






PASTURE DIVERSITY FOR MEAT FLAVOUR
It has been long established that animals grazing on saltbush produce meat with a superior flavour. 
To date the exact reason why has not been established. Unrelated research conducted for Meat 
and Livestock Australia on grass country, established that when there is a variety of plant species 
in a pasture compared with a monoculture, more flavoursome meat is produced. Natural saltbush 
pastures have a diversity of plants which could be one reason for the flavour. Furthermore, it is 
generally accepted that pasture-fed beef is superior in flavour to grain-fed beef, but the continuity 
of supply is the overriding issue. In South Africa in the late 1990s I was told that meat produced by 
grazing the Karoo bush had a higher retail price than feedlot meat. Similar to saltbush, the Karoo 
bush is a perennial edible shrub.

Ms Kelly Pearce’s PhD investigates why animals depastured on saltbush have a superior flavour. 
Preliminary results indicate that the saltbush meat is juicier. Significant findings so far have been that 
the saltbush-grazed sheep display a lower overall level of fat in the carcass, and a higher carcass yield. 
As Ms Pearce says, “The concept that particular plants impart a ‘feed flavour’ to animal products 
isn’t new, [hence] saltbush may contain compounds that are capable of flavouring the meat. The 
sheep actually urinate out roughly 98% of the salt that they ingest, so it’s not the salt that is flavouring 
the meat, rather the compounds in the saltbush.”

Ms Pearce’s colleague, Dr Robin Jacob from the Department of Agriculture, Western Australia, found 
that meat from saltbush-grazed sheep retained a fresh red colour for a significantly longer period 
than meat from similar sheep grazing dry stubble with a barley supplement. This finding has the 
potential to improve the retail shelf life of meat. Meat retailers view meat colour as the most important 
attribute of sheep meat.

LOW-COST SALTBUSH TECHNOLOGY

Figure 51: A 500,000 plant “on-property” Saltbush Nursery producing bare 
rooted seedlings, Yelarbon Qld 2007. (NLP Project field day).
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After conducting a $272,000 Drought Regional Initiative project on how to incorporate Old Man 
Saltbush into a rural operation, with an emphasis on using it for resting pastures to allow them to 
regenerate following rain, it became obvious to me that cost of establishment had to be reduced. 
This concern was also raised by others under similar programs. 

To overcome the problem, many have looked at “direct seeding” saltbush, which has been successful 
in some areas. The drawback though is that direct seeding is not successful in many areas of 
Australia. Furthermore, regions where it does currently work will decline if rainfall variability increases 
under climate change.

We have concentrated on the bare-rooted method which has reduced the cost of saltbush seedlings 
to 20% of those produced by commercial nurseries. A one-pass transplanter which prepares the soil 
as well as transplant the bare-rooted seedlings was developed. This planter has now been modified to 
allow planting of seedlings under marginal conditions, thanks to NLP funding. This planter has a patented 
underground water injection system that waters under the seedlings at the time of transplanting. 

To allow grass to be retained between the saltbush rows, a special ripper has been developed. 
Now with the finalisation of nursery establishment equipment, it is possible to set up million-seedling 
capacity nurseries across the country. These nurseries will require little effort to establish. They will 
ensure that seedlings are close to where they are needed for planting. The nurseries will allow thicker 
stemmed seedlings with higher energy reserves to be produced. Furthermore, they will guarantee 
the availability of seedlings whenever planting opportunities present.

BARE ROOTED OLD MAN SALTBUSH SEEDLINGS

Figure 52: Woody stemmed bare-rooted seedlings removed from the “on-property” nursery  
as seen in Figure 51 on the previous page. 

To view photos of the newly developed one pass “tree and saltbush” planter, go to 
www.saltbushsystems.com.au.
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CONCLUSION 
Back in the 1930s Francis Ratcliffe observed both the environmental and commercial outcomes of 
having saltbush in the landscape. I quote his observations: 

“The fact the ‘bush’ had been eaten too much during the lean years when other feed had 
failed turned out to be the key to the problem of drift and erosion. When the plant cover 
had disappeared, the soil lay unprotected at the mercy of the wind.”

Another of Ratcliffe’s observations: 

“A few rainless months hold no terror for the sheepman because the feed growing in that 
country is so persistent. It does not rot away and disappear after growth has stopped 
and the greenness gone, but remains highly nutritious. To anyone used to ‘better’ 
country, the sight of fat and thriving sheep where the only visible fodder is the shrivelled 
and unappetizing-looking saltbush and a sparse grey prickly growth of bindi-eye always 
seems next door to the miraculous.” 

After years of following and being involved in the saltbush debate, my one wish is that the extreme 
positions would disappear. Saltbush is over-promoted by some as a wonder plant and completely 
under-valued by others. The truth is, that it should be seen as part of a balanced landscape and 
part of a complete animal production system, and nothing more. It is true that saltbush is a unique 
plant in some ways, but that does not make it a better plant than others. What has to be utilised is 
this uniqueness that allows it to make specific contributions that other plants can not make, such as 
handling salt or low oxygen levels due to low soil carbon levels. It is just a team player and successful 
teams have a balance of all the required skills. 

Saltbush was hailed in the past, then ignored and dismissed in many quarters. In the future, climate 
change and greenhouse issues will see it reassessed for the contribution it can make in helping solve 
these issues. Methane produced by ruminant animals will be one of the big issues on which saltbush 
will have a positive impact. This is because it increases the efficiency of the digestive process in dry 
years. It is one plant that is equipped to cope with the predicted increase in rainfall variability. Its deep 
roots and water use efficiency allow it to better utilise isolated heavy falls of rain. 

Saltbush grows on past rainfall, while grass grows on future rainfall. My point, 
it is easier to predict the past than the future.
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“I have finally got to re-reading 
Carbon Grazing. How different it is on 

the second read. I am captivated as you 
reveal the “secrets” of good 

grazing management.” 

…Shane Joyce, Grazier, Theodore, 
Queensland, Australia.

“Alan has the great ability to think 
across scales from the molecules 

involved in carbon fixation, 
the green pick needed for SHEEP and 

CATTLE digestion, to the global 
challenge of climate change.”

…Dr David Freudenberger, 
Former CSIRO scientist,

Canberra, Australia.




