Drought management

Perennials prove the pick of the pasture

by David Freudenberger,
CSIRO
and Alan Lauder,
WOODSTOCK, CUNNAMULLA,
QUEENSLAND

Maimaining perennial grasses and soil
LY Lorganism diversity may be the key to
improved liveweight gains and wool growth.

CSIRO Wildlife and Ecology scientists
are¢ researching the role of perennials in
pastures following widespread concern about
the loss of native perennial grasses in
Australia’s rangelands and the impact on
livestock production.

The aim is to gain a better understanding of
the links between soil biodiversity, native
pastures and livestock production.

Pasture management methods developed
from this research have been put into practice
by grazier Alan Lauder, Cunnamulla,
Queensland. His experience demonstrates
how scientific research can be integrated with
farmer knowledge to generate above average
cashflow in good and bad years, while
regenerating pastures.

The underlying principle behind CSIRO’s
research and Alan’s management approach is
that pasture sustainability leads to economic
sustainability.

The bottom line

By necessity, graziers must focus on the
bottom line, so it is important to first
understand why successful operators are
profitable and then to understand how sound
pasture  management contributes to
profitability.

The top 20 per eent of livestock producers
are clearly profitable, having rates of return on
assets about four times the average. They are
doing better than the rest because they focus
on lifting gross margins per animal.

As an example, if it costs $10 to run an
animal and an average grazier returns $11 per
animal while a superior grazier returns $12 per
animal, this means a 9% increase in production
per animal will yield a 100% profit increase.
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The basis for increasing animal productivity
and profitability is sound genetics combined
with effective pasture management. After a
dry year, Alan benchmarked a mob of lambing
ewes kept in a paddock with abundant
perennial saltbushes and compared them with
other paddocks. Using wool and sheep sales
figures, Alan calculated that these sheep
grossed one-third more than sheep kept on
other areas of the property. Tests of fibre
diameter  distribution  confirmed  that
regenerating perennial saltbushes allowed
more of the finer secondary follicles to
develop around the coarser primary follicles.

When to think about drought

Most graziers start thinking about drought
when there has been limited rainfall and the
pastures: don’t look too good. Others get
concerned when animals start to lose condition,

Smart operators think about drought when
it rains. These graziers realise the only time
they have any control over what grows is
during the wet. They understand pastures
need to be improved during wet years to see
animals and productivity survive during the
dry times. The basis of successful drought
management is getting the right mix of pasture
species that become established after rain.

Green pick for good nutrition

To understand what types of plants are
needed in pastures, graziers need to know how
livestock convert plants into meat and wool.

The most common renewable energy source
in the world is cellulose, which makes up the
cell walls of all plants. But only a few types of
microbes found in a sheep’s rumen are able to
convert cellulose into useful products like
meat and wool.

Dry grass is almost all cellulose, therefore
the rumen needs more than just dry grass to
function properly. The rumen also needs
nitrogen, which it gets from recycling waste
products (urea) and from green plants.

Green plants act to ‘fertilise’ the rumen by
providing protein for microbes to reproduce

rapidly. The more microbes, the more energy
and protein available for wool and meat.
Without green plants, digestion slows, feed
intake drops, sheep start to lose weight and
wool production falters.

Wool growth and weight gain are very
sensitive to small increases in green pick
(leaves), A small increase in green pick can
double wool production (see Figure 1).

To avoid the effects of drought, Alan works
to make sure he has a living supply of protein
provided by plants that can tap into
deep soil moisture from rains that fell many
months before.

Understanding climate

As there will be little livestock production
without green pick in the paddock. graziers
need to learn how to maintain green pick
longer in order to postpone the worst effects
of drought.

Rainfall can occur at any time of the year. so
there are really only two climate constants in
Australian rangelands — frosty winters and
hot summers, Effective management of these
extremes consists of growing pastures that
contain frost-tolerant plants which also will
not be blown away by summer winds. These
pastures also need to be able to respond to
unpredictable rainfall.

FIGURE 3 Perennial grasses
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