
Establishing native grasses to benefit 
a rural lifestyle
Understanding the many benefits of native grasses 

Striving to achieve a holistic approach to their 
lifestyle farm at Kangarilla, siblings Neil and Lynne 
Fitzsimmons called on Natural Resources Adelaide 
and Mount Lofty Ranges District Officer Dana Miles, 
in 2011 to investigate a potential weed.  
When the potential weed turned out to be a suite of 
native grasses, Lynne was ecstatic, leading to a new 
passion for better understanding the role of native 
vegetation on their lifestyle farm.  
The picturesque 28 hectare property situated at the 
top of the Kangarilla catchment is unique, comprising 
of high quality native vegetation. Over 200 native 
plant species, including a number of rare and 
endangered plants and animal species are present. 
The property also features approximately 2 hectares 
of cleared grazing land for sheep and dwellings.   
After being hit by an intense fire in January 2007, 
Lynne and Neil were conscious that any future 
revegetation work needed to have a reduced fire risk 
and compliment their self-sufficient ‘off grid’ lifestyle.

Through working with Dana and reading many 
books, including Natural Resources AMLR’s ‘Native 
grasses - a regional guide for rural landholders’, 
Lynne began to understand the value of native 
grasses and the role they play in lowering fire risk 
and other environmental benefits compared to 
introduced exotic grasses.
Lynne also attended a workshop by Bob Myers at the 
local Willunga Environment Centre, where Bob shared 
his success with establishing native grasses on his 
property and explained how he had created a 
functional grassy ecosystem.
“I became convinced that native grasses were the 
only sensible way to improve the pasture on the 
property,” Lynne said.
To test the theory of stabilising soil Lynne hand 
seeded the batter on the side of the driveway.
She watched with wonder as the Rytidosperma 
geniculatum (Kneed Wallaby Grass) grew on the 
batter.

Patience is the key; landholder Lynne Fitzsimmons wades through a mix of native wallaby grass pasture two years after 
sowing 

https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/land/native-grasses-2017.pdf
https://www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/files/sharedassets/adelaide_and_mt_lofty_ranges/land/native-grasses-2017.pdf


“The angle on the batter is precarious but because 
Kneed Wallaby Grass only grows to about 6-8 inches 
tall, we no longer need to whipper-snipper, so it cuts 
out one more laborious task.”
Neil and Lynne’s aims for incorporating cool and 
warm season native grasses onto the property were 
many. They saw native grasses as a way to landscape 
their bushfire protection zone, drought proof their 
pastures and gardens, maintain year round soil cover, 
out-compete weeds, reduce chemical usage, 
minimise labour and provide native pasture for sheep 
feed.  
“We saw native grasses as being green all year 
round,” Lynne explained.
“We are aiming to drought and fire proof our 
property as best we can, while also buffer the natural 
areas from weeds.” 

The challenges
• before reverting to native pasture there was a 

prevalence of annual weeds including Guilford 
and Silver grasses, Capeweed, Salvation Jane, 
Wire Weed and a mix of broadleaf weeds, that 
reduced productivity and offered minimal 
summer sheep feed 

• knowing what to plant, instead of taller 
introduced grasses, which create a weed risk to 
the adjacent woodland and pose a fire hazard 
around dwellings 

• understanding how to manage an invasive weedy 
grass species, Pentaschistis, in the pasture 
paddock next to their woodland, which looks 
similar to native Wallaby Grass, and is a threat to 
the woodland and pasture quality 

• using appropriate management techniques to 
establish native grasses, and accepting that 
patience is key, as they may take more than one 
season to germinate

• understanding how to manage grazing to enable 
the pasture to persist, as well as maintain good 
soil cover, livestock health and a healthy rural 
lifestyle long term.

The approach 
Dana caught up with Lynne and Neil again in summer 
2015 to provide technical advice after Lynne was 
concerned their native grass sowing project had 
failed.  
Following a walk over the property Dana recognised 
that the grasses had germinated, although still 
relatively small, so a little more patience and selective 
weed control was all that was required to get them to 
maturity by the following spring.  
Dana also saw some paddocks available for additional 
native grass plantings, and, as Lynne and Neil had 
good commitment to land management, she was able 
to offer some assistance through a Natural Resources 

AMLR Native Grasses In Production Project to sow 
them with native grass. 
The first thing was to develop a plan to establish 
native pasture around the house paddocks, which 
also included internally fencing the south-western 
paddock to better protect vegetation and assist 
rotational grazing.  All fencing was constructed at the 
landowners’ cost.
Although it was important to develop a detailed plan, 
Dana explained that “the schedule should be flexible 
to meet the unpredictable nature of the weather”. 
The success was dependent on an ongoing 
commitment from the landholders, as well as clear 
communication between the parties involved.
“The landholder’s contribution and timing of the jobs 
was critical to making the project a success,” Dana 
said.
Site preparation and timing was key and while 
methods used for the four paddocks varied slightly 
due to variations in landform, all required close 
attention prior to sowing.
Following opening rains in April 2016, Dana conducted a 
site visit to document weed germination before 
confirming which chemicals should be used and the 
appropriate location for weed control activities. As native 
grass seedlings are slow to establish they will not 
compete well with exotic weeds which establish faster 
and spread more rapidly. 
The Fitzsimmons were responsible for spraying young 
germinating broadleaf weeds, as well as patch-spraying 
Silver Grass in specific locations ahead of sowing.
Lynne and Neil also put in effort to protect the 
woodland by managing isolated Pentaschistis plants 
first and then working towards the more dense areas 
of infestation. 
Once conditions were good to sow, including weed 
control, soil moisture and reasonable forecasted 
rainfall, the site was ready to seed! 
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Lynne hand sowing native grass seed 



A mix of eight cool and warm season grass species 
were sown, consisting of wallaby grasses, Weeping Rice 
Grass, Native Wheat Grass and Windmill Grass each 
chosen to support biodiversity and to avoid a 
monoculture in the pasture. 
A high rate of grass seed was sown at 30 kg per 
hectare to ensure successful establishment.  
Through ongoing landholder updates and frequent site 
visits during winter and spring, Dana monitored each 
paddock to determine the need for any follow-up spot 
control, or selective over spraying of broadleaf weeds. 
Stock were excluded from the sown pastures to ensure 
plants had time to mature and set seed and create a 
seed bank for regeneration.  

The outcome 
The state of the paddocks was improved thanks to the 
ongoing efforts of the landholders in partnership with 
Natural Resources AMLR. 
The benefits of native grasses around the house 
paddocks included: 
• increased plant diversity in the pasture to out-

compete weeds
• a buffer for weed seed blowing in and 

establishing on the property
• a source of good energy and protein for sheep to 

graze on rotation
• perennial pasture cover all year round to reduce 

erosion risk and stabilise sloping ground
• an attractive drought and fire resistant landscape, 

using select species in the rock garden that 
brings in the birds 

• increased drought and fire tolerant plants
• an increase in beneficial insects
• paddocks sown in 2014 starting to establish
‘Wanting to maximise the pasture production of the 
cleared paddocks was important,” Lynne said.
“The native grasses are a self-sustaining source of 
quality fodder for livestock, help keep weeds at bay, 

reduce fire risk by providing green feed all year 
round, and require no extra watering or fertilisers.”

Sustainable industry support
This project was supported by the AMLR Natural 
Resources Management Board’s Sustainable 
Agriculture Industry Support scheme through funding 
from the NRM levy. Healthy natural ecosystems and 
sustainable primary production systems are 
fundamental to social, environmental and economic 
well-being.
With more than 50 per cent of the Adelaide and 
Mount Lofty Ranges region used for primary 
production, the board will continue to partner with 
industry to increase sustainability in production 
systems.

Native grass expert and former CEO of Native Seeds Pty Ltd, Ian Chivers dropped in to visit the Fitzsimmons’ 
property in May 2016. Here are Ian’s top tips for successfully sowing native grass seed.
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Good soil preparation is essential
Before sowing, reduce competition from other 
vegetation and lightly cultivate the soil, this should 
start a minimum 9-12 months before sowing.

Sow seed at the right time
Sow the seeds from autumn to spring when soil is 
moist for best results.

Maintain good weed control
Native grass will not compete well with many 
exotic weeds.

Sow seed into a weed free bed
Sow seed at correct depth just below surface  
5-8 mm. Distribute the seed evenly over the soil 
surface, lightly rake over to ensure all seed is in 
good contact with the soil.

Be patient
Germination takes place about 21 days after 
sowing - but can take up to six weeks to germinate 
during cooler weather. As Lynne and Neil 
discovered, if conditions are not suitable, it may 
take even up to a few years.

Top: Lynne and Neil’s sheep now graze native pasture on 
rotation over summer

Bottom: Lynne proudly looks over the native grass 
paddock - a successful establishment



For more information

Natural Resources Adelaide and Mt Lofty Ranges

Jeff Edwards, Sustainable Agriculture Officer 
E jeffs.edwards@sa.gov.au 
P (08) 8550 3400
www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/adelaidemtloftyranges
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