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Kikuyu holds it all together

F 
arming on a coastal sandplain 

in Western Australia can have 

its challenges, but kikuyu is 

helping provide some solutions, as 

Catriona Nicholls found out when she 

spoke with Erica Ayers.

“My partner Phil and I have been farming for 

the past seven years on my family property 

near Esperance, WA,” Erica said.

“During this time we have increased the 

existing 50 ha of kikuyu to about 250 ha in 

varying stages of establishment. We try to sow 

a new paddock of kikuyu in most years.  

Compared with other perennial pastures, 

kikuyu offers better summer production under 

set stocking and no matter how hard we graze 

our established paddocks, it comes back.

Keeping groundcover year-round is critical 

with the coastal soils and kikuyu has proven 

an important tool against wind erosion.

Not only does it provide groundcover and a 

source of quality feed, but it also provides 

immediate growth and response to out-of-

season rainfall, extending the growing season 

quite substantially.  It will grow right through 

the year, using any summer rainfall, and if we 

get a false break it just keeps growing.

Establishment success

In terms of establishment, weed management 

leading up to sowing is particularly important.  

Spring rainfall in the year of establishment 

is critical and this has been an issue during 

recent years, with particularly dry summers.

Our strategy to manage this as much as 

possible is to sow the kikuyu as early as we 

can during spring — towards the end of August 

or early September.  

To reduce weed competition during 

establishment we typically carry out two 

then immediately pre-sowing.

Depending on the paddock and the season 
we may carry out a follow-up post-emergent 
weed control spray if needs be.  

Grasshopper control is another challenge in 
our area during establishment. In many years 
we have to spray two or three times during 

subsequent years we will sometimes spray 
grasshoppers to maximise production, but it 
isn’t necessary for pasture survival.

Because the grass seed is so small, it needs a 
carrier at sowing. We typically sow our kikuyu 
at about one kilogram per hectare, with a 
low rate (10-20 kg/ha) of barley or oats.  
This cover crop provides groundcover while 
the kikuyu establishes and offers a grazing 
opportunity during October–November.  

Grazing the cereal at this time also reduces 
competition for the establishing pasture.

We use cattle to graze the cereal as they 
don’t graze as close to the ground as the 
sheep, which can uproot the establishing 
kikuyu seedlings.

The cattle might be on the paddock for 
about a week or 10 days depending on stock 
numbers and the paddock.

Grazing management

In terms of overall grazing management after 

establishment, it really depends on the year 

weeds will come through the kikuyu and we 

may use stock to manage weeds.

In a dry year we potentially wouldn’t graze 

a new pasture at all until March or April and 

then only lightly.  

The key to grazing a new kikuyu pasture is 

that it needs to be fairly stable in the ground 

before putting stock on.  

We never supplementary feed on our new 

kikuyu paddocks — we put the stock in to 

graze and then we pull them out.  

If you damage the runners as the pasture 

is establishing it will slow down growth 

kikuyu is very hardy.

As good as it is, kikuyu is not a total grazing 

solution — it does slow down annual pastures 

coming through the sward.  Annual pastures 

are really important as part of our system, but 
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  Weed risk note:  An environmental weed risk management guide has been prepared for kikuyu. It is available on the FFI CRC website at: 
 www.futurefarmonline.com.au/_literature_70121/Kikuyu_Fact_Sheet

Kikuyu provides year-round 
groundcover on fragile sandy 
coastal soils.

Weed and insect (grasshopper) 
control is critical for establishing 
kikuyu successfully.

Sowing with a cover crop, such 
as barley or oats, provides 
groundcover while the pasture 
establishes. It also offers a late 
spring–summer grazing option.
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or three month rest over summer on annual 

pasture paddocks to call them clean, with 

kikuyu you need a much longer period.

Invasive intentions

In terms of its invasive nature, kikuyu 

certainly invades other areas and we are 

starting to see it in paddocks in which it 

hasn’t been sown. 

moment, but I think potentially it would be 

a downside if we wanted to crop into it — it 

could be very competitive and hard to slow.  

We are working on getting the annuals within 

the kikuyu working better.  Last year we 

planted lupins into a kikuyu paddock and were 

pleased with the results. It was an opportunity 

to clean up some of the silver grass and then 

resow with clover and ryegrass.  

during the past few dry years, the annual 

pasture seed bank has reduced. 

they are certainly slower coming through at 
the start of the season. Legumes for nitrogen 
production in the kikuyu pasture are ideal. 

I think a total farm area of 50% kikuyu would 
be our goal, relying on annual pastures such as 
ryegrass and clover for winter feed.

On a year-round basis our kikuyu allows us a 
stocking rate increase of about 25% on annual 
pasture alone, but this varies with seasons.

We are moving from set stocking to rotational 
grazing with our kikuyu, dividing paddocks 
and improving pasture production through 
management.

Recent trial data in the EverGraze project 
comparing grazing days between kikuyu and 

25% increase in stocking rate on the kikuyu.  

During summer we tend to use the kikuyu for 
weaner cattle and sheep who get preferential 
feeding at this time.

We do have worm control issues with sheep 
on the kikuyu. Where you may look to a two 

To date kikuyu is our best perennial option 
for our environment and livestock system, 
although a 10 ha lucerne paddock also 
shows  potential in terms of production, 

feed gap.” 

EverGraze — More livestock from 
perennials
research and delivery partnership. 

www.evergraze.com.au
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By Ronald Master, DAFWA

 Table 1  Average DSE and grazing days 

Grazing 2008 Grazing 2009 Grazing 2010

Summer–
autumn

Winter–
spring

Summer–
autumn

Winter–
spring

Summer–
autumn

DSE Grazing
days

DSE Grazing
days

DSE Grazing
days

DSE Grazing
days

DSE Grazing
days

Kikuyu 17 3113 9 1630 9.5 1732 10 1775 8.5 1554

Annuals 4 678 16 2991 7 1333 7 1339 3 623

 Table 2  Supplementary feeding for kikuyu 
and annual paddock Dec 2007–June 2010 

Pasture 
type

Barley 
(kg)

Lupins 
(kg)

Hay rolls 
(500 kg rolls)

Kikuyu 24,100 7680 48

Annuals 15,325 960 27
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The key aims for establishing 
kikuyu on Erica and Phil’s property 
was to provide more out-of-season 
feed and stabilise the paddock. The 
kikuyu achieved both aims however 
the story was not that simple. 

stocking rate throughout 2008, 2009 and 
2010 (see Table 1). The supplementary 
feeding data though for the two paddocks 
tells a different story (see Table 2).

While the kikuyu used far more lupins, 
barley and hay than the annual pasture, 
this occurred during 2008 and early 
2010, and no supplementary feeding was 
required on the kikuyu during 2009.

As it turned out, 2008 was a particularly 

feed early in the season. The annual 
paddocks were starting to bare off and 
become susceptible to erosion, so the 
kikuyu was essentially used as a feedlot.

It was stocked for nearly two and half 
months with almost all of the feed going 
on to the kikuyu during this extended 
grazing period.

Using the kikuyu like this reduced grazing 
pressure on the annual paddocks, limiting 

allowing the annuals time to recover.

Amazingly, despite the heavy stocking 
rates of between 21 and 37DSE/ha for the 
two and a half month period, the kikuyu 
did not blow and remained stable. This 
was repeated during summer–autumn 
2010. The paddock was grazed for more 
than four months and again used as a 
green feedlot for 613 weaned lambs plus 
cattle and dry ewes at various periods. 
There was no erosion and the deferred 
grazing allowed the annual paddocks to 
get ahead of the stock.

The ability of kikuyu to stabilise soil and 
support high stocking rates makes it one 
of the most valuable perennial plants for 
the south coast region of WA.

A combination of rhizomes and stolons 
give the plant the ability to regenerate 
across the entire paddock even when it 
has been grazed right back to the runners. 
This is a bit of a double-edged sword 
because of its unusual growth habit kikuyu 
can form dense mats. These can become 

so thick they smother annual legumes trying 
to germinate. This could lead to winter feed 
gaps due to the summer growth pattern of 
kikuyu. Management is the key. 

Heavy grazing towards the end of summer 
is crucial to open up the stand. This allows 
annual clovers and grasses to germinate, 
increasing winter production.

Some producers are experimenting with 
overcropping into kikuyu at strategic times, 
like autumn. Some are using oats and ryegrass 
while others like Phil and Erica are using 
lupins, which is a fairly innovative approach. 
Lupins are a fantastic strategy in a kikuyu 
pasture as it provides both high-quality 
legume grain for the stock and nitrogen for 
the pasture. 

beef and farming systems program 
and has been involved with perennial 
pastures for the past 10 years.
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