
Guide:

Grazing for soil health



Key points

Defoliation trial
Pasture ecologist Judi Earl (Agricultural Information
and Monitoring Services) has spent many years
working with graziers to improve their soil health with
grazing land management strategies. Judi conducted
a trial to demonstrate how grazing pressure
influences pasture and their root production or loss.
Soils without live roots create a soil without pathways
for water filtration and microbiological activity,
creating a hard soil surface, poor ground cover and
degrading the land condition.

Over a 12-month period, grasses that were planted in
pots were cut at different intervals to a height of 3 cm
(uncut, 2, 4 and 8 weeks). Cutting replicated the
effect of gazing interval and the effect it has on your
paddock biomass (production).

Continuous livestock grazing reduces
grass biomass and can create patchy
vegetation and bare soils.

Minimising runoff and erosion saves valuable topsoil from being lost, which helps to retain
the soil nutrients and organic matter that are needed when growing plants to feed
livestock.

When paddock condition degrades, it also degrades its plant root system which is just as
important for the growth of plants. These roots break the soil up, creating spaces for
storing water and air to make the nutrients accessible to plants through their roots.

They also build soil carbon, which provides food for microorganisms and retains nutrients
and moisture. 

Ground cover is critical for the grazing
enterprise as it plays a large role in
reducing runoff and soil erosion.

Figure 1: Pasture root development as affected by cutting
interval
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Results
Most species cut at 8-weekly intervals
produced more biomass over the 12-month
period than when more frequently cut (Graph 1).

Species cut at 2-week intervals had half the
root biomass of those cut at 4 weekly intervals,
which had half the root biomass of those cut at
8 weekly intervals (Graph 2 and Figure 1). 

Uncut plants had greatest root biomass – with
similar results across all species (Graph 2 and
Figure 1). 

Most of the plants of the undesirable species
(wiregrass) in the trial did not tolerate being cut
frequently and died. Under paddock conditions
these species are not grazed, therefore they
increase in number.

Frequent grazing of grasses, which occurs
under set stocking situations, has as much
negative impact on plant root biomass as it
does on pasture forage production. Reduced
root biomass increases the plants vulnerability
to overgrazing and moisture stress and limits
the capacity of the plant to access moisture and
nutrients. It also limits soil biological activity,
physical characteristics, carbon and nutrient
cycling.

Graph 1: Pasture production from various species as affected by cutting interval

Graph 2: Pasture production from various species as affected by cutting interval


