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Perennial pastures filling the feed gap over summer
If I said that this year BCG was able to grow a 13.6 tonne per hectare pasture stand in the Mallee would you believe me? Well we were, at a subtropical pasture variety trial at Hopetoun. The purpose of this trial was to investigate suitable pasture species for the Mallee environment to help fill the livestock feed gap between February and May. Seven pasture species were sown at two rates (3kg/ha and 6kg/ha) on the 10th November, 2006. The pasture species were monitored until July 2007 and observations were recorded. The soil type at the site is a sandy loam with clay at depth and moderate subsoil constraints.
At the conclusion of the trial, vegetative cuts were taken to determine dry matter yield.  The three highest yielding varieties were:
· Petri - 13.6 t/ha (sown at 3kg/ha) 
· Gatton - 8.4t/ha (sown at 3kg/ha) 
· Strickland - 5t/ha (sown at 6kg/ha) 
Past trials have shown that Petri can grow in areas down to 550mm of rainfall per annum while Gatton prefers annual rainfall between 750-1250 mm per annum. BCG’s initial trial results are indicating that the timing of rainfall events is more important than annual rainfall. Perennial pastures become dormant over winter (with the onset of frost events) and regenerate in spring once moist soil reach temperatures of 18 degrees Celsius or greater in the top 10 centimetres. Pasture dormancy over the winter months ensures that moisture can be stored in the soil profile until they regenerate in spring. 

In 2008, the pasture species in this trial will be tested for their responsiveness to grazing. Prior to being grazed, feed tests will be conducted to ascertain their nutritive value for live weight gain. Feed tests will also give us an indication of the usefulness of perennial pastures for hay or silage production.
Rainfall at the start of this year was very conducive to perennial pasture growth and establishment (6 rainfall events greater than 10mm from January to March). The probability of replicating the aforementioned yields this coming summer is uncertain; however considering that in the summer of 2005/06 rainfall was significantly above the long term average maybe perennial pastures will be a viable feed option for the Mallee into the future. Full results of the Perennial Profit in the Mallee Wimmera project will be published in BCG’s Annual Crop and Pasture production manual published in February 2008. More details on the project are available from BCG’s website (www.bcg.org.au). 
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