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“ Kings in Grass Castles”          
                                  By Stuart Bray 
 
When Mary Durack penned this title for her book, 
she  was  referring  to the  tenuous  occupation of  
owning  and  making  a  living from  a  farm in 
Australia. “You’re a king while you have the grass, 
a pauper when it blows away” . 
 
Rob and Judy Frend from “Dimberoy”  Mullaley,  
have been developing a management system that 
will not only sustain our native grasses for longer, 
but  will  also  encourage  many  grasses,   now  
forgotten, to emerge from their ancient seed beds. 
 
Rob and Judy were successful tenderers in the    
Liverpool Plains Land Managements grant system 
three years ago. 
 
Their vision is to develop and nurture complex 
multi species that will respond to rain anytime of 
the year.  Their choice of species to fit this niche is 
the existing and sometimes hard to find native 
grasses, forbs and legumes that once flourished on 
the Liverpool Plains. 
 
Des Lang, from the Dept. of Natural Resources, 
recently did some research to try and discover how 

useful many of these ancient species are. As one would expect, 
the most palatable and productive were the first to feel the  
grazing pressure of 170 million sheep, countless rabbits and 20 
million cattle, during the last century. However, his paper (later 
in this issue) points out that with careful grazing management, 
many of these very valuable species can be resuscitated. 
 
Rob and Judy have completed several courses on grazing   
management.    Holistic  or  planned grazing  is  the  key  to 
their  vision. 
 
They have taken 700 ha of old cultivation country, farmed since 
the 1930s, and integrated its management with 1300 ha of    
existing rolling, grassy hills. 
 
Judy says that it’s a job that requires a lot of patience and     
unfortunately can’ t be rushed.  However, Rob is encouraged 
with the results. Tall oat grass (Themeda avenacea), once only 
seen in small areas and on roadsides, is now covering 150 ha of 
his watercourse country. 
  
Rob and Judy have a grazing management system that is     

(Continued on page 10) 
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From the Chair  

Biodiversity is the variety of all life forms – the 
different plants, animals and micro- organisms, 
the genes they contain and the ecosystems of 
which they are part - as defined by the National 
Strategy for the  Conservation of Australia’s  
Biological Diversity. 
In applied terms what does it mean for you and 
me? 
Australian land managers have largely reacted   
responsibly to the push for greater recognition of 
this aspect of the agricultural environment. 
That’s largely because consumption has been the 
basis for traditional resource conservation – that 
is conserving resources solely for their economic 
use and for human consumption. 

But  of  course as  farmers  we  are  a  small     
representation of  an  Australian  consumer   
population that is massively over supplied  with  
agricultural  produce,  which inevitably breeds a 
complacency of its own.  

 Such I believe is the case when a competing        
philosophy promoting the stewardship of all eco  
systems gains popularity even though some of 
those systems act adversely on our agricultural 
resource base. 

Nevertheless it was Leopold in 1948 whose       
statement  is still  supported  by  most  of  us.  
“The trend of evolution has been to proliferate and       
diversify the biota.”  

In cropping systems low disturbance has brought 
some improvements, eg improved soil structure,  
reduced erosion and less moisture loss. 

In grazing systems where set stocking  is practiced 
the plant community can quickly change from     
perennial to annual and bare ground appears.  The 
reverse is true, though, where rotational grazing     
promotes diversity. 

I hope this edition of Plains Talk furthers our       
understanding of the need for diversity and its     
sustainability,  stability and resilience,  as well as 
our role in the process. 

Special Conservation Scheme  
Jenny Croft – Drought Support Worker NSW DPI 

There  is  assistance  available  for  farmers  for   
conservation work through the Rural Assistance   
Authority. It comes in the form of a low interest loan 
of up to 90% of the work to be done with a ceiling of 
$100,000. The loan can be up to 10 years but the 
work must be done within 12 months. 
 Funding is available for the following programs. 
·  Soil Conservation including control of woody 

weeds. 
·  Stock and domestic water supply. 
·  Cap and Piping of artesian bores. 
·  Upgrading of existing irrigation systems. 
·  Exclusion netting to prevent flying fox damage. 
·  Livestock effluent control. 
·  Tile drainage. 
·  Serrated tussock control. 
·  Refurbishment and de-silting of ground tanks. 
·  Planting of perennial special such as lucerne 

and Oldman Saltbush. 
·  Hay, grain and silage storage facilities. 

To apply you need to demonstrate that the majority 
of your income comes from the farm enterprise and 
that net assets do not exceed $2,620,000. This 
scheme is not tied to drought declaration or EC 
(exceptional circumstances) declaration. Ring the 
Rural  Assistance  Authority  on  1800  678  593  for 
further information. 

 Exceptional Circumstances income support will 
cease July 21 2006. The Farmhelp program may be 
an option.  EC Interest Rate Subsidy applications 
have  to  be  in by  July  or  October 2006  depending 
on whether  you  are  
livestock or cropping.  
This subsidy is 80% of 
interest paid in one 
year.  

 
 
For further  
information ring 
Jenny Croft           
0429 446 417. 

By Peter  Capp 
Chairman, LPLMC 
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What are the potential benefits? 
1. Shade and shelter for livestock. Hot sun and cold 
winds can greatly reduce animal production and even cause 
death in extreme cases. 
2. Reduced wind speed in crops and pastures. Plant 
growth reduces and moisture loss increases as wind speed 
increases. Lodging and other crop damage can result from 
strong winds. A well designed shelter belt can reduce wind 
speed extending over a distance thirty times its height 
downwind and 5 times its height upwind. 
3. Provide habitat for desirable animals, eg birds and  
micro bats that eat insect pests. 
4. Increased biodiversity on your farm. This can directly 
benefit the farm by improving its resistance to disease and 
pest shocks. A biodiverse landscape has a wider range and 
numbers of plants and animals to help bring the system 
back into balance. 
5. Wildlife corridors between woodland remnants. Many 
birds and animals will not travel large distances over open 
country. A tree corridor (if properly designed) can help 
bridge the gap. 
6. Visual amenity. It makes the farm look better and is a 
better environment in which to live and work. 
 

The planning. 
 

To achieve the maximum benefits from any planting, 
thought must go into several aspects of tree corridor      
design. To just say “put some trees along that fence”  may 
have disappointing outcomes in the longer term. 
 

Key considerations include: 
 

What direction do the damaging winds come from? 
To achieve maximum benefit as a windbreak, the 
tree corridor should be placed perpendicular to 
this direction. 

How long should the cor r idor  be? The windbreak 
needs to be as long as possible with no breaks. 
Wind will fold around the ends and funnel 
through any holes such as gateways. A short tree 
line out in the paddock can protect holes in the 
windbreak due to gateways and tracks. 

 

How do I  cut the wind as much as possible? The    
corridor needs to be as high and as dense as     
possible. To achieve this you will need multiple 
rows (minimum of 4 or 5) with a mixture of trees 
(for height) and shrubs to increase the density low 
down. To plant a long line of one or two rows of 
trees will achieve very little. Letting livestock into 
the corridor once the trees are established will 
greatly reduce the effectiveness of the windbreak. 

 

How do I  make the cor r idor  wildlife fr iendly?        
Essentially, it needs width and diverse structure to 
be useful to a range of birds and animals. Some 
small birds and animals will not use the corridor 
unless they have protection from predators. A  
diverse shrub layer can provide this. Wider       
corridors enable good cover at the centre, enabling 
the shyer species to feel comfortable. Four to five 
rows spaced over 25 metres width will provide the 
basics. However, for the shyer species to use the 
corridor, considerably wider may be required! 

 

Are there any existing remnants that could be 
linked together? Have a look around your farm 
and over the fence to the road reserve and 
neighbours.  It  might  be possible to place the 
corridor so that it forms a link between existing 
remnants. Sometimes, block plantings to form 
stepping stones for wildlife will be more useful. 

 

 
 
 Competition from the trees. 
 

Everyone knows that a line of 
trees will reduce production 
near  them because they compete  
for  moisture and  nutr ients. 
Recent research has found that 
the production gains over  the 
rest of the paddock will offset 
this. Overall paddock yields  
were found to be comparable.   
All the other  benefits from 
windbreaks, outlined above, are 
a significant bonus. 

Planting tree corr idors on farms  Mark Kesby 
 
Planting trees and shrubs can provide great benefit to your  farm. However, careful planning is          
required to ensure that you achieve the best outcomes. Good preparation will greatly increase the 
chances of success and reduce the ongoing maintenance requirements. 
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Coolatai grass, Hyparrhenia hirta, is an invasive 
grass  from  Africa  and  the  Middle  East  that  has 
infested over a million hectares in northern New 
South Wales since its introduction in the 1940’s.  It 
is now spreading  rapidly on the Liverpool Plains, 
where   it   threatens   native   grasslands   and  
woodlands  on  virtually all  soil  types.    Ground 
cover usually becomes  completely  dominated  by  
the grass  and infestations are extremely long lasting. 
 

It grows on a range of soil types from light textured 
granites to heavy black earths, but prefers the lighter 
textured soils where it can dominate. It is a tall, 
tufted, summer active perennial growing to more 
than   one   metre   in   height.    The   species   is   
distinguished by paired seedheads, and leaves which 
are typically grey-green and harsh to touch. 
 

Once Coolatai grass has established a toehold in an 
area, it progressively displaces native grasses and 
ground cover plants, even without disturbance.  In 
this respect it differs from most other weedy grasses 
that  generally  only invade  disturbed  vegetation.   
It affects the abundance of fauna, such as reptiles, 
frogs and ground-active invertebrates. 
 

It also produces highly combustible fuel so wild fires 
become   more   intense,   and  it  then  increases  in  
abundance  following  fire.    Coolatai  grass  is            
particularly invasive in areas such as travelling stock 
routes that are infrequently grazed.  It rapidly spreads 
along roadsides, often in response to operations like 
slashing and grading, which inadvertently contribute 
to seed dispersal. 

Preventing its spread is extremely difficult, but it can 
be  killed  with  glyphosate  and  fluproponate.  In  the 
local  area,  volunteers  such  as  Friends  of  Klori 
(Somerton) and the Manilla Landcare Group have 
shown that repeated and persistent spot spraying can 
control limited infestations. They have protected local 
woodlands and kept infestations at bay for several 
years.   However,  the  task  is  probably  beyond    
volunteers, especially when the invasion proceeds 
apace across the rest of the region.    Coordinated   

management  needs  to  be  applied,  and 
practices such as slashing on roadsides, 
which have encouraged the infestations in 
the first place, need to be changed. 

Further information - 

Your local DPI  Agronomist  

DPI  publication ‘Management for Coolatai Grass 
on the NW Slopes of NSW’—available at  
www.agric.nsw.gov.au/reader/weed-list 
 
Northern Inland Weeds Advisory Committee  
www.niwac.org 
Lee Amidy  - 0427 254 188 
 
North West Weeds website 
www.northwestweeds.nsw.gov.au/coolatai_grass.htm 

 

Coolatai Grass threatens Native Vegetation 
 Chr is Nadolny 
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The ten essential steps for planting trees and shrubs on farm.       
 Mark Kesby 
 

I often see tree plantings that have failed or have very disappointing results. Other times, I see people    
working for days and weeks, watering young trees in an attempt to keep them alive.    Much of this 
work and heartbreak can be avoided if a few simple steps are followed.    The basics of growing trees 
are the same as growing any crop or pasture.    Planning  and  preparation  need  to  start  early  and 
planting occur at the right time. 

 

The key steps are: 
1. Planning. Carefully consider where you want the trees, how many rows, what species, when you will 

plant. Order the plants early so that they can be grown and ready when you need them. 
2. Initial preparation. You need to start at least 6 months before you want to plant (preferably 12 

months). If the site is hard setting or has a hard pan, then deep ripping is recommended. This needs to 
be done in dry soil so that the subsoil shatters. Ripping wet soil causes smearing and looses moisture.  
If deep ripping is not required, then go to step 3. 

3. Spray r ip lines. Spray 0.5 to 1 metre each side of the line to be planted. This conserves moisture and 
reduces competition. Leave the grasses in the area between the lines as they will reduce the broadleaf 
weeds in the young trees. Rows can be cultivated if desired. However, the more disturbance, the more 
weeds in the young trees. Avoid cultivation between rows. Weeds need to be controlled right up to 
planting time. This will produce a good store of subsoil moisture (provided it rains). 

4. Plant at the r ight time. There are two windows available – spring and autumn. Both can be successful. 
Autumn plantings run into frosts and spring plantings run into hot summers. Overall, surveys have 
found the best growth rates from spring planting. Autumn planting is fine where frost is less of an issue. 

5. Plant the r ight species. Look around the farm. What is growing there already? These should be the 
main species in any plantings. Get good advice on what LOCAL species should also be suitable for 
your location and soil type. As the shrub layer is missing from many areas, it is often difficult to decide 
which are the appropriate species to plant.  Avoid planting non local species as there is real doubt how 
they will perform in the long term. I often see inappropriate species fail miserably when the going gets 
tough. 

6. Use the r ight tool to plant. Never use a mattock or equivalent to plant. This creates big lumps which 
leave air spaces when put back in around the plant. This results in the plant root ball drying out. There 
are tools available which take out a divot the exact size of the tube making the job easier and more    
successful. 

7. Water  the trees in. Watering the young plants as you plant will settle the soil and get them off to a 
good start. Provided the site has been well fallowed, follow up watering is normally not necessary. If it 
is very dry in that first year, watering may be required to get the young tree through. 

8. Use mulch. Either hay or council recycled green waste makes excellent mulch. It has two important 
advantages; reducing evaporation (and cracking in black soils) and reduces weed competition. While 
there is a fair bit of work in putting the mulch out, it will greatly reduce work in the medium term and 
improve survival rates. 

9. Control weeds around trees. Weed competition in the first year can cause major losses due to       
competition for moisture and smothering. Putting guards on the trees at planting time makes spraying 
easier and less risky. Use only glyphosphate, never use hormone sprays. Ongoing weed control will 
help growth rates. 

10.  Exclude livestock. Cattle, horses and sheep can decimate an area of young trees in a day.  Ensure that 
you fence the area BEFORE you plant and that it will effectively exclude stock.  Some people remove 
the fence once the trees are established.  Livestock have a detrimental effect on all trees (even mature 
trees) if allowed access for long periods.  Short period grazing by small stock may be acceptable to    
reduce the fire risk. Long periods of grazing, camping and scratching should be avoided.   This will 
undo all your effort in putting the trees there! 
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Birds are impor tant indicators of the 
health  and  conservation  values  of  a 
landscape because they are placed towards 
the top of food chains.  Many  woodland 
birds feed on a var iety of insects, which in 
turn require a mixture of plant species and 
types, as found in ‘complex’ habitats.  
Each species of bird  requires specific     
attr ibutes for their habitat, in terms of 
available food, nesting sites, shelter from 
predators and the area that they need to 
cover to ‘earn their  living’ .  Birds act as 
an ear ly warning system of  environmental 
problems.   

The Project 

302 sites right across the Liverpool Plains were      
surveyed during 2004. The bird species present were 
recorded  and  the  quality  of  the  habitat  assessed. 
Five features are important when measuring the 
quality of the remnant.  They are: small shrub layer 
(0.5 - 2.0 m), tall shrub layer (2 – 8 m), percentage 
cover of trees, grass/herb layer, and the relative 
amount of fallen logs/branches.  These combine to 
form the habitat complexity score (HCS). 

The Results 

A total of 183 species of birds were recorded.  Of 
these, 128 were woodland and grassland birds.  
The size of the sites was highly var iable and 
ranged from 2ha to over  39,000ha. The distance 
between sites (isolation) was also variable and 
ranged from 0.02km to 7.7km (1.7km average).  

Small sites were structurally simple, and larger sites 
were generally more complex in structure (having a 

high HCS).  Many of the sites on sloping volcanic 
black earths contained very few trees and as such 
had the lowest overall HCS.   

The number of bird species increased with habitat 
complexity.  In some instances, nearly twice as many 
bird species were recorded at sites with a complex 
structure than at those sites with a simple structure. 

The data enabled us to analyse each individual       
species’   tolerance  of  isolation  and  low  habitat 
complexity. 88 species were found to be tolerant to 
sites with a simple structure.  Of these, two 
(Diamond Firetail, Grey-crowned Babbler) are 
threatened and declining species; one is threatened 
(Painted  Honeyeater),  another  eight  (Dusky 
Woodswallow, Eastern Yellow Robin, Emu, Jacky 
Winter, Red-capped Robin, Restless Flycatcher, Ru-
fous Whistler, Varied Sittella) are declining wood-
land bird species.  

A total of 36 species were ‘sensitive’  to habitat   
complexity and only occurred in sites with a        
moderate  to  complex  structure  or  occurred  in 
sites  that  were  less  than  5km  from  the  nearest 
10ha remnant.  Of these sensitive species, four 
(Brown Treecreeper,  Hooded Robin,  Speckled  
Warbler, Black-chinned Honeyeater) are threatened 
and  declining;  two  (Turquoise  Parrot,  Glossy 
Black-Cockatoo) are  threatened  species  and  two  
(White-browed Woodswallow, Crested Shrike-tit) 
are declining species.  

Focal species 

The focal species approach aims to identify the   
minimum habitat requirements of bird species within 
the  landscape.  A candidate for “ focal species”  is 
sensitive to changes to their habitat, e.g. reduction in 
size of habitat area, or removal of under-storey, so 
that a small change can lead to the species           
abandoning an area.  Their presence/absence can give 
a strong indication of habitat quality. Such an        
approach means that the selected species acts in a 

Eastern Yellow 
Robin Bird Survey: Our Focal Species 

Peter  A.  Ekert
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that a small change can lead to the species           

‘ flagship’  role for other bird species and the broader 
health of a habitat patch.  If we satisfy the require-
ments of the focal species, we can assume that we are 
satisfying the requirements of most birds in the local             
environment. 

Medium-term Focal Species 

We needed to find a species that occurs across the 
catchment with requirements that can be reasonably 
met. The Eastern Yellow Robin is such a species.  
The species occurred mostly in remnants that were     
moderate to complex in habitat structure and greater 
than 10ha in size. Activities to restore remnants to be 
suitable for this species could include fencing and 
careful grazing management to allow regeneration of 
understorey, with a focus on larger remnants or those 
close to larger habitat patches.  

Long-term Focal Species 

The Hooded Robin is a suitable candidate for         
selection as a long-term focal species for the          

Liverpool Plains.  At a minimum, the Hooded Robin 
requires structurally moderate to complex woodland 
remnants  of  over  110ha  in  area  and  a  maximum 
of  3km  to  other  remnants.  Of  the  302  remnants 
in this  survey,  only  69  (23%)  were greater  than 
110 ha in size.    

The  landscape  and  habitat  requirements  identified 
in  this  study  as  necessary  for  the  Hooded  Robin 
are  demanding  and  not  appropriate  as  the  basis  
of   management recommendations in the  short-term.  
The  creation  of  the  complex  and  large  (>100ha) 
woodland  patches  required  should  be  a  long-term   
objective.  
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“ Rangari”                  Photo taken by Peter Ekert 

Bird Survey: Our Focal Species  

Peter  A.  Ekert 
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 A major undertaking for LPLMC over the 
last  few  years  has  been  the  Land    
Management Tenders (LMTs) program.  
This has been a Natural Her itage Trust 
funded project aimed at tr ialling new 
methods (‘market-based instruments’ ) of 
providing incentives to landholders to 
adopt better land management practices.  
The idea was to make applying for funds a 
competitive process, so that taxpayer   
funding could be rationed, and directed to 
where it would do the most good. 

Market-based  instruments  have  been  the  subject  of   
considerable  economic research, and have been thought 
to  address  the  inherent  uncertainty  of  valuing  the   
environment:    the  wider  community   (government,  
taxpayer) usually  value  the  environment  and  nature   
conservation differently to the landholder, who has to earn 
a living from his/her land.  Market-based instruments are 
thought  to  provide  a  means  for land  managers and    
government to ‘do business’  effectively and efficiently, in 
spite of this uncertainty.  The Liverpool Plains LMT trial 
has been intended to put the theory into practice.   

The changed land management required to address the 
land  degradation  issues  that  were  impacting  on  the  
Liverpool  Plains  were  spelt  out  in  our  Catchment  
Investment  Strategy, developed in 2000.  In essence, they 
involve changing both cropping and grazing management 
to maintain higher levels of groundcover and improve soil 
health, modifying crop rotations to ‘ response cropping’ , 
using rotational grazing management to incorporate ‘ rest’  
and to encourage the persistence of perennial pasture 
plants, and increasing the areas of conserved native    
vegetation to stop the decline in biodiversity.  All these 

changes  help  to  mitigate  deep  drainage  and  salinity,  
improve  soil  health  and  productivity,  and reduce  soil  
erosion.  

The  Tenders  have  been  run  in  ‘ rounds’ ,  so  that  a  
reasonable number of projects could be developed, and 
then assessed against one another, ranked according to 
their community benefit, and the best funded.   

The first step has been a publicity campaign to make 
landholders aware of the program, followed by Field 
Days and Workshops for those interested.   The purpose 
of  these  have  been  to  explain  what  the  government/ 
community/  taxpayer  wants  the  landholder  to  do 
(overcoming the difficulty in valuing the environment 
referred  to  above),  provide  information  on  the  land 
degradation/ nature conservation issues we are trying to 
address, and to allow landholders to work out ways of 
adopting the better land management practices on their 
own farms to address their particular issues.   The fact 
that these were group activities meant that the consider-
able body of landholder expertise could be shared. 

We have always believed that it is cr itical that the 
landholders develop their  own projects, in line with 
their  own landscape and business goals, so that they 
have ‘ownership’  of their  projects.  Such ownership 
means that the projects are more likely to be properly   
implemented and well-managed.  The projects have been 
apportioned into milestones, and part payments of the  
total contract price are made as these are achieved.  This 
system provides an incentive for landholders to keep to 
schedule with their projects, and means that the projects 
are, in effect, self auditing. 

Over the three rounds, the 71 projects funded comprise a 
significant  step  forward  in  making  our use  of the    
Liverpool Plains more sustainable.  Table 1 shows the 
contribution that the projects will make to better land 
management. 

LMT      
project  

activities 

fencing 
(km) 

replant     
native veg 

(ha) 

regenerate 
or protect 
native veg 

(ha) 

establish 
native   pas-

ture  (ha) 

refurbish 
native   pas-

ture  (ha) 

establish 
improved 
pasture  

(ha) 

refurbish 
improved 
pasture  

(ha) 

Round 1 - 
2001 

100 100 70 100 220 1,300 1,200 

Round 2 - 
2003 

130 120 40 1,000 1,500 700 100 

Round 3 - 
2005 

216 125 1,255  4,621 1,368 57 

TOTALS 446 345 1,365 1,100 6,341 3,368 1,357 

Table 1:  Contribution of Land Management Tenders to Improved Land Management 

LAND MANAGEMENT TENDERS ROUNDLAND MANAGEMENT TENDERS ROUND 3  3   
David Walker  Executive Officer LPLMC 
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Many of the projects have involved establishing perennial 
pastures on farmed out, ‘ leaky’  red soils.  Others have 
involved the subdivision of, and new water supply to,  
existing  grazing  land  to  allow  improved  grazing   
management.  Creeks and watercourses have been fenced 
to allow revegetation and prevention of erosion.  Remnant 
vegetation has been fenced to facilitate 
grazing  management aimed at allowing 
regeneration and improved biodiversity.  A 
striking feature of the program has been the 
fact  that  the  majority  of  the  projects 
submitted  have  included  most  or  all  of 
these  activities  –  they  have  multiple  out-
comes,  addressing  salinity,  water  quality, 
biodiversity, and soil conservation and soil 
health together – which is exactly what we 
were hoping for.   

Another interesting trend shown by these data is that the 
area  of  the  projects  devoted  to  ‘conservation’   has    
increased with the third round.  The basis of the LPLMC 
approach has been to acknowledge that any change in 
management on farms must account for the requirement 
that  the  business  and  the  farm  must  be  viable  and   
profitable.  Also  central to our approach is the idea that 
by far  the  most  effective  nature  conservation  across  
the  Liverpool  Plains  will  be  the  conservation  that  is  
undertaken on operating farms and overseen by resident 
land managers.   The combination of these two aspects of 
our  approach  seems  to  encourage  landholders to submit     
projects that improve their productivity and sustainability, 
and  incorporate  nature  conservation  as  part  of  a      
productive farm – again exactly what we hoped! 

A number of the projects include fencing off stands of 

remnant vegetation, including riparian areas, to encourage 
the regeneration of native vegetation.  Most of these areas 
will not be ‘ lost’  to the farm’s livestock enterprises, rather 
the fencing will allow grazing to be managed differently, 
so  that  the  biodiversity  values  of  the  remnant  can  be  
preserved,  as  outlined  in  the  accompanying  article on    
Focal Species of Birds.  Talking to landholders who have 
been involved in the LMTs shows a significant change in 

attitude from before.  Where they previously 
were perhaps suspicious of perceived public 
pressure to ‘ lock up’  productive land, they 
now exhibit great pride in the increasing 
numbers  and  range  of  wildlife  that  are  
present in their ‘special’  grazing paddocks – 
paddocks that are still part of their operating 
farm, but managed differently.   

Riparian areas are a special case.  Because 
there is permanent water, they naturally    
attract a variety of wildlife.  When fencing 

and the provision of alternate water supplies allows the 
set-stocking  of  river  banks  to  cease,  the  pay  off  in  
vegetation regeneration and its associated wildlife habitat 
is remarkable.   

The dividend from the taxpayer ’s investment in LMTs 
has been substantial.   

Table 2  (over) shows that the investment of $1 of NHT 
funds has leveraged the investment of more than $3 of 
landholders’  money.  This does not include landholders’  
contribution of labour to implement the projects, only 
their cash costs.  In terms of effective investment in better 
natural resource management, this is an excellent result, as 
many other funding mechanisms expect to achieve only a 
‘dollar for dollar’  payoff.  In a climate where the        

(Continued on page 10) 

Landholders learn how to assess biodiversity 

Our environment 
stands to gain most 
where landholders 
develop their own 

projects in line 
with their own 
landscape and 
business goals 
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applicants 

Projects 
Funded 

Tender $'s Landholder $'s 

Round 1 - 2001 25 17 $300,000 $1,060,000 

Round 2 - 2003 26 17 $430,000 $1,783,000 

Round 3 - 2005 58 37 $711,752 $1,685,000 

  109 71 $1,441,752 $4,528,000 

availability of government funds 
for incentive projects is strictly 
limited,  a  mechanism  that  
rations  scarce  taxpayer dollars 
to  the  best  projects  is  highly 
desirable.   

The table also shows that the 
third  round  of  tenders  has  
attracted  a  much  greater  level 
of interest  from  landholders.  
Not  surprisingly,  landholders  are  a  bit  cautious  when   
investigating a new funding scheme.    

Perhaps the satisfaction of those farmers involved in the 
first two rounds and the confidence that Liverpool Plains 
farmers generally have in LPLMC has encouraged more 
farmers to become involved in the program as the LMTs 
have been continued.  Indeed, the increased interest in 
the third round meant that our available funding would 
have run out before all the deserving projects could be 
funded.   When  this  became  apparent  we  entered  into 
discussions with the Namoi CMA, and they were able to 
make a substantial contribution to our Tender Funds in 
order to meet the shortfall. 

I started this article by explaining that the LMTs were a 

trial of ‘market-based instruments’ , which were meant to 
address the inherent uncertainty of valuing the environ-
ment.  When landholders have a good understanding of 
what the wider community wants from them – a healthy, 
productive landscape that includes the conservation of 
biodiversity, and that meeting these expectations can   
actually enhance the productivity of their farms, then the  
landholders are more than willing to make some changes.  
The core of this understanding was provided by our Field 
Days and Workshops – they explained what changes were    
necessary, and how they would benefit the land.  In this 
way the market uncertainty can be overcome – the land-
holders understand what we are wanting from them, and 
they can tailor their ‘product’  - their project - accordingly. 

(Continued from page 9) 
Table 2:  Compar ison of NHT Investment to Landholders Invested funds 

flexible.  If the season’s good 
and the grass thriving, they 
move their cattle quickly 
through  121  small  paddocks.  
If the season is dry, they slow 
down the moves and reduce 
stock. 
 

They  are  conscious  of  their 
resource  and  the  type  of 
landscape.   Good  season -  
utilise it.   Poor  season - ease  the  pressure  by selling,  
adjusting  numbers or sending the cattle to a feedlot off 
farm, as they have done this year. 
 

Moving cattle quickly through the grazing sites has been 
fine  tuned  by  the  development  of  a  portable  electric  
fencing system. It works a little like a very large strip  
grazing system one might see in the dairy areas of the 
Hunter Valley. One hot wire is moved ahead of the mob, to 
provide a new strip of fresh grass every two to three days. 
 

This system has seen the emergence of a smorgasbord of 
grasses. Old favourites such as Queensland bluegrass,   
Eulalia, Glycines (native legumes), creeping salt bush,  
Ptilotus spp. can be found, plus the hardy survivors such as 
plains grass, Stipa spp. 

 
 
 

The other aspect of a good grass community is the biodi-
versity.  Birds  such  as  ibis, plovers,  and finches  are  
increasing in numbers.  As well, there are now about five 
species of dung beetles. 
 

Gullies that were once active are now covered in grass and 
have become stable. 
 

These gains have been achieved in a relatively short period 
of time. 
 

The result of this may well be a more sustainable future in 
grass, rather than the old “Kings in Grass Castles”   
syndrome. 

(Continued from page 1) 
 

What an amazing transformation - from this to 
the grassland pictured on the cover! 
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Productive values of some uncommon native species 

           Des Lang      Department of Natural Resources (formally DIPNR), PO Box 462 Gunnedah NSW 2380 

The common native grasses have a poor  reputation 
for   productivity  and,  especially,  palatability.    
Typically, little effor t is put in to their  management. 
Many areas have been set stocked over the last century, 
have rarely been fertilised and have minimal legume  
content. 
 

However, this poor reputation is relatively new, only   
being earned during the last 80-100 years. In contrast, our 
explorers and early settlers frequently provided glowing 
reports of the newly discovered lands. For example, 
Stephens reported in 1889 that kangaroo grass (possibly 
tall oat grass) between Adelaide and Kensington, SA, 
was “ too high in places for a man to see over it” . The 
explorers Oxley and Cunningham frequently used terms 
such as “ fine” , “good quality”  and “ rich grazing land”  to 
describe  the  grassland  herbage.    With  settlement,  
however,  profound changes occurred to the structure and 
composition of the grasslands, changes that heralded a 
decline in grassland quality and productivity. 
 

Recently, I have studied the literature and looked in the 
field to identify uncommon native grasses that possess 
desirable traits such as palatability, productivity and   
sustainability, and to determine their potential for use. 
Native forbs were subsequently included in the study. 
 

I  have identified a wide range of species, many of 
which were repor ted to have been highly productive 
and palatable and once to have been widespread and 
common. However, by the early 20th Century they were 
mostly  declining  in  abundance.   Continuous  heavy   
grazing seems to be the culprit. 
 

Three grasses of particular  note are silky browntop 
(Eulalia aurea), tall oatgrass (Themeda avenacea) and 
the Mitchell grasses (Astrebla spp.).  Turner (NSW   
Agriculture 1885) and Breakwell (NSW Agriculture 
1923) describe silky browntop (Eulalia aurea) as being 
“succulent” , making “vigorous growth” , providing a 
“great bulk of rich, sweet… herbage” , and is “a superior 
pasture grass…much praised by stockowners…because 
of the sweetness of its stem and foliage” . Turner states 
that it was “ found in all Australian Colonies from the 
coastal districts to the far interior” . This compares with 
its now much more restricted distribution and occurrence 
as mostly scattered plants. This grass has an excellent 
potential for widespread use. 
 

Turner notes that tall oatgrass (Themeda avenacea) is 
“ found all over Australia, from the coastal districts to the 
far interior” . Both Turner and Breakwell report that this 
species is palatable, “nutritious”  and productive. This 
grass also has potential. The experience of Rob Frend 
(see the article in this edition) backs my enthusiasm. 

 

The  Mitchell  grasses  (Astrebla spp.)  have  potential   
because of their highly desirable traits. It would appear 
that their distribution may now be much more restricted 
than was so originally. For example, anecdotal evidence 
suggests  that  curly  Mitchell  grass  may  have  been  
common on the Liverpool Plains, but it is very difficult to 
find it there today. 
 

The native legumes are of considerable interest. They 
are summer growing twining or climbing perennials and 
will grow on a wide range of soil types. Observations 
indicate  that  they  naturally  maintain  an  ideal  20-40  
percent legume component of the pasture. They have  
virtually  disappeared  from  most  native  grasslands,      
especially in southern Australia, where they are only 
rarely reported, even from reserves. Rhynchosia minima 
was once reported to have been abundant around Dubbo 
in NSW, but is now uncommon.  Interestingly, native 
legumes are not reported to cause bloat. 
 

Also of interest are reports from landholders that these 
native grasses and legumes now seem to be increasing in 
abundance where a rotational grazing system has been 
introduced. Also, my field and nursery observations    
indicate that the productivity of these species may be 
similar to that of introduced pasture species. 
 

Unfortunately, however, very little is known about the 
agronomic characteristics and management requirements 
of these grasses. Further work is urgently required.   
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1 x E-1400 and  
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