
Integrated system provides 
climate buffer
The highly variable seasons of 

recent years have prompted 
Woomargama Station 

manager, Chris mirams to scrutinise 
his feedbase. the result has been an 
appreciation of the true value of his 
native pastures and the development 
of an integrated pasture system that 
matches species to landscape under a 
well managed grazing strategy.

“Historically our long-term average rainfall 
is a fairly reliable 750 mm, but during the 
eight years of drought the average rainfall 
was 600 mm. the past three years have been 
extraordinarily variable — in 2009 we had 
520 mm and in 2010 we had 1120 mm,” 
Chris said.  

“the challenge has been to develop 
a farming system that copes with this 
variation and makes the most of any rainfall, 
regardless of when it falls.  

the answer lies in an integrated, productive 
and permanent pasture system and sound, 
evidence-based decision making.

Situation snapshot
We are faced with highly variable soils 
across our landscape. about one third of the 
property is arable and we maintain well-
fertilised, improved pasture species. 

more than half the property is steep, with 
relatively infertile shallow soils, which 
maintain various amounts of native pasture 
and natural timber.  

about 10 per cent of the property has been 
planted to interconnecting tree plantations, 
particularly along creek lines, gullies and in 
fragile areas.

Managing for potential
During the late 1980s a whole farm plan was 
prepared, which has been the blue print for 
much of the property development. most of 
the property has now been subdivided into 
land classifi cations and we manage each 
paddock to its potential.

During the early 1990s our grazing system 
(both improved and native pastures) centred 
predominately around spring growth and set 
stocking. the improved country made up 
35 per cent of the country and carried 80 per 
cent of the stock. 

our native areas carried mainly dry stock, at 
2–4 Dse. the pastures were managed poorly, 
the stock did not do particularly well and the 
area contributed little. 

With low stocking rates and poor pasture 
utilisation we usually had plenty of residual 
spring feed to get us through the summer and 
autumn, supplemented with hay until the 

following spring — we would curse summer 
rain, as it destroyed the dry standing feed. 

During the mid 1990s we increased stocking 
rates signifi cantly and changed from autumn 
to spring lambing and calving providing more 
mouths to consume feed as it grew. 

Matching pasture with livestock
matching pasture availability to lactation 
is highly desirable, however our summer 
and autumn periods became much tougher, 
particularly for the weaners. 

We were reluctant to supplementary feed — 
we needed a pasture system that grew grass 
all year round.

our immediate initiative was to sow hundreds 
of hectares to a wide range of species with 
varying growth habit, including phalaris, 
cocksfoot, lucerne, chicory, plantain, winter 
and summer fescues, perennial ryegrass, 
white clover — the list goes on. 

Chris Mirams (pictured) has developed a fl exible and resilient pasture system that integrates 
native (pictured) and improved species to match pasture growth and livestock requirements 
year round. (Photos: Gill Fry)

Case study:  Chris mirams

Location:  Holbrook, nsW

Property size:  2700 ha

Mean annual rainfall:  750 mm (with great variation)

Soils:  alluvial and heavy clay flats running up to steep shale

Enterprises:  fine wool merinos (10,000 hd) and beef cattle (1000 hd)

farm info.

  750 mm (with great variation)
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• Integrating improved and native 
pastures offers fl exibility and 
resilience in livestock systems.

• Matching pastures species to 
the landscape yields long-term 
increases in production and 
persistence.

• Timely fertiliser management 
supports both introduced and 
native species and promotes 
desirable species throughout 
the year.

key points
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phalaris heavily, while the native pastures 
enjoy a rest. 

During summer, when the phalaris is 
dormant, the summer-active natives earn 
their keep. Our rotations are flexible and we 
focus on what is happening in the paddocks 
rather than adhere to strict rules.

We now manage a suite of drought-tolerant, 
productive and perennial grass pastures, 
which respond to rainfall all year round. 

Right species — right purpose
phalaris and sub clover pastures are the 
backbone of our system, providing the bulk 
of our high-quality feed, but our native 
pastures now play a key role. 

the limited area of lucerne makes it 
challenging to manage a large number of 
lambs through summer and autumn and our 
flock structure reflects this.

Our wethers provide the flexibility to destock 
quickly in tight times, even though they 
don’t match the pasture growth curve well 
— they reduce the cost of production for our 
wool enterprise. 

perennial ryegrass helps fatten steers, 
provides high-quality feed for lambs and 
fills the silage pits. However, these pastures 
are short lived (and expensive) under our 
conditions and are limited to small areas of 
our best country.  

superphosphate to stimulate clover growth, 
which provides nitrogen that feeds both the 
native and annual grasses improving pasture 
yield and quality. 

We initially stocked the area with 4000 
wethers, but found prolonged periods of 
low protein and low digestibility impacted 
on wool quality and livestock condition 
regardless of the amount of food on offer. 

We tried all sorts of supplementary remedies 
for this, including licks, blocks and lupins — 
they proved expensive and unsatisfactory.

eventually we came up with the simple 
solution of integrating improved and native 
country in the same rotation, with the aim of 
lifting the average quality of the feed intake.

We now have three grazing blocks, one 
for the ewes, one for wethers and one for 
cattle — each block includes 15 to 20 existing 
paddocks, some improved pasture and some 
native pasture. 

the native pastures are an ideal low-cost 
environment for running adult cattle and the 
hill country helps prevent calving problems. 

the improved pastures come into play to 
get the cows to the right weight for joining. 
Calves are weaned onto the best pastures 
with maximum growth rates for steers until 
they are sold during December at about  
440 kg. We run heifers on improved pasture 
until the start of their third trimester (may) 
when we put them up into the hills to 
maintain bodyweight and control further 
foetal growth.

for much of the year it is a continuous 
rotation, however, during spring we graze the 

We undertook a major liming program, 
initially applying lime to the surface and 
direct drilling an acid-tolerant species, with 
the aim of sowing phalaris after the lime 
moved down through the soil profile. 

this worked well and more than 200 hectares 
was renovated each year, typically doubling 
the carrying capacity.

We fertilised the improved pastures annually, 
aiming to build the phosphorus levels to  
>30 pp (Colwell). We then apply an annual 
maintenance rate of 0.8 kg of phosphorus per 
Dse. Carrying capacity currently ranges from  
14 to 20 Dse across the improved pastures, 
with typical superphosphate rates of 130 to 
180 kg/ha per year.

Despite a move to rotational grazing and the 
practice of destocking into sacrifice paddocks 
in tough times, during the course of the 
drought hundreds of hectares of cocksfoot, 
fescues, chicory, plantain and perennial rye 
withered and died.

We have discovered there are really only three 
permanent (perennial) pasture combinations 
for our system — phalaris and sub clover, 
native grasses and a bit of lucerne. We also 
realise how important perennial pasture is and 
how costly non-permanent pasture can be.

Native potential realised
While we focused on sowing the latest 
cultivar, we were distracted from using 
what we now know to be one of our great 
resources — our native grasses. 

The main beneficial grasses are wallaby 
grass (Austrodanthonia spp.), weeping 
grass (Microlaena stipoides) and red grass 
(Bothriochloa macra). We applied 80 kg of 

future farm

• Chris mirams
 E: woostat@bigpond.com
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By Kate Sargeant, DPI Victoria

• The key feature of Chris’ system is 
his use of different pasture types 
and landscapes across the farm for 
his different livestock systems. 

Woomargama Station has three main 
pasture types distributed across the most 
appropriate landscapes — native pastures 
and sub clover on steep hill country, 
phalaris and sub-clover on undulating 
country, and high-performance 
pasture (lucerne, short-term ryegrass 
and brassicas) on the alluvial flats. 
interconnected tree lots meet aesthetic 
and environmental objectives.

each livestock enterprise is allocated 
blocks or cells of a combination of 
native and improved pastures, which 
are rotationally grazed and rested at 
strategic times to meet both livestock 
nutritional demands (especially to 
maximise reproductive performance) 
and pasture production and persistence 
targets. the high-performance pastures 

are reserved for growing stock, allowing 
Chris to run self-replacing and finishing 
enterprises.  

Holbrook Proof Site
at the Holbrook proof site, production 
targets were met by strategically grazing 
phalaris and sub clover and fertilised 
native and sub clover pastures in an 
‘integrated’ management system. this 
system was significantly more profitable 
(in most price scenarios) than running 
separate flocks of ewes and lambs on 
phalaris and sub clover and wethers on 
fertilised native and sub clover pastures.

modest phosphorus applications are 
important to maintain a sub-clover 
population and feed quality in the native 
pastures, meeting nutritional targets 
of the ewe/lamb enterprise. Running a 
single flock of ewes and lambs was also 
important to increase grazing pressure 
when needed during spring growth on 
the native pastures and keep the annual 

component (stimulated by the fertiliser) 
under control.

reducing stocking rates at the end of spring, 
by selling store lambs in the proof site 
system, meant grazing could be restricted 
to the phalaris, allowing the native pastures 
to set seed. the subsequent increase in 
feed during summer allowed for grazing of 
the native pastures during autumn or early 
winter. this approach allows a feed wedge 
to be developed on the phalaris. in Chris’ 
system, this same objective is met using 
the high-performance pastures for finishing 
growing stock.

• Kate is the National EverGraze Project 
Leader, based at DPI Victoria in Benalla.
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