Landholder Wendy Harrison established native pasture on her property in a bid to combat equine laminitis

Native pastures improve horse health

Tatachilla horse owner Wendy Harrison discovers first hand the benefit of
integrating native pastures into her whole farm plan and the advantage it is having
to the health of her horses and the environment.
Grass staggers, or laminitis, in horses has long caused
owners significant emotional and financial burden.
A leading cause of this complex equine disease –
which can cause swelling within the hoof – is an
overload of non-structural carbohydrates (NSC), like
fructose and glucose, within fodder.

Unfortunately, many introduced pasture species contain
high levels of NSC, which horses cannot readily digest.
Australian native grasses are generally lower in sugar
and higher in structural carbohydrates than
introduced species and can prove a worthwhile
solution for preventing equine laminitis.

Unlike most introduced counterparts, many native
grasses sit well under the threshold for avoiding
equine laminitis.
Another important objective with pasture
management for horse health is to have a diversity of
plants in the pasture and to avoid monocultures.
One horse owner struggling with the issue of laminitis
was Tatachilla landholder Wendy Harrison.

After attending an agronomy talk at a local Horse SA
event Wendy heard about low NSC levels in native
species and was keen to establish them on her property.
Wendy then approached Natural Resources Adelaide
and Mount Lofty Ranges in late 2015 with an aim of
establishing native grasses starting with an initial trial
in a 0.5 hectare front paddock.
At the time, Wendy’s front paddock was made up of
barley grass which was causing laminitis in her horses
and offering limited feed and vegetation cover during
summer.

Wendy’s challenges:
•
•
•
•
•

nutritionally-induced equine laminitis
limited available feed in paddock in the summer
erosion risk caused by limited vegetation cover in
summer
prevalence of pasture weeds
how to successfully establish native grass pasture
and what species to grow.
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Left: A well prepared paddock for sowing native grass seed (free from weeds and lightly harrowed)
Right: Good spring / summer rains led to a reasonable establishment of native grass pasture in the first 12 months

How to successfully establish a native
grass pasture
Natural Resources Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges
worked alongside Wendy to develop a plan to replace
weedy annual pasture in her front paddock with a
perennial native pasture, using a diversity of local
native cool- and warm-season grass species.
“Good site preparation is a vital component in the
successful establishment of native pasture,” explained
Natural Resources AMLR Sustainable Agricultural
Officer Jeff Edwards.
Wendy used a combination of cultivation and
knockdown herbicide spray to prepare the soil and
reduce a dominant population of Barley Grass, while
summer-active problem weeds were removed by hand.
The soil was then cultivated using a simple technique
involving a piece of weld mesh with upright ends,
weighted down with perma-pine poles and towed by
a small ride on mower to scratch up the soil.

“To ensure the soil seed bed was good to go, we also
hand raked in some patches,” Jeff said.
“Wendy was keen to look at how we could establish
the grasses using equipment she already owned.
“Soil preparation, even done with basic tools, is
important to ensure the best chance for good seed
placement and germination.”
Once soil was prepared, Natural Resources AMLR
officers assisted Wendy in hand sowing the paddock
using seed bulked up with sand to allow for an even
spread across the site.
A diverse range of species including wallaby grasses,
Native Wheat Grass, Weeping Rice, Red and Windmill
grasses, were sown at a rate of 30 kg per hectare.
At the same time, matching seeds were also sown in
foam boxes so the germination could be monitored
up close and species identified at a seedling scale.
“When we saw the germination happening in the
foam boxes it gave us the confidence that things were
happening in the paddock too,” Jeff said.

Germination of native wallaby grass a month after sowing in paddock
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Native grasses germinating in a foam box are used to monitor germination rates and help identify the species at seedling stage
During the establishment phase, broadleaf weeds
were controlled using a combination of selective
herbicides and hand digging isolated plants.
“Native grasses can be a bit slower (than conventional
grasses) to get established, sometimes taking about
one to two years to get going,” he said.

The outcome

A wetter-than-average summer in 2016-17 boosted
the establishment of the native pasture on Wendy’s
paddock.
By January 2017 the paddock boasted impressive
results – dominated by cool season native pasture
species including Native Wheat Grass and a variety of
wallaby grasses. Warm season grasses including
Windmill Grass and Red Grass were also noted
germinating throughout.
Horses now enjoy grazing the paddock on rotation,
and come running when Wendy whistles them in to
forage on the native pasture.
Wendy is thrilled with the outcomes.
“The native paddocks are definitely less maintenance as
I have found it to have less weeds in general,” she said.
“The pasture is green all year round which was also
my biggest revelation.
“And during spring, when the introduced grass
paddocks are full of sugar, I place the horses in the
native grass paddock so I can manage their diet
better, by helping to regulate their weight and sugar
content.”
The benefits included:
•
improved horse health and decreased risk of
disease through a low-sugar native pasture option
•
reduced erosion risk by maintaining year-round
green, perennial vegetation cover on the paddock
•
implementing rotational grazing practices assists
pasture regeneration, health and vigour, and
provides competition against weeds
•
increased soil health and biology through a
variety of plants and beneficial bugs working
naturally to improve pasture and animal health.

Natural Resources AMLR continues to work alongside
Wendy assisting with a long term vision to ensure the
native grass pasture persists.
“One thing native grasses need once established is
time to rest between grazing – rotationally grazing
paddocks is key to the ongoing management of
Wendy’s front paddock,” Jeff said.

Tips for encouraging success
•

prepare the site prior to sowing

•

an important objective with pasture
management for horse health is to
create biodiverse pastures and to
avoid monocultures

•

plant seeds on a smaller scale within
a controlled area such as a foam
box to help monitor germination

•

be patient; allow 1-2 years for native
grass germination, dependent on
weather conditions

•

native perennial grasses need to
establish, set and drop seed to assist
pasture regeneration and be self
sustaining

•

rotational grazing is key to the
ongoing management of native
pastures

•

remove excess horse dung when
dung beetles are not present
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Sustainable industry support

This project was supported by the AMLR NRM
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.

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

