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In a nut shell

Mitchell grass pastures are a valuable and stable resource; they provide good
quality grazing, and are able to recover well from drought and short-term over-
use. Although mitchell grass is resilient, the pastures can deteriorate if other
species become predominant.

There are no fixed recipes for managing mitchell grass pastures; instead you need
® to understand how the different plants and grazing animals affect each other

® to have some practical local guidelines

® to look closely at the plants on the ground.

Mitchell grass will last for ever under continuous grazing if stocking rates are
adjusted appropriately. This adjustment should be made at the end of the
growing season, and based on the amount of feed standing in the paddock.

Do not graze mitchell grass plants below 10 cm in height and allow them to
recover after defoliation. Heavy grazing after a drought, floods or a fire will
weaken mitchell grass.

Mitchell grass is not normally burned because the standing hay is of fair quality
and it is too valuable in a region with typically unreliable rainfall.

Northern region
Woody weeds, especially prickly acacia and algaroba, are the greatest threat.
By the time you recognise a woody weed problem, it’s probably too late.

Grazing management should be directed towards controlling the woody weeds
and preventing the spread of their seed. Water points must be well distributed
and, in many areas, kangaroos must be managed or their numbers controlled.

Feathertop in the north increases in wet years but decreases in the dry ones.

Southern region
The main problems are the seeds of grasses which downgrade wool and can
damage sheep.

White speargrass increases under constant heavy grazing especially with sheep
whereas feathertop increases under light grazing with sheep after wet summers.

Both white speargrass and feathertop are susceptible to defoliation while growing
actively, and may be reduced by:

® crash grazing with cattle for 1-2 months at the start of the growing season
® burning in spring
® baling.

On land that can be cropped, severely degraded pastures can be ploughed out
and reseeded with mitchell grass seed after a number of years of crop.

Running both sheep and cattle makes better use of mitchell grass pastures.
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The mitchell grass sward. The sward is composed of
tussocks of one or more of the four species of mitchell
grass. The size of the tussocks fluctuates with rainfall
and with grazing pressure, but the total area of the
clump bases seldom exceeds 5% of the land surface.
During drought, the tussocks become grazed down
and sparse, and may break up into smaller plants;
after a series of above-average rainfall years, they
thicken up to exclude other species.

Associated species. Other species associated with
mitchell grass vary with the region, with past grazing
pressure and recent rainfall. Rainfall in mid-summer
tends to favour perennial and annual grasses, rain in
spring and autumn favours wire grasses, weakly
perennial plants and summer forbs, rain in winter
produces a wide range of winter forbs.

In the north, gulf and desert bluegrasses and silky
brown top are locally common while annual flinders
grass and button grass increase under heavy grazing.
Better distributed rainfall in the south produces a
wide variety of both summer and winter forbs, and
perennial grasses, especially the Aristida species—
white speargrass and feathertop.

Queensland bluegrass and feathertop often increase
after a series of good summers in the central west.

[See the back of this book for a list of scientific names
of grasses and forbs, and for photographs of some
important grasses. |

How mitchell grass grows

New mitchell grass plants establish well after a run of
good wet seasons. Major establishment events occur
only infrequently in the north-west, and while
seedlings may grow nearly every year in more
favourable districts, most do not survive.

Flowering. Flowering is initiated by rainfall during
warm weather. Seed matures after 4-6 weeks, but may
not drop for another 3-4 months.

Seed. Mitchell grass can drop over 200 seeds per
square metre after a good summer. These are usually
dormant over winter, ready to germinate in the next
summer—about 10% will carry over for a second year.
Most of the seedlings die in false starts to the rainy
season or from competition with rapidly growing
annuals.

First year seedling. Seedlings are slow to develop,
and normally need more than one growing period
during the summer to develop secondary roots, and so
to establish properly.

Immature plant. The immature mitchell grass plant
develops towards a mature tussock under favourable




















































































Recognise the important grasses

Desirable grasses

Curly mitchell grass
Hoop mitchell grass
Bull mitchell grass
Barley mitchell grass
Queensland bluegrass
Desert bluegrass

Intermediate value

Bottlewashers, nineawn
Button grass

Comb windmill grass
Cup grass

Desert couch

Early spring grass

Flinders grass

Katoora

Love grasses

Native millets

(Yabilla grass)

Silky browntop

Umbrella or blowaway grass

Undesirable grasses

Burr grass
Feathertop

White speargrass
Sedges

Astrebla lappacea —

A. elymoides =

A. squarrosa —

A. pectinata —
Dichanthium sericeum =
Bothriochloa ewartiana

Enneapogon spp. +
Dactyloctenium radulans +
Chloris pectinata, C. divaricata
Eriochloa crebra =

Brachyachne convergens +
Enteropogon pseudoacrotricha +
Enteropogon acicularis

Iseilema species +

Sporobolus actinocladus +
Eragrostis setifolia +

Panicum decompositum

P. queenslandicum+

Eulalia aurea =

Digitaria coenicola, D. divaricatissima

Tragus australianus

Aristida latifolia =

Aristida leptopoda +

Cyperus spp., Fimbristylis spp.

(-) indicates that the species declines under heavy grazing
(+) indicates that the species increases under heavy grazing
(=) indicates that rainfall has more effect than grazing pressure.

Some important forbs (non-woody broad-leaved plants—commonly termed 'herbage')

Native legumes
Annual verbine
Emu foot
Indigos

Native glycine
Rhynchosia

Naturalised legumes

Common burr medic

Cut-leaf medic

Woolly burr medic

(Other forbs are listed on page 40.)
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Psoralea cinerea
Psoralea tenax
Indigofera spp
Glycine falcata
Rhynchosia minima

Medicago polymorpha
M. laciniata
M. minima


















Further reading

General

The pasture lands of northern Australia: their condition, productivity and sustainability —
John Tothill and Col Gillies (1992), Tropical Grasslands Society of Australia Occasional
Publication No.S.

Managing native pastures: a graziers guide — lan Partridge (1992), DPI Queensland.

Sown Pasture Management Notes: Western Downs and Maranoa— edited by David Lawrence
and Vic French (1992), DPI Roma and Brisbane.

Grazing lands management in the Maranoa: mitchell grass — DN Lawrence, BK Slater,
P Rowland and RA Clark (1991), Project Report Q091014 DPI Brisbane.

State and transition models for rangelands — Tropical Grasslands (1994) Vol. 28 No.4

Mitchell grass
Curly Mitchell grass — Agfact P2.5.37, Alison Bowman (1992), NSW Agriculture.

A review of Astrebla (Mitchell grass) pastures in Australia — David Orr (1975), Tropical
Grasslands Vol.9, No.1 pages 21-36.

Mitchell Grasslands — David Orr and Bill Holmes; Chapter 16 in Management of Australia’s
Rangelands— Ed. G N Harrington, A D Wilson, M D Young (1984}, CSIRO Australia.
Prickly acacia

Prickly acacia: save dollars by early control measures — by John Carter, M Bolton and Don
Cowan (1989), Queensland Agricultural Journal, March — April 1989, pages 121-126.

Prickly acacia management - what works? Zara Field Day September 1994 — Compiled by
Nathan March, Joe Rolfe and Don Cowan (1994), DPI Charters Towers.

Prickly acacia Pestfact — PO09/93E /793P Land Protection Branch, Lands Office.

Plant identification

Grass CHEck: Grazier Rangeland Assessment for Self-Sustainability —by Karen Forge (1994),
QI94005 DPI Brisbane.

Pasture Plants of Southern Inland Queensland — by R Henry, TJ Hall, DJ Jordan, JA
Milson, CM Schefe and RG Silcock (1995), DPI Brisbane.

Plant Identification in the Arid Zone —by Jenny Milson (1991), DPI Longreach.

The Grasses of Southern Queensland — by John Tothill and Bryan Hacker (1983),
University of Queensland Press.

Western grasses: a Graziers Guide to the Grasses of South West Queensland — by Brian
Roberts and Richard Silcocks (1993), USQ Press, Toowoomba.
Decision support programs

AUSTRALIAN RaAINMAN: rainfall information for better management. — JF Clewett, NM Clarkson
and DT Owens (1994), DPI Brisbane.

Woobpy WEED ADVISER: options for woody weed management — P Back, A Jamieson and G
Lambert (1993), DPI Rockhampton.

Rancepax HERDECON: a microcomputer-based Advisory System for Pastoral Land Management—
CSIRO National Rangelands Program, PO Box 2111, Alice Springs NT 0871.

GrazeON: total grazing management for mitchell grasslands — by David Cobon (available 1996)
DPI Longreach.
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anaging mitchell grass provides specific guidelines for
mitchell grass pastures growing on large area of downs
in inland Queensland and northern Australia.

It is a local supplement to the basic principles described
in Managing native pastures: a grazier's guide.

Written in a readable question and answer style, and illustrated with

colour photographs, Managing mitchell grass describes the country
and the management options for sustainable production.

These options include:

setting stocking rates
moving stock

burning

woody weed control
improving the pasture.

The booklet also describes how monitoring mitchell grass pastures
helps graziers to make effective management decisions.
ISBN 0 7242 5968 6
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