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Morgan and Debbie Sounness farm a 
1277ha property on the sand plain 

east of Albany, WA near Wellstead. They 
have a mixed enterprise of cropping (130ha 
oats) and 5000+ sheep with a big focus 
on superfine wool, which has progressed 
along with their use of kikuyu. They have 
also developed a kikuyu seed production 
business which is one of only two 
businesses producing seed in Australia.

Morgan first planted kikuyu over 18 
years ago to prevent wind erosion on 
sandy paddocks that were fragile and 
difficult to manage. 

Some of these paddocks were prone 

to waterlogging in winter and then 
would blow in summer. This made them 
very difficult to crop or graze, as well 
as making them vulnerable to erosion in 
spring and summer.

Kikuyu is a subtropical grass that has 
both stolons and rhizomes. This made it 
an excellent option for controlling wind 
erosion. It had been grown in the high 
rainfall areas of the south coast of WA 
for decades, however Morgan’s property 
was well outside of the zone where it was 
traditionally seen as a viable pasture. 

The first plantings of kikuyu were on 
shallow to medium depth sand over clay 
paddocks that were the most difficult to 
manage. Despite the relatively low rainfall 
(400mm) the kikuyu flourished and there 
is now 550ha of it, with Morgan and 
Debbie aiming at planting 75 per cent of 
the farm to kikuyu. 

THE SYSTEM
Morgan uses his kikuyu to provide a reliable 
base of production which is critical to 
producing fine and strong wool. 

Trials by EverGraze have shown that 
kikuyu has a digestibility of between 60 
and 70 per cent with the best quality 
achieved under closely grazed stands 
that have a large proportion of fresh 
new growth. The trials also showed that 
stocking rates under combined kikuyu and 
sub clover pasture could be increased by 
60 per cent when compared against annual 
sub clover based pastures (which are the 
dominant pastures in WA).

Morgan grazes his kikuyu heavily. It is 
not spelled and is grazed for 90-100 per 
cent of the growing season (kikuyu and 
sub clover pastures can grow for most 
of the year). This can be done due to the 
extensive web of rhizomes and stolons that 
allow the plant to grow back rapidly and 
the deep root system (up to 4m) that will 
chase moisture down into the profile. 

In Morgan’s system the kikuyu is 
effectively used as a green feedlot. The 
kikuyu provides an even base of nutrition 
for the animals throughout the year with 
Morgan providing mineral supplements 
and oats to balance the nutrition. 
However, the aim is to minimise this as 
much as possible. 

The kikuyu goes dormant in winter so 
getting a good mix of annual legumes in the 
pasture is critical. Heavy grazing especially 
in autumn opens the stand up and allows 
the annuals a chance to germinate. If the 
kikuyu is not grazed heavily enough it will 
choke out the sub clovers. 

Morgan’s main focus is to increase 

FAST FACTS
l ��Trials by EverGraze have shown 

that stocking rates under combined 
kikuyu and sub clover pasture could 
be increased by 60 per cent when 
compared against annual sub clover 
based pastures (which are the 
dominant pastures in WA).

l ��Morgan and Debbie Sounness from 
Wellstead near Albany, WA use 
kikuyu to provide the base level 
nutrition for their superfine Merinos.

l ��Kikuyu prevents wind erosion on 
their sandy paddocks.

Superfine wool  
on kikuyu in WA

EverGraze Proof Sites have 
demonstrated that, by putting the 
EverGraze principle of ‘Right Plant, Right 
Place, Right Purpose, Right Management’ 
into action, increases of up to 50 per 
cent in profitability can be achieved while 
improving environmental management.

EverGraze is a national research and 
extension partnership between AWI, the 
Future Farm Industries CRC and Meat & 
Livestock Australia. 

It has been running for the past six 
years and aims to deliver more profitable 
livestock systems and improved 
catchment health from perennial pasture 

systems within the high rainfall zone of 
southern Australia.

The next phase of the program 
focuses on education and extension of 
the on-farm messages to producers.

AWI has committed additional 
funding of $231,150 to ensure more 
woolgrowers have access to the tools 
and resources from EverGraze. 

More information:
l �www.evergraze.com.au
l  Kate Sargeant, EverGraze Project 

Leader, 03 5761 1598, Kate.Sargeant@
dpi.vic.gov.au

Kikuyu at Morgan’s 

Sounness’s property, 

showing the root system.
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staple strength and maintain a fine 
micron to get a premium for his wool in 
Newcastle. He has a goal to achieve $1000 
per hectare from his kikuyu with minimum 
supplementary feeding. Morgan says: “I 
like to give some mineral supplements and 
I also feed out oats and hay, but I run my 
kikuyu hard with a long term average of 
15-20 DSE/ha on an average rainfall. When 
it is a wet year, that stocking rate may go 
up to 25 DSE/ha. This compares with our 
annual pastures at about 7 DSE/ha.”

SUMMARY
Morgan’s system has developed steadily 
over a period of nearly 20 years. He 
uses his kikuyu to provide the base level 
nutrition for his superfine Merinos and in 
doing so has taken advantage of one of 
the greatest assets of kikuyu: the ability 
to provide maintenance feed for a large 
proportion of the year. 

The kikuyu has increased the stocking 
rate on those paddocks dramatically. 
However, it has also helped to control 
serious degradation issues on the farm. 
Wind erosion on these paddocks has 
essentially been eliminated and the 
waterlogging that caused many problems 
has now become an asset due to the 
high waterlogging tolerance of kikuyu. 
Recharge into groundwater has also been 
substantially reduced due to the very 
deep root system kikuyu possesses and 
its high water use. 

More information:
l �Morgan Sounness, Tamgaree Pastoral Co 

Kikuyu, www.tamgaree-kikuyu.com.au,
    08 9847 1057, tamgaree@bigpond.com
l �EverGraze factsheet:  

“Growing and using Kikuyu in WA” 
(available in PDF on the EverGraze 
website www.evergraze.com.au).
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l �DAFWA booklet “Evaluating Perennial Pastures. A case by case study of Perennial Pasture 
use in the South Coast Region of Western Australia  
(available in PDF on the DAFWA website www.agric.wa.gov.au).

Woolgrower Morgan 

Sounness with a section of 

sandy earth dug from his 

property east of Albany, WA.
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Sheep producers in the Kyneton district 
in central Victoria have been keenly 

following the results of local pasture trials 
evaluating a range of perennial pasture 
varieties including more aluminium tolerant 
varieties of phalaris.

The perennial pasture trials have been 
supported by the EverGraze project and are 
being co-ordinated by Mackinnon Group 
consultant Lisa Warn. The trials are located 
on the property of Michael and Bernadette 
O’Sullivan of ‘Theadon’, Pastoria. 

Michael runs sheep and beef 
enterprises. The property is located in the 
granite hills in central Victoria and receives 
around 700mm average annual rainfall. 
Soil fertility is around target levels in most 
improved paddocks due to the good 
history of superphosphate applications. 
Potash is also applied where necessary. The 
average stocking rate is 13 DSE/ha.

Winters are very cold in this 

environment, resulting in low pasture 
growth rates. The local producer group 
has been exploring ways to boost winter 
feed supply through the use of more 
winter-active perennial species, rotational 
grazing and tactical use of urea. Their 
other aim is to incorporate summer-active 
species into pastures on parts of their 
farms to provide high quality feed to help 
finish young stock.

Apart from the cold winters, there 
are several other challenges to managing 
this granite country. Soils are acidic and 
tend to have high aluminium levels in the 
topsoil and subsoil. The light sandy soils 
are prone to nutrient leaching and erosion, 
and the long growing season and high 
rainfall make it the ideal environment for 
bent grass to invade pastures.

Winter-active perennial options in the 
district have been traditionally perennial 
ryegrass and cocksfoot. Consultant Lisa 
Warn says many of the local producers 
are keen to make more use of phalaris on 
their farms but the concern about whether 
it would persist with the high sub-soil 
aluminium has been a barrier. 

“Landmaster phalaris has improved 
tolerance to aluminium compared to older 
phalaris cultivars but the real hope is that 
the new Advanced AT will cope with up to 
30 per cent aluminium (as a percentage of 
the cation exchange),” Lisa says. 

“These cultivars are being assessed 
in paddock scale demonstrations and in 
a small replicated experiment at Pastoria. 
Michael Joss, from Seedmark, is managing 
the experimental component which 
is providing comparative dry matter 

production and persistence data for a range 
of perennial grass species and varieties.”

Producer Michael O’Sullivan says he is 
impressed with phalaris. 

“I think phalaris is a very valuable grass 
due to its persistence in dry times and 
ability to hold light granite soils with its 
dense root mass,” Michael says. 

“I would like to get more phalaris 
established on the property, but wasn’t 
sure it would persist with our high 
aluminium levels. 

“We have been liming paddocks over 
the years so the pH and aluminium is no 
longer a problem in the surface soil but 
we still have high aluminum levels down at 
30-40 cm. In the paddock where I sowed 
the phalaris, the topsoil pH(CaCl2) was 5.4 
with no aluminium whereas the subsoil was 
only pH 4.3 with 25 per cent aluminum. 

“It is still early days, but I am very 
impressed with the amount of production 
we have got off the Landmaster and the 
Advanced AT phalaris compared to the 
Banquet II perennial ryegrass paddock we 
sowed at the same time.”

The paddocks were sown in spring 2010 
after a bent grass control program in the 
preceding two years involving spraying 
with glyphosate, a crop of Winter Star 
Italian ryegrass and then Winfred rape.  

The newly sown pastures were first 
grazed in March 2011 and have been 
rotationally grazed, with grazing days 
being recorded. 

“The phalaris has been outstanding, 
carrying 17 DSE/ha in its first year (2011). 
The Banquet II ryegrass carried a total 
of 11 DSE/ha,” Lisa says. “The phalaris 
provided 20 per cent more grazing days in 
winter compared with the ryegrass. With 
production like this, it will only take 4-5 
years for Michael’s investment in pasture 
establishment to reach the break-even 
point – that is, when it becomes more 
profitable than the unimproved pastures.”

Funding for this work has been 
provided by the Central Highlands 
Agribusiness Forum (CHAF) via a grant 
from Caring for our Country. The work 
is supported by Mackinnon, Seedmark, 
Victoria DPI, Future Farm Industries CRC, 
MLA and AWI. 

More information:  
Lisa Warn, l.warn@unimelb.edu.au

New phalaris for acid soils

FAST FACTS
l �An EverGraze Supporting Site in 

Central Victoria is trialling perennial 
pastures and the establishment of 
phalaris on high acid/aluminium soils.

l ��EverGraze Supporting Sites are 
demonstrating how the ‘Right Plant, 
Right Place, Right Purpose, Right 
Management’ principle can be 
applied in local environments.

l ��An investment in productive new 
phalaris will potentially provide pay 
back on that investment after only 
4-5 years.

Producers inspect perennial grass trial at Pastoria, Victoria.


