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Tropical grass pastures 
have it covered

T
ropical perennial grasses 

have allowed the Bowman 

family, in northern New South 

Wales to boost cattle numbers, while 

improving the condition of their soils.  

Tom Bowman recently shared the 

tricks to this successful outcome with 

Catriona Nicholls.

“We started investing in tropical perennial 
grasses four years ago after seeing the 
positive impacts they have had on other local 
properties,” Tom said.

“After conventional cropping during the 
1980s, our production system is now focused 
on cattle production and before the tropical 
perennial grasses we relied on a combination 
of lucerne, native pastures and winter 
grazing oats.

While the lucerne provides some green feed 
during summer, groundcover is an issue, with 

compaction between plants and resulting in 
soil erosion from summer storms. 

Our main aim in introducing the tropical 
grasses was to improve groundcover and 
reduce this erosion.

We direct drilled 40 hectares of undulating 
hill country down to a locally-recommended 
mix of Premier digit grass (Digitaria eriantha 
ssp. Eriantha), Katambora Rhodes grass 
(Chloris gayana), Bambatsi panic (Panicum 
coloratum var. makarikariense) and Gatton 
panic ( ) during early 
November 2007.

Following this we had a couple of heavy 
summer storms providing about 50–75 mm of 
rainfall each.  

I thought the seed would be washed away, 
but two months later it was all up and we had weaners grazing the new pasture by the 

second week of February.

Our 600 weaners continued to graze the 

paddock from March through to April — this is 

a real bonus for us as autumn is a feed gap.

Getting established

establish more country to tropical perennial 

grasses each year.  

The key to success is to make sure your 

paddocks are weed-free before you start.

We establish our tropical perennials onto 

paddocks that have had at least two years 

of grazing oats and we control weeds 

throughout the crop and fallow periods.

We aim for a plant density of about 10 plants 

per square metre.

Post establishment we continue to invest 

in the pasture base through soil fertility to 

support maximum growth.

We soil test each paddock and apply nitrogen 

and trace elements as needed.  

The cost of soil testing to determine 

appropriate fertiliser rates is nothing 

compared with cost of fertiliser — testing 

allows us to supply only what is needed.

The growth potential is spectacular, both 

with and without the summer rainfall, and 

the challenge is to ensure there are enough 

mouths to keep the pasture under control.

To this end, effective grazing management 

requires small paddocks and high stocking 

rates to maintain the tropical grasses at the 

leafy growth stage during periods of peak 

growth.

Tropical perennial grasses 
provide a productive, high-
quality pasture option during 
warmer months.

Rapid growth rates where soil 
moisture and fertility are high 
require tactical rotational 
grazing at high stocking rates 
to maintain pasture quality.

Production can extend into 

common to many northern 
NSW grazing systems.

key points

Case study: Tom Bowman

Location:  Barraba, NSW

Property size:  2700 ha

Mean annual rainfall:  700–750 mm

Soils:   Basalt clay

Enterprises:  Beef cattle (spring calving enterprise and 
opportunistic trade cattle)

farm info.
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However by maximising the energy and 

protein of the pasture through fertiliser and 

careful grazing management, we have been 

able to achieve growth rates of about 

1.5 kg/hd/day. 

We have had a mob of steers that 

increased from an average weight of 400 kg 

to 480 kg after 50 days grazing perennial 

tropical grasses.

gap for our weaners.  The native pastures 

only provide low-quality fodder during 

autumn, which is unsuitable for weaners. 

With well-planned grazing, the tropical 

grasses provide suitable feed right through 

late summer–autumn until oats are available 

for winter fodder.

Up until now we have only had enough 

tropical grass pasture for trade stock and 

weaners, but as we establish more we will 

paddocks.”  

A series of fact sheets on tropical 
perennial grasses has been 
produced by NSW DPI and FFI CRC. 
They are available online at: 
www.futurefarmonline.com.au/
research/future-livestock-production/
tropical-grasses.htm

We have divided paddocks into blocks of 10 to 

15 ha using single wire electric fencing, with 

watering points supplied to each paddock. 

wire, but we achieve longer and better 

grazing than we did under lucerne and the 

results are worth the investment.  

During the warmer months (November–

February), when the tropical perennial 

grasses are actively growing, we stock at a 

density of about 250 steers to 10 ha, moving 

this period of rapid pasture growth we bought 

in trade steers during spring and fattened 

them over summer. 

The key is to know the appropriate length of 

time the pasture will need to recover before 

the next grazing — this varies according to 

temperature and soil moisture. 

We generally move stock when there are 

1200 to 1500 kg DM/ha left in the paddock 

and ideally place them into each new 

paddock before stem elongation commences.

the leafy growth stage as large stock numbers 

and strict rotational grazing are required.  

Tom Bowman

 M: 0428 663 234
 E: bigtombowman@hotmail.com

contact
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By Bob McGufficke, DPI NSW

Interest in tropical perennial 
grasses in northern NSW has grown 
during the past 10 years.  Estimates 
from commercial seed sales suggest 
that more than 250,000 ha have 
been sown in the past three years. 

This has greatly improved the pasture 
feedbase in this area, providing increased 
options for producers during the warmer 
months.

Tropical perennial grasses are drought 
tolerant and can produce up to 20 t/ha 
of dry matter (DM) in a growing season.  
They also have a role in providing 
persistent perennial species in the 
landscape and year-round high levels of 
ground cover if well managed. 

with native perennial grasses.  In trials 
in the Tamworth region, Premier digit 
grass (Digitaria eriantha) produced 
almost 30 kg DM/ha for each millimetre 
of water used.

As indicated by Tom, adequate soil 

nutrition is essential for these grasses to 

achieve optimum growth and quality for 

animal production.  

Given adequate moisture, tropical 

perennial grasses respond to increased 

nitrogen and, as a rule of thumb, can 

produce an additional 100 kg DM/ha in 

the growing season for every kg/ha of 

nitrogen applied.

One of the biggest challenges, due to 

their rapid growth, is to maintain high 

feed quality.  This can be achieved 

through good plant nutrition and 

appropriate grazing management 

strategies. 

Plant nutrition can be improved with 

fertiliser to raise soil phosphorus, sulphur 

and nitrogen to a productive level for 

tropical perennial grasses, and replace 

these nutrients (particularly nitrogen) 

when required. 

  Bob McGufficke  
District Agronomist, DPI NSW

 T: (02) 6722 1388  
 E: bob.mcgufficke@industry.nsw.gov.au 

contact

Well-managed legumes can also supply 
much of the nitrogen required by these 
grasses.

With adequate soil moisture and fertility, 
and warm summer conditions, tropical 
perennial grasses grow rapidly and require 
regular grazing at high stocking densities 
to maintain the high quality, leafy 
pastures required for maximum livestock 
production.

agronomist at Inverell on the 
northern slopes and tablelands of 
New South Wales.

High stocking rates and regular rotation 
help maintain the feed quality of Tom’s 


