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recent market research
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Abstract The changing emphasis on native
pastures in south-eastern Australia is discussed.
The market for conventional perennial pasture
improvement is explored as an indicator to the
potential future interest in low-input pastures. The
market for conventional perennial pastures is
segmented into seven groups. Farmers in only one
of these groups are adopting the full conventional
perennial pasture improvement package. Members
of the other groups are partially adopting or not
adopting the package because of time and resource
constraints, risk aversion, lack of need, or outright
scepticism of this product. Analysis of the
"products" being promoted as low-input pasture
alternatives suggests the same graziers who adopt
the conventional pasture improvement package will
also adopt low-input pastures for farm niches where
the conventional alternative is inappropriate.
Expectations of the adoption of low-input systems
by those farmers who currently do not adopt
conventional pasture improvement are not likely
to be met. This is because low-input systems are
likely to be high input in terms of management.

Keywords
pastures

pasture improvement; low-input

A96014
Received 15 January 1996; accepted 24 June 1996

INTRODUCTION

Low rates of resowing, low rates of top-dressing,
and low-input management in the form of set-
stocking have been a challenge to the south-eastern
Australian pasture extension profession for decades.
Increased rates of adoption of these higher input
systems have been the unobtainable "holy grail".
There now seems to be a growing hope that low-
input pastures may well provide a more attractive
alternative for those producers who have shown
little interest in conventional pasture improvement.
This hope has encouraged Australia's Murray
Darling Basin Commission and National Landcare
Program to fund the development and promotion
of low-input native pastures.

AGRONOMISTS AND THE ADOPTION OF
LOW-INPUT PASTURE

Native pastures seem to be the agronomic
equivalent of the mini-skirt. They go in and out of
fashion, although the cycles of fashion in grass
seem to be longer than for cork-soled shoes. In
1890, the New South Wales Dept of Agriculture
actively promoted the "systematic cultivation" of
wallaby, kangaroo, and Mitchell grass, even to the
extent of describing methods of propagation by
root division (Anon. 1890). Obviously agricultural
advisers of the day had a way to go towards
appreciating the practicalities of farming! Within
25 years there was scientific scepticism of the
value of native grasses for commercial agriculture.
In his agricultural textbook of 1913, Thomas Cherry
was less than effusive.

'Every now and then we hear proposals to search
for a native grass to replace those which have
been introduced, but there is no probability of
this being successful. The native grasses did
not develop under conditions of hard grazing,
and it is certain that they do not equal European
fodder plants in the percentage of digestible
nutrients they contain' (Cherry 1913).
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This lack of enthusiasm was a consequence of
the incompatibility between common grazing
practice of the day and the management needs of
the native pastures, a theme to which we shall
return. Whilst the native pastures were adapted to
the climatic constraints of their region, they were
also adapted to a cycle of fire and light grazing. A
combination of fencing which eliminated purpose-
ful fire, limited watering points which concentrated
stock, and more aggressive grazing pressure led
many agricultural scientists of the day to observe
that the best types of grasses generally disappeared
under sheep grazing (Richardson 1914; Audas
1917; Barr &Cary 1992).

By the 1920s, native pastures were being
recommended in Victoria for areas of lower rainfall
unsuitable for white clover.

'Over the greater part of the continent the
climatic conditions are too severe for the
successful sowing of introduced grasses. Only
native grasses and fodder plants will thrive on
the drier areas In the winter rainfall zones of
Southern Australia the predominating native
grasses are the various species of Danthonia
(Wallaby Grass), Agrostis (the Bent grasses),
Anhistinia (Kangaroo Grass), Stipa (the Spear
Grasses) Eragriostis, and Poa . . . A great deal
of work awaits the improvement of Australian
grasses. The pastoral industry is such a valuable
asset that every means should be taken to
conserve our native grasses and to aim at
improving them in bulk, succulence, seeding
capacity and stock carrying capacity'
(Richardson 1924).

In line with this advocacy of the protection of
native grasses was a call to adopt what today would
be called rotational grazing.

'It is advisable that land should not be grazed
too bare in summer. Good management is
necessary, and stock should be put in paddocks
alternatively, so that each area may have time
to recuperate' (Audas 1917).
If allowances are made for the rather more

formal language of days long past, one could almost
be forgiven for mistaking these quotes as
admonitions from contemporary proponents of
native grasses. During the intervening 50 years,
interest in temperate zone native grasses amongst
agricultural scientists almost completely evapor-
ated. A major reason was the excitement generated
by the realisation of the qualities of subterranean
clover and medic species. What was a minor

scientific curiosity in 1910 and a minor pasture
option in 1920 became a major discovery by 1925
(Anon. 1910; Richardson 1919; Mullet 1925). This
change in scientific fashion was more extreme than
perhaps was warranted by the evidence. Extreme
changes in scientific opinion are not a phenomenon
isolated to pasture science. This is a feature of
almost all scientific disciplines and has been well
described in Kuhn's study of scientific revolution
(Kuhn 1962). According to Kuhn, science does not
progress in steady evolution, but in waves character-
ised by sudden changes in emphasis or prevailing
paradigms. Each paradigm shift is accompanied by
conflict between proponents of the old and new
paradigms. What is at stake in this conflict is not
just the "truth" of science. Concern over the direc-
tion of future research funds, careers, status, and
pride are all mediating a process which masquerades
as the dispassionate search for knowledge.

It is not difficult to apply Kuhn's analogy to the
cycle of interest in native pastures. Native pastures
were the dominant paradigm in the 1890s. The
paradigm waned and revived in the early part of
the century before being overwhelmed by the
"pasture improvement" paradigm. Today in south-
eastern Australia the pasture improvement paradigm
is still dominant, but is being challenged by the
emergence of a new native pasture paradigm, driven
by three main factors. One is the widespread
community concern over the preservation of the
environment driving the desire to preserve what
native pastures are left. A second is the realisation
of the future impacts of dryland salinity. We have
identified the recharge hills but can't find an exotic
perennial pasture capable of surviving in these
recharge areas under current management regimes.
The third is the pragmatic farm management school
which realises that the holy grail of widespread
pasture improvement is unobtainable, and now
seeks an alternative.

While I doubt the re-emergence of interest in
native pastures will ever be strong enough to
produce a truly competitive paradigm to improved
exotic pastures, there are currently some elements
of a Kuhnian paradigm shift evident. I can't help
but have noticed the entry of a little heat into the
debate between supporters of native/low-input and
exotic pasture systems in the last couple of years. I
have heard colleagues complain of being labelled
as "anti native grasses". I have read conference
papers which have a tinge of the evangelical in
their support for native pastures. This is science as
Kuhn described it.


