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Sustainable “Green Farms 
All Year Round”

The summer of 2006 has been a wet one!  Cyclones Claire and Emma and a number of thunderstorms brought widespread 
rains to most of the state during January and February.  Topping the fi gures were Moora with a whopping 206mm so far in 
2006, while Mingenew received 92mm, Esperance 100mm and Wellstead 76mm.  All this is extremely bad news for those 

relying solely on dry annual pastures which have been all but destroyed.  But those with perennial pastures are all smiles.  As 
these photos indicate, perennials have responded magnifi cently to rapidly provide quality green feed.  

The Big Wet!
Newsletter of Evergreen Farming March 2006

Evergreen Farming proudly supported by:
Views expressed are not necessarily those 
of the Editor or the Evergreen Committee.  
Disclaimer: Mention of trade names does 
not imply endorsement or preference of any 
company’s product by Evergreen, and any 
omission of trade name is unintentional.  
Farmer experiences may not work for all.

1



2March Newsletter 2006 Evergreen Farming (08) 9475 0753

Phil D’Emden of Jerdacuttup sowed this paddock to Rhodes 
grass last spring and had an exceptional strike. He mixed a 
small amount of yellow Serradella pod (not seed) in with his 
Rhodes grass at seeding. He was hoping it would gradually 
soften up over summer and germinate at the break. Some of 
it germinated with the Rhodes last spring and, with the wet 
summer, is still green and producing a heap of new pods. 

Photo 2 Mar 06.

This paddock was sown to Rhodes grass and Gatton Panic 
in August 2005. Insects (probably cutworm) attacked large 

patches of the paddock not long after germination, leaving a 
number of bare areas going in to summer. A number of new 
seedlings have germinated with the January rains, but they 
are all Gatton Panic. We know that sub-tropical grass seeds 
slowly lose dormancy after harvest, with the speed varying 
between species. I suspect that some Gatton Panic seed was 
still dormant at sowing, which enabled its survival in the soil 

until the summer rain event, by which time it had become 
germinable. Rhodes grass has a much shorter dormancy 

than most sub-tropical grasses, perhaps explaining why none 
germinated in summer. Photo 31 Jan 06.   

It is not only sub-tropical grasses that respond to summer 
rain. This paddock of Lucerne is just south of Moora, on 

heavy soil, and was sown last Spring. This followed a failed 
autumn sowing, when the Lucerne got wiped out from 

waterlogging after the wet start to winter last year. Rising 
water tables and salinity are a major concern in this area, 
particularly since the Moora fl oods of 2000. Lucerne is the 

only perennial we are confi dent with on this soil type.  Photo 
24 Feb 06.

Seedling recruitment in perennial paddocks is not something 
we see much of. However with all the summer rain this year, 
I have seen quite a few young seedlings in older perennial 

paddocks. They have mostly been Gatton Panic. These 
particular seedlings are in a paddock at Badgingarra that 
was spelled last autumn to aid establishment. This enabled 

the Gatton Panic plants to set a heap of seed, some of which 
then germinated with this summer’s rain. I inspected this 

site a few weeks after this photo was taken and believe the 
majority of these seedlings will survive to become mature 

plants. Photo 1 Feb 06.
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From the President
David Monks, Badgingarra, Phone: (08) 9652 9277

Welcome to the fi rst newsletter for 2006.

The January rains and fl ooding associated with Cyclone Clare 
has disrupted many annual production systems and will have 
a huge effect on the rural economy of Western Australia. Key 
items include:

 • The nutritive value of stubbles and dry pastures has been almost totally wiped out, forcing 
most producers to increase supplementation thereby possibly reducing profi ts.

 • Finished livestock supplies to abattoirs dried up, forcing price increases in Midland & 
Katanning as buyers scrambled to keep kill lines going.

 • Opportunities in store cattle & sheep markets could develop later in the season if the green 
feed does not continue and growers are forced to feed or quit stock (especially if close to the 
traditional break of the season).

 • Livestock production losses (especially in young animals) can be expected as grain overload 
occurs, with supplementary feeding and photosensitisation as they chase the green feed.

 • Fly strike from wet wool and scours has already devastated many fl ocks.

 • Summer weeds need to be sprayed to preserve soil moisture and nitrogen levels. The green 
bridge must be broken to ensure disease levels in crops are minimised.

 • Sub clover seed production has almost been entirely wiped out in WA this year and recent 
rains in SA have affected their production. Serradella production should not be affected as it 
is harvested early. Serradella may be a cheap alternative annual legume this year. Expect price 
rises if agents bring annual pasture seed in from the Eastern States.

On the fl ip side, the perennial pastures have been bolting away, utilising the rainfall and 
converting it into nutritious feed. The pastures I have seen around Badgingarra have enjoyed 
close to 100mm of rain since New Year. Coupled with the coolest start to summer on record, the 
pastures are exceptional.

I have had reports of producers fi nishing lambs on perennials only. This is possible while we 
have warm weather, good soil nitrogen and the high protein species of sub tropicals (e.g. panics). 
The obvious cost savings go straight into bottom line profi t.

Cattle producers would have seen massive Tagasaste production. My neighbour’s tag is a healthy 
lush light green and his only problem seems to be a lack of cattle to keep it under control.

I hope you all saw the summer pastures article in the February 9 edition of the Countryman. The 
Northampton/Binnu members showed some wonderful results from seeding this spring. New 
varieties, seeding methods and innovation were the key results. It truly is a “green revolution” 
that is occurring. If these extremes of weather continue, as it seems they will due to global 
warming, our farming systems must adapt and change.

I urge you all to utilise the new website as a means of keeping in touch and sharing your results 
(good & bad). Give Charlene at the offi ce a call and get your member’s password, log on and 
download those digital photos of your pastures. Let’s share the learning experience so we can 
speed up the “green revolution”.
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Which Perennial to Plant in 2006?
Philip Barrett-Lennard, Evergreen Farming, Ph: (08) 9475 0753

By Species:

Sub-Tropical Grasses:

Kikuyu: The sub-tropical grass of choice for most of the 
south. Extremely grazing tolerant and can rapidly spread 
via runners and seed in manure. Considerable waterlogging 
tolerance – can even survive lengthy inundation. Particularly 
good on sandy surfaced soils. Combines well with both Sub-
clover and Serradella.

Rhodes: Extremely adaptable – but does best on sandy 
surfaced soils with some depth. A big advantage is that it can 
send out long runners (2 to 3 metres) to compensate for poor 
initial establishment. First year growth often prolifi c.

Green and Gatton Panic: The best bunch grass we have 
tested so far. Very palatable and grows well on poor sands. 
Very responsive to summer rainfall events yet at the same time 
drought hardy. Appears to be very grazing tolerant, although 
we recommend rotational grazing. Combines well with 
Rhodes grass in a mix.

Setaria: Another bunch grass but one that can tolerate some 
waterlogging. Possibly not as grazing tolerant as Panic, and 
doesn’t like the really deep white sands.

Signal: A very tropical plant so not as suited to our conditions 
as some of the other sub-tropical species. Very frost sensitive. 
Establishes well on non-wetting sand so worth adding on these 
soils.

Others:

Giant Bermuda: A more upright couch already common on 
some farms.

Strickland Finger: A creeping grass that has done well in South 
Coast trials.

Bambatsi Panic: Very persistent but not as productive as some 
of the other species.

Premier Digit: Yet to prove itself in WA but highly regarded in 
NSW.

Temperate Grasses:

Tall Fescue: The temperate grass with arguably the most 
potential for WA. There are two types of Tall Fescue – winter 
active varieties which shut down over summer to survive, and 
summer active varieties which respond to summer rain. There 
is scope for both types in the Great Southern and along the 
South Coast, particularly on heavier soil types, where Kikuyu 
is less suited. Recent trials at Kojonup have highlighted 
the huge dry matter production potential of Tall Fescue. A 
weakness is they can get rank and unpalatable if not grazed 
hard in Spring. They are much safer for livestock than Phalaris 
and Perennial Ryegrass, because Staggers isn’t an issue. A 
weed free seed bed is critical for successful establishment. 
Mixtures of Tall Fescue (winter active) and Lucerne are 
gaining in popularity as a phase pasture in eastern Australia.

Tall Wheat Grass: A very drought tolerant perennial grass 
that has good waterlogging and salt tolerance. Well proven 
through much of the Great Southern, particularly in valley 
fl oor situations where barley grass dominates. It is the most 
drought tolerant of all the temperate grasses, the fl ipside 
being it is probably a bit lower in quality. As with Tall Fescue, 
mixtures with Lucerne look promising, especially on heavier 
soil types.

Puccinellia: The grass of choice if salinity and waterlogging 
doesn’t allow you to grow anything else (apart from Saltbush). 
Prolifi c seed producer which allows stands to thicken up over 
time.

Kikuyu

Tall Fescue
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Which Perennial to Plant in 2006? - continued

Perennial Ryegrass: A high quality perennial although less 
drought tolerant than the other temperate species. Long term 
persistence will be its Achilles heel although smart grazing 
management over summer will help. Tall Fescue is probably a 
safer bet due to superior drought and waterlogging tolerance, 
and no risk of Staggers.

Phalaris: A very drought tolerant perennial grass which has 
never taken off in WA. Very widely used in Victoria and NSW.  
Suitable for large parts of the Great Southern and South Coast 
although Staggers and sudden death are always a concern, 
particularly with sheep. It is likely to stay in the shed if the 
winter active Tall Fescues perform to expectation.

Sub-Tropical Legumes:

Siratro: We have not had much success with sub-tropical 
legumes, but Siratro may have a place along the coast north of 
Perth where the winters are warmer. It is looking promising at 
Walkaway where it has shown excellent persistence.

Lotononis: Another sub-tropical with some promise, but a 
complete lack of seed means it will remain in trials for a few 
years yet.

Temperate Legumes:

Lucerne: The only widely adapted temperate perennial 
legume. Most success to date has been in southern areas, but 
good examples do exist in the north. Insect control is the key 
to establishment and grazing management the key to long term 
persistence. It will increasingly be used in mixtures with other 
perennials rather than as a stand alone pasture. Still the only 
perennial suited to short term phases between cropping.

Strawberry Clover: A niche species. It combines well with 
Kikuyu in moisture gaining sites along the west coast, while 
some Great Southern farmers are using it with Tall Wheat 
Grass, given its waterlogging and mild salt tolerance.

Herbs:

Chicory: A deep rooted perennial with outstanding feed 
quality. Used in northern NSW to fatten prime lambs over 
summer. It is very easy to establish, as it doesn’t need rising 
soil temperatures like the sub-tropical grasses. Strict rotational 
grazing is required but a stand can thicken up if allowed to set 
seed. It combines well with either Sub-clover or Lucerne but 
doesn’t tolerate waterlogging. Best on reasonably fertile soils 
and has a high requirement for nitrogen to perform well.

Plaintain: Another perennial herb but not as adaptable or 
productive as Chicory under our conditions.

Fodder Shrubs:

Tagasaste: What more needs to be said about Tagasaste? It 
turns deep, unproductive sand into highly profi table country 
within a few years. The new “weeping” version sounds 
good in theory but is yet to prove it has the vigour of normal 
Tagasaste.

Saltbush / Bluebush: The number one choice for lowering 
water tables on saline land. Handy autumn feed when 
combined with other less saline feed stuffs such as hay, grain 
or stubbles.

Rhagodia: A palatable fodder shrub native to the Mid-West. 
Greenoil Tree Nursery in Mingenew has seedlings for sale. 
It may extend the area suited (currently only deep sand and 
saltland) to profi table fodder shrubs. Something from left fi eld.

By Region:

Northern Sandplain:

Rhodes and Gatton / Green Panic are the standout grasses in 
the North. Their production in trials and on-farm has stood out 
over the last 12 months.

Signal grass germinates well on non-wetting soils so is worth 
adding to the mix, and Setaria is doing reasonably well on the 
better quality sands and gravels. Giant Bermuda Couch is well 
proven in the region and worth trying.

The legume Siratro looks promising in a mix with grasses, 
while Tagasaste is the plant of choice on the deep sands.Lucerne
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Which Perennials to Plant in 2006? - continued

Wheatbelt:

With so much saltland, pasture mixes of Saltbush, Tall 
Wheat Grass and Puccinellia have the most potential for the 
Wheatbelt. Lucerne has a large role to play between crop 
phases and Rhodes grass is showing some promise on sandy 
soils. Unfortunately the Wheatbelt has fewer options than the 
other regions.

Swan Coastal Plain:

As in other regions, Rhodes and Gatton / Green Panic deliver 
the goods on the well drained sands.

A mixture of Kikuyu and Strawberry Clover works best in the 
lower lying, moisture gaining areas.

Great Southern:

The temperate perennial grasses look to be the best bet for 
most of the Great Southern.

The winter active Tall Fescues look to be the most versatile 
and persistent of all the temperate grasses, but summer 
production will be minimal due to their dormancy. They also 
require hard grazing in spring which many producers will 
battle to achieve. Possibly best suited to those with a high 
percentage of crop. Combine with either Lucerne or Sub-
clover. The summer active Tall Fescues have less drought 
tolerance and should only be used in moisture gaining sites 
lower in the landscape, possibly in combination with Tall 
Wheat Grass, Balansa and Strawberry Clover. Tall Wheat 
Grass and Puccinellia are still the saltland species of choice.

Perennial Ryegrass and Phalaris could be used as alternatives 
to Tall Fescue.

Lucerne is well proven in the Great Southern, although winter 
production can be a limitation. Consider over-sowing it with 
Italian Ryegrass or combining it with winter active Tall Fescue 
or Tall Wheat Grass. A pure stand of Lucerne is still a good 

choice between crop phases.

Trials and on-farm experience is showing a lack of long term 
persistence in all the sub-tropical grasses (except Kikuyu), due 
to the prolonged cold and wet conditions over winter. Sowings 
of sub-tropical grasses should be restricted to Kikuyu at this 
stage.

South Coast:

The choices are almost endless when it comes to choosing 
perennial species for the south coast.

That said, Kikuyu is still the most successful sub-tropical 
grass and should be considered fi rst. It grows on most sandy 
textured soils, can tolerate inundation and mild salinity, and is 
second to none at controlling erosion.

Rhodes, Gatton / Green Panic and Setaria are performing well 
on the deep well drained sands, and offer an alternative to 
Kikuyu.

The temperate perennial grasses have a place on the south 
coast. Tall Fescue (both winter and summer active) and Tall 
Wheat Grass should be tested on the heavier soils where 
Kikuyu struggles, possibly mixed with Lucerne. Tall Fescue 
(esp. winter active) has good winter production, which is 
useful if you have a large proportion of Kikuyu and/or crop. 
A combination of winter active Tall Fescue and Lucerne (low 
winter activity variety) could work as an extended 4 or 5 year 
phase between crops in the transitional zone.

Chicory is also performing well along the south coast but it 
doesn’t like wet feet – so keep it off waterlogged country. It 
is easy to establish and does well in a wet summer or an early 
autumn break. Chicory should have a legume companion to 
supply nitrogen, with Sub-clover and Lucerne looking the 
most suitable at this stage.

Rhodes and Gatton Panic

Chicory
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Sub-Tropical Perennial Grasses R & D Review
Philip Barrett-Lennard, Evergreen Farming, Ph(08) 9475 0753

Evergreen Farming hosted a highly successful review of sub-
tropical perennial grass R&D in early February 2006. A group 
of 20 enthusiastic researchers and farmers from around the 
state converged on Perth for the day and a half event.

The objectives of the review included (1) compiling results 
from past and present work, (2) discussion of current activities, 
(3) summarising key fi ndings and knowledge gaps from 
previous work, (4) prioritising future research work, and 
(5) networking. A SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats) on the role of sub-tropical perennial 
grasses in WA was also conducted to keep participants focused 
on the big picture – the profi tability and sustainability of our 
farming systems.

A number of “themes” relevant to sub-tropical grasses were 
reviewed including germplasm, establishment, companion 
legumes and nutrition, grazing management, livestock 
production, economics and the environmental impacts of sub-
tropical perennials such as water use. 

Geoff Moore, Research Offi cer with the Department of 
Agriculture, presented fi ndings, knowledge gaps and new 
approaches in relation to sub-tropical perennial germplasm. He 
presented evidence that at this stage Rhodes, Kikuyu, and Panic 
are the best performing perennial grasses. Geoff discussed the 
lack of suitable perennial species for medium to low rainfall 
areas and the “cold zone” in the south west. He suggested the 
need for further trials and even the possibility of a collection 
trip to South Africa to fi nd new adapted species. 

Geoff also presented fi ndings on companion legumes and 
concluded that there is often a lack of companion legumes 
in perennial systems, despite having good examples such as 
Kikuyu and Sub-clover. He discussed a number of approaches 
to introduce a good annual to a perennial grass pasture. 
Attendees discussed the need for alternative annual legume 

species better suited 
to co-habiting 
with perennials, as 
well as the need 
for management 
practices that 
enhance the 
currently available 
suite of annual 
legumes.

The response of 
sub-tropical grasses 
to nitrogen was 
discussed by Philip 
Barrett-Lennard. He 
concluded that even 
though responses to 
both artifi cial and 
legume derived nitrogen are signifi cant, the economics of using 
artifi cial N needs further investigation. There was consensus 
that enhancing legume content in perennial grass paddocks is a 
priority to improve N supply.

Tim Wiley, who has an abundance of experience with sub-
tropical perennial grasses in the Northern Agricultural Region, 
presented data on the establishment of sub-tropical perennial 
grasses. A key fi nding concerned the high ratio of sown 
seed to germinated plants, which all attendees agreed was 
unsatisfactory. There was considerable debate on whether 
there is a need for more research or just better extension of the 
methods used by leading growers. 

Matt Ryan from Esperance discussed livestock production from 
perennial pastures. He believes there is a knowledge gap in the 
stocking rate potential of sub-tropical perennial grasses. Matt 
argued that we need to push the system further to discover just 
how profi table perennial based systems can be.

The barriers that limit the adoption of sub-tropical perennial 
grasses were also discussed at the review. The participants 
believed that there were still too many knowledge gaps, 
and that the lack of a complete package, combining species, 
establishment and grazing management, was a major 
impediment to more adoption. Seed supply in the future could 
also become an issue.

A major outcome of the review was the decision to develop 
a Case for Investment in further R&D, to be presented to 
Pastures Australia.
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Bob Wilson’s strategy to drought-proof his farm started more 
than 20 years ago when he began planting the perennial fodder 
shrub, Tagasaste. He is now one of 20 demonstration farmers 
for the Grain & Graze project in the Northern Agricultural 
Region.

Despite an annual average rainfall of 650mm, Bob and Anne 
Wilson were effectively dealing with drought for six months 
of every year. 

About half of the 2000ha Lancelin property is now planted to 
Tagasaste, with a further two paddocks planted to subtropical 
perennial grasses in the past couple of years. 

With 88mm of rain in January, the paddocks of perennials on 
the farm are a lush green and the farm looks as it ordinarily 
would in May.

For the past three weeks, Bob has been able to run 240 heifers 
on one 60ha paddock planted to a mix of subtropical perennial 
grasses in spring 2003. These heifers were being supplemented 
with lupin grain and gained weight at an impressive 1.4kg per 
head per day over that time. 

Bob cautions however, that this rate of weight gain may not be 
able to be sustained over a longer period of time in summer. 

This mature stand of Rhodes grass and Panic was green 
up until December last year and the paddock has a good 
background population of blue lupins providing nitrogen to the 
grasses. 

The feed on another 80ha paddock, planted to perennial 
grasses such as Gatton Panic and Rhodes grass last September, 
has literally bolted.

Bob says that no annuals have germinated following the 
January rains which leaves him fi rmly convinced that 
perennials are the way ahead.

“If we were relying on traditional annual pastures at this stage 
it would be a horrible situation,” he says.

“We’d be chasing hay and grain right now.”

Bob says the Tagasaste has in the past provided an alternative 
feed source in the event of summer rain.

“But it is some time before stock feeding on the Tagasaste 
actually put on weight,” he says.

“The subtropical perennial grasses respond extremely quickly 
to summer rain.”

Bob says the perennial grasses proved their worth at the break 
of the season last year when he had a false break. 

“We had two inches of rain at the start of April but nothing to 
follow it for a month,” he says.

“It was one of the worst years we have had for Subclover – the 
annual pastures were dominated by Capeweed.

“But while it was a false break for the annual pastures, the 
perennial pastures powered away.”

Bob considers that subtropical perennial grasses have been a 
revelation and have exceeded his expectations.

Ultimately he would like to sow the remaining 750ha on his 
property, which is annual pasture, to the perennial grasses.

Currently he runs 400 breeders, plus another 200 heifers and 
agists up to 1500 head during the growing season.

“We can carry stock over the summer, but obviously the 
numbers are lower without summer rain,” he explains. 

Tagasaste is grazed year round, but with greatest intensity 
during the growing season.

He aims to fi nish his heifers and young bulls for the tail end of 
the shipping season in March.

In recent years, Bob has supplementary fed lupins to his cattle 
grazing the Tagasaste and adjacent annual pasture paddocks 
over the summer.

“We would see their weight gain slow down over summer 
when they were only feeding on Tagasaste,” he says. 

Trials with the Department of Agriculture showed a consistent 
linear relationship for weight gain with the amount of lupins 
fed. Feeding 1kg of lupins per head produced a 0.4kg weight 
gain; 2kg of lupins produced a 0.6 to 0.7kg weight gain and 
3kg of lupins produced a 0.8 to 1kg weight gain.

Bob says his stock have consistently performed at the upper 
end of these results. 

“At a rate of 3kg of lupins, it costs 60 cents per head, to 
produce a benefi t of $2.00 in the case of young bulls,” he says. 

At an Evergreen Farming fi eld walk last month, Bob reminded 
participants that although the perennials were improving with 
each season, they had still only carried 7 DSE per hectare last 
year. Tagasaste paddocks had carried close to 10 DSE.

“The biggest positive for the sub-tropical perennial grasses is 
the fl exibility they give my grazing system,” Bob explains. 

“I believe they will extend our effective growing season by 
a month at each end, with the bonus being the instant growth 
that comes with unseasonal rain events.”

Case Study - Tagasaste Farm, Lancelin
Alison Cooke, Grain & Graze Project Offi cer, Ph: (08) 9652 9030
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Picking Perennials for Productivity
Emma Giumelli, Beef Development Offi cer, DAWA Bunbury, Ph: (08) 9780 6181

Beef producer, Ken Macleay, appreciates the valuable role 
that perennial pastures play in his dryland farming system 
at Vasse in the South West. Naturally established Kikuyu 
has occupied a crucial role by providing added grazing days 
during the autumn feed gap. After a failed attempt at seeding 
Kikuyu on a broadacre basis, Ken decided to trial a variety of 
perennial pastures to determine which variety or combination 
of varieties (coupled with different establishment techniques) 
would be the best for the sandy, Couch dominated soils.

Ken joined forces with Jim Hedderwick, of Perennial Pasture 
Services, to trial 12 types of spring sown (fi rst week of 
September) perennials including Lucerne, Perennial Ryegrass, 
Fescue and Phalaris. The site also compared the establishment 
methods of deep cultivation versus no till. On visual 
assessment there is a marked difference in plant growth in the 
deep cultivated site compared to the no till site. Jim believed 
that inverting the soil to about 200mm would encourage root 
depth and better persistence through summer. The trial site 
also compared mineral fertilizers and water soluble fertilizers.

The trial site was the location of a Beef Improvement 
Association fi eld walk in December 2005, where attendees 
listened to both Ken and Jim as they detailed the background 
behind the trial and the elements that have made it a success. 
Ken has been particularly impressed with the Phalaris, 
Lucerne and Fescue, believing that the extra productivity from 
these perennials would be very signifi cant on a per hectare 
basis, as long as their establishment was successful. Jim 
Hedderwick believes that the perennials will start two weeks 
earlier in autumn and provide an additional four weeks growth 
at the end of spring. Ken is waiting to assess the persistence 
of the varieties over the summer before deciding which one to 
establish on a paddock scale.

Events ‘06
4 April - Bremer Bay Field Walk

11 April - Mingenew Field Day

13 June - Northern Field Day

September - Pastures for Profi t Workshops

Emma Giumelli looks over Sardi 10, Lucerne and Whittet 
Kikuyu at Ken’s perennial pasture trial site. 

(Photo courtesy of the Countryman).

Jim Hedderwick discusses aspects of the Perennial Pastures 
Establishment trial with fi eld walk attendees
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Sub-Tropical Grass Establishment Paddock Survey 2005/06
Geoff Moore, Department of Agriculture, Ph: (08) 9368 3293 

What does typical establishment of sub-tropical 
grasses in commercial paddocks look like?

The commercial establishment of sub-tropical grasses can be 
variable and at times problematic, but there was no current 
data to verify this assumption. Consequently it was decided 
that baseline data on the commercial establishment of sub-
tropical (C4) grasses at the paddock scale should be collected 
to answer this question.

In practice, effective establishment equates to the number of 
plants that persist through the fi rst summer to the end of April. 
However the process of plants persisting through to autumn 
can be separated into two steps or stages.

 1) The fi rst step is to get a good density of seedlings to 
germinate. This depends on a number of factors including:

  • Seeding rate
  • Viability or germination % of seed
  • Sowing depth
  • Seed:soil contact
  • Soil moisture
  • Soil temperature
  • Pest control

 2) The second step is for a high proportion of these seedlings 
to persist over summer. This depends on a number of 
factors including:

  • Size of plants before summer
  • Summer rainfall
  • Summer temperature

Table 1

  • Weed competition
  • Pests
  • Plant density
  • Grazing management

A total of 9 paddocks were surveyed to obtain baseline data 
on the commercial establishment of sub-tropical (C4) grasses 
at the paddock scale. The survey was conducted in early 
December (7 paddocks) and early January (2 paddocks) and 
aimed mainly at observing seedling or establishment counts 
(step 1).

Each paddock contained several randomly spaced transects 
with a random plant count conducted along each transect at a 
pre-determined interval, dependant on the paddock size.

The survey results are presented in Table 1. The surveys 
were all conducted in the northern agricultural region, 
which experienced favourable conditions in spring 2005 for 
establishing sub-tropical grasses.

Three of the paddocks had a median plant density of 
10.0 plants/m2, while two paddocks had a median value >10.0 
with the best establishment being 16.0 plants/m2.

All paddocks had areas with no plants and the variability or 
patchiness of establishment is probably the key fi nding from 
the survey. The variability within a paddock is indicated by the 
wide range between low and high values.

It should come as no surprise that the best result is from Grant 
Bain at Walkaway, who has developed a purpose built disc 
machine for establishing perennial pastures. He has raised the 
bar and the challenge for everyone else is how to match him! 

Seeding rate Average plant 
establishment

Lowest density  Highest density

(kg/ha) (plants/m2) (plants/m2) (plants/m2)
Badgingarra 1 4.5 80 9.4 10 0 30

Badgingarra 2 4.5 79 6.5 5 0 25

Badgingarra 3 4-May 82 13.9 10 0 150

Badgingarra 4 4-May 146 6.9 2.5 0 50

Dongara ~3 50 9.9 8 0 24

Northampton 1 7.5 50 4.2 4 0 20

Northampton 2 ? 132 9.8 10 0 90

Northampton 3 ~5 60 16.8 12 0 44

Walkaway 3.5 50 18.2 16 0 44

Overall - 729 10.1 8 0 150

Location No. of quadrats 
sampled

Median plant 
density (plants/m2)
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Interest increasing for perennial pastures
Matthew Ryan, Department of Agriculture, Esperance, Ph: (08) 9083 1107

A successful fi eld day in Esperance, looking at perennial 
pastures, was held on the 1st of March in conjunction with the 
Evergreen group. The half day event attracted more than forty 
farmers from around the Esperance district. Three research 
sites at Esperance Downs Research Station were visited before 
we moved on to look at two farming enterprises, which have 
well established stands of perennials in each of their farming 
systems. 

The fi rst research site visited was one of the Q and Q sites 
established at different locations around the agricultural region 
to investigate the productivity and quality of a number of 
perennial species, including a number of perennial legumes. 
Geoff  Moore from the Department of Agriculture in South 
Perth spoke about the positives and negatives of each of the 
different species and commented on some of the highlight 
species for the Esperance region, being Finecut Rhodes 
grass, Strickland Finger grass, Gatton Panic, Premier Digit 
and Narok Setaria. This research site will be monitored over 
the next three years, giving an indication of persistence, 
productivity and feed quality.

The second research site visited investigated different 
establishment techniques. One of the major issues with sub-
tropical perennial grasses is the diffi culty of establishment in 
spring. Phil Barrett-Lennard of the Evergreen Farming group 
walked the farmers through the four different components 
of this experiment looking at seeding rate, seeding depth, 
establishment of mixed species in alternative rows and 
different seeding machinery. Some of the highlights from this 
experiment were that when perennial grasses were established 

in alternate rows, as opposed to mixed within rows, there was 
a better establishment of each of the species sown. 

The third research site was a grazing experiment that is 
looking at summer and autumn feeding options for light 
weight weaners. The farmers were taken to the sub-tropical 
treatments of this experiment where we discussed the 
moderate growth rates (0.6kg/head/day) that had been 
achieved over summer and autumn over the past two years, 
including the dry spring and summer of 2004/2005 and the 
changing pasture composition after being set stocked for three 
years.

Following on from the research station the fi eld day visited 
Ireland Farm, managed by long time perennial advocate David 
Johnson. Ireland Farm has more than 800 hectares of Kikuyu, 
which has been self spread from a 4 hectare trial that was 
sown more than 20 years ago. David talked about the fl exible 
management system he uses to graze the Kikuyu. He grazes 
it heavily in summer and autumn to keep the Kikuyu from 
becoming rank and to defer grazing of annual paddocks at the 
break of the season.

The fi nal stop was The Oaks, managed by Rob West. Rob 
explained how he was backgrounding lambs on a mixed 
pasture of Rhodes grass, Kikuyu and Setaria and then fi nished 
these prime lambs by rotationally grazing Chicory. Rob is now 
establishing Chicory on more sandy country and having good 
success. Rob has found that since he has established more than 
1000 hectares of perennials he has seen the carrying capacity 
of this poorer country signifi cantly increase to match that of 
his heavier better performing country. 

Matt Ryan entertaining the crowd in the Setaria paddock

Alternate rows (left) vs a mixed sowing (right) of a mixture of 
Chicory and sub-tropical grasses
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Pasture improvement boosting productivity at Pinjarra
Dan Parnell, CSBP, Upper South West Area Manager, Bunbury, Ph: 0428 123 141

Intensifying dryland cattle production with the right mix 
of perennials, fertiliser and management on sandy loams 
near Pinjarra has been an exciting challenge for Marc Ross, 
manager of the extensive ‘Lanstal’ property holdings of 
Emanuel Brothers.

Many of the grazing paddocks on ‘Lanstal’ were choked with 
Guildford grass when Marc began addressing low productivity 
about four years ago. 

“Seed bed preparation was extremely diffi cult and our use of 
Rhodes grass at about 3 kilograms per hectare was too light to 
beat the melons, fl at weeds and Guildford grass,” Marc said.

A trial at the entrance to ‘Lanstal’ this year involved the 
seeding of Katambora and Callide Rhodes grass at 7kg/ha, 
with Narok Setaria and Giant Bermuda grass.

The trial paddock was still bright green in mid February, with 
an excellent cover of Rhodes grass protecting a healthy sward 
of the more nutritious species. It had responded to several 
summer rains and withstood regular grazing.

Upgrading pastures with advice from Rob McKrill of 
Symonds Seed and CSBP’s Upper South West Area Manager 
Dan Parnell, in line with a program of new fencing and a 
targeted fertiliser strategy, has also enabled a dramatic cut in 
the amount of land needed for hay production.

“Previously I was locking up half the property for hay 
production, whereas now, with extended grazing on the 
perennials and the use of Hayburst and Springburst on our best 
hay paddocks, the area for hay is down to just over 100ha, and 
this season we produced more than we could use,” Marc said.

“We are now aiming our production and management 
strategies towards perennial pastures to allow longer grazing 
periods, because the less hay we need to cut, the more money 
we make and save.’’

The changes have also enabled the owners to switch from 
traditional production of steers for slaughter to a high volume 
turn-off of 9-10 month old calves to feedlotters in WA and 
in the east, and also to supply young stock to other group 
properties at Esperance and Byford. A bonus of the extra 
summer pasture has been that Marc has been able to move 
calving of the big breeder herd from February back to April/
May.

An extensive soil testing program recommended by Dan 
Parnell two years ago exposed a severe pH imbalance, 
resulting in an 800-tonne liming program this year to target the 
worst affected areas.  

“The limed areas already appear to be responding and the 
pastures on these areas are sweeter and more attractive to the 
cattle,” Marc said.

Dan said he believed there were opportunities for more 
temperate perennial pasture varieties such as Tall Fescue, 
Phalaris and Ryegrass on properties in the South West.

“The success of these perennial species has varied depending 
on whether they have been overgrazed, undergrazed or not 
properly established. With careful management they can 
provide feed deep into summer and after summer rainfall as 
we have experienced this year,” Dan said. 

“Applying nitrogen in late spring or over summer has also 
shown a signifi cant response.

“Lanstal has shown that Rhodes grass works well on the better 
drained soils, but other species such as Tall Fescue or a similar 
species are a possibility in the lower, wetter areas of the 
property. Some of these species are also quite salt tolerant,” he 
said.

Marc Ross (manager of the ‘Lanstal’ property holdings of 
Emanuel Brothers), Rob McKrill, Symons Seeds, and Dan 
Parnell (CSBP Upper South West Area Manager) assess 

pasture production in the trial paddock of Katambora and 
Callide Rhodes grass with Narok Setaria and Giant Bermuda 

grass at the entrance to ‘Lanstal’ in mid February.
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Case Study - ‘Border Reivers’ New Norcia
Georgie Gardner, NACC, Moore sub-region, Ph: (08) 9628 7004

Farm History:

The Nixon family run a mixed farming enterprise including 
cattle (40%), sheep (20%) and cropping (40%) on their 7,500 
acre farm south of New Norcia. Approximately 75% of the 
property is arable, with very few areas affected by salinity or 
erosion. Soil types range from clay to river loam.

In the stock operation, about 5% of pasture is perennial-based, 
while the remainder is clover-based annual pasture. The 
Nixon’s produce stud and commercial cattle as well as Merino 
sheep and cross-bred breeding lambs.   

The Nixon’s decided to plant Lucerne in an attempt to increase 
the profi tability of their grazing system.  Their decision was 
based on the assumption that Lucerne can provide green 
feed in the summer-autumn feed gap, and therefore reduce 
supplementary feeding during this time. Lucerne also appeared 
to be the perennial best-suited to fi t in with their cropping 
rotation.  

Average annual rainfall on the farm is 420mm.  There was 
very little summer rain in the 3 years prior to planting the 
Lucerne in 2001, and since then there has been very little, 
except for early 2006 where they have had more than 175mm.  
This is their most unusual and most signifi cant summer rainfall 
in the last decade.

Paddock History:

The rotation history of the selected paddock was: 1998-
pasture, 1999–wheat, 2000–pasture, 2001-Lucerne  
(overcropped with oats for hay). The site is predominately 
clay-loam soil, lying in a river fl at, but has low salinity 
as water is about 8-10m below the surface. The paddock 
hosts a large broad-leaf weed population, mainly radish and 
Capeweed.

Site Preparation:

Lime was applied to the site at a rate of 3t/ha pre-
sowing. Glyphosate was sprayed at 2L/ha as a 
knockdown and 2L/ha Sprayseed® as a pre-emergent 
herbicide. Both sprays were effective in suppressing weeds. 
The site received no stubble or residue treatment, but was 
cultivated using a DBS.  

Sowing:

Sixty hectares of ‘Sceptre’ Lucerne was direct sown at 7kg/ha 
in early June 2001. The seed was lime-pelleted and inoculated. 
Micro-rich®  fertiliser was applied at time of sowing at a rate 
of 80kg/ha via the DBS. Potash was applied post-sowing at a 
rate of 100kg/ha. Jaguar® was sprayed at 700mL/ha as a post-
emergent herbicide, and was also effective. 

Georgie Gardner has produced a booklet to create 
an extension and education tool for landholders and 
other parties interested in production-based perennial 
pastures, by providing practical, relevant and farm-
based information on perennials suited to the Northern 
Agricultural Region. It was compiled with the aid of 
funding from a National Landcare Program project 
“Integration of Perennials into Farming Systems in the 
Moore Catchment”. 

These Case Studies look back on local experiences 
of establishing different perennials from landholders 
who received funding from the State Salinity Council 
funded ‘Perennials for Profi t’ project (1999-2001). It 
documents the successes and failures of past attempts 
to establish and manage perennials, the observed 
changes in environmental condition of sites, shifts in 
attitudes towards perennials and their value in the 
farming system. 

It was envisaged that by documenting some of 
the success and failures of these attempts, other 
landholders would become better-informed, more 

aware of the obstacles involved and what perennials 
may suit their area. It was also hoped that this would 
encourage more landholders to try growing perennials 
and result in improved establishment and performance 
of perennials due to gained technical knowledge and 
education about best practice management.

For more information contact:

Georgie Gardner

Perennials Project Offi cer

Shire of Victoria Plains

(08) 9628 7004

ggardner@victoriaplains.wa.gov.au
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‘Border Reivers’ Case Study - continued

Pest Control:

Red-Legged Earth Mites were 
present at the knockdown 
stage, so the site was sprayed 
with 500mL/ha Chlorpyrifos 
which proved to be effective in 
controlling these insects.        

Grazing Management:

Despite all the weed and insect 
control, their Lucerne did not 
successfully establish, and 
consequently there was no 
opportunity to graze the Lucerne.  

Key Learnings/Outcomes:

Michael believes that the reason their Lucerne failed was 
because it suffered inhibited growth, due to acid soils, 
particularly acid sub-soil (as Lucerne growth is inhibited by 
acid soils). The same paddock was overcropped with oats at 
30kg/ha that same year, after it was obvious that the Lucerne 
was a failure. It was then cut for hay, yielding approximately 
3.5t/ha.

Recommendations:

The experience with trying to establish Lucerne has not 
disheartened the Nixon’s. In 2006 they plan to sow sub-
tropical perennial grasses (Evergreen mix) and ‘Sardi 10’ 
Lucerne together in spring.  Michael has a renewed interest 

in perennials following the discovery of an extensive and 
hardy stand of Rhodes grass on a property that they recently 
purchased. He is very impressed to observe that it persists, 
even under current heavy grazing pressure and after dry 
periods, yet responds dramatically after summer rain.  

‘Border Reivers’ is currently part of an exciting new research 
program called ‘Grain and Graze’. This program involves 
working with farmer and catchment groups in Australia’s 
mixed-farming zone to improve on-farm profi tability and 
productivity while also achieving local catchment management 
targets. One of eight pilot projects across Australia, the focus 
of the Northern Agricultural Region Grain and Graze project is 
to increase the ability of farmers to include perennials in their 
farming systems, to improve economic and environmental 
performance.

A nearby paddock of Rhodes 
grass in January 2006, 
in response to excessive 

summer rainfall.

A stand of Rhodes grass in March 2005 after a long dry 
summer.

Michael Nixon beside the DBS compact used to sow the 
Lucerne. 
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Q & Q Trials
A number of trials sites have been set up around the state 

to measure the quality and quantity of feed produced 
by a range of perennial and annual species.  They are 
often refereed to as the “Q&Q” trials.  This one is at 

Esperance Downs Research Station and was sown last 
spring.  With the wet summer, monitoring has already 

commenced with some species producing over 2500 kg/ha 
of dry matter by mid-February.  This trial will run for 
the next 3 years and provide us with an excellent guide 
to the productivity and persistence of a wide range of 

perennials. Photo 1 Mar 06.

Green De Pledge
If you drove or fl ew from Perth to Geraldton during 

January or February this year you couldn’t help but notice 
Joe de Pledge’s farm at Badgingarra. Joe has been quietly 
putting in a few paddocks each year to either sub-tropical 
grasses or Tagasaste. In addition, there are large areas 

of Couch - some of which is the Giant Bermuda type. The 
green oasis stood out from the surrounding brown land. 

This watering point is surrounded by paddocks containing 
excellent stands of Couch. The animals  were obviously 

gaining weight and condition. Photo  1 Feb 06

240 Heifers x 3 Weeks
Bob and Anne Wilson at Lancelin planted this paddock to 
a combination of Rhodes, Gatton Panic and Signal grass 
in 2003. Exceptional growth following the good summer 
rains this year allowed this mob of 240 heifers to be run 

in the paddock for approx. 3 weeks. The weight gains over 
this period were excellent, although the animals were 

receiving a small lupin supplement at the time. The Wilsons 
are now keen to expand the area of sub-tropical grasses to 
compliment their large area of Tagasaste. Photo 17 Feb 06.

Rhodes Phenomenal
Phil D’Emden of Jerdacuttup sowed this paddock to 
Callide and Katambora Rhodes grass on 12 October 
2005. It had one knockdown applied approx. 6 weeks 
pre-sowing and another one just days before sowing. 

The seed was mixed with 90kg/ha of Super and 4kg/ha 
of Serradella pod. The machine was a no-till triple 

disc air seeder with press wheels. Establishment and 
initial growth have been phenomenal, although signs of 

nitrogen defi ciency are already evident. Photo 2 Mar 06.

State Snap Shots - Summer 2006


