-input grasses do not
relate to the traditional selection characteristics of
yield and quality. These grasses are useful primarily
because they persist in unfavourable situations,
through drought and wet and on poor soils where
returns from the addition of fertiliser are low.






