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Grazing management of oversown tussock country
3. Effects on liveweight and wool growth of Merino wethers
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Abstract The liveweight performance, wool
production, and wool characteristics of Merino
wethers under nine different grazing management
regimes for oversown tussock pasture on a steep
(30°), south-east facing hillside (760-930 m
altitude, 500 mm annual rainfall) in New Zealand
was measured for six consecutive years. Continuous
stocking, alternating (two paddock), and rotational
(six paddock) grazing were each compared at low,
medium, and high stocking rates (1.9, 3.0, and 4.1
SU/hal/year, respectively). By the sixth year,
alternating grazing at the medium stocking rate
gave maximum liveweight gain/ha. An interaction
was demonstrated, with advantage to alternating
and rotational grazing over continuous stocking
strengthening with increasing stocking rate.
Liveweight gain for alternating and rotational
grazing was similar at all stocking rates, showing
an advantage in animal performance over that from
continuous stocking can be achieved with a minimal
amount of subdivision fencing. The advantage to
alternating and rotational grazing over continuous
stocking was most obvious during late spring/early
summer, suggesting that in practical terms
runholders need to consider such management for
ewes in late lactation with lambs still at foot. Wool
growth/ha increased linearly with increased
stocking rate, with advantage to alternating and
rotational grazing evident at high stocking rates. In
contrast to the lowland experience with Romneys,
the rate of Merino wool growth declined as the
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grazing season progressed. Fibre diameter was
1.5 um less at the high than at the low stocking
rate. Practical application is discussed, with
emphasis on achieving a realistic balance between
objectives to maximise wool production and those
to sustain pasture production and maintain desired
animal liveweight.
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INTRODUCTION

Considerable animal research has been conducted
in the South Island high country of New Zealand
on aspects ranging from stock health, nutrition,
and reproductive performance, to breed
comparisons (Allison 1979). Some of this work
has examined animal performance under different
feeding levels (Lewis 1968; Thompson 1971a,
1971b, 1972; Scales & Stevenson 1976), but there
has been no investigation of the effects of grazing
management on animal productivity.

Wool is the major source of income for the
high country runholder, accounting in 1982 for
67% of gross income (New Zealand Meat and
Wool Board Economic Service 1984). It is generally
contended that as stocking rate is increased, Merino
wool production per unit area will increase
proportionately (Chisholm 1965; Blackburn et al.
1973). Although Merino wool quality may be
reduced somewhat at high stocking rates (Langlands
et al. 1984), it is clear that stock numbers will
strongly influence the income from high country
runs.

For oversown areas, stocking rate is often
correlated with the degree of subdivision (O’Connor
et al. 1982). However, this may be a coincidence
of smaller blocks rather than an intention of
increased stocking rate. Stocking rate and grazing
practice are known to influence pasture composition
(Allan et al. 1992) and can also affect seasonal






