
Adrian Richardson spent years 
implementing a farm plan on his 

north Katanning property before seeding 
his first saltland pastures in 2005.

He wanted to start bringing all paddocks 
on a 600ha block back to full production 
before thinking of growing pasture species 
on salt-affected areas.

“You have got to protect the land first for it to 
be successful,” Mr Richardson said.

“It would have been a waste of money doing 
it the other way around.”

Mr Richardson, who farms a total of 
740ha with wife Jill, produces mainly 
merino sheep, as well as grain, in a 
425mm rainfall zone.

He said the main benefit of the recently 
established saltland pasture was to make 
productive use of water.

Mr Richardson’s farm, which he bought 
24 years ago, was cleared of white gum, 
jam, sheoak and mallet vegetation in the 
late 1800s.

Low-lying land on the property, 
comprising light sandy loams over clay, 
started becoming saline about 50 years 
ago and cropping there was gradually 
reduced.

“You have got to protect the land first 
for it to be successful”
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Fifteen years ago, the worst-
affected land comprised some 
bare salt scald and areas of 
barley grass “going off”.

The pH of the soil of the salt-
affected land was 4.7, the 
ground water salinity more than 
2000 millisiemens per metre 
(mS/m) (seawater is 6000mS/m) 
and the water table up to 0.75 
to 1.5m below the surface.

In 1989, Mr Richardson seeded 
the area of bare salt scald with a 
shotgun mix of saltbush species, 
as well as Acacia saligna.

Then in 2005 and 2007, Mr 
Richardson took advantage of 
wet conditions to seed saltland 
pastures on two 15ha low-lying 
sites, comprising mainly barley 
grass.

“In September, the sites were 
grazed very heavily and then left 
for a week to freshen them up,” Mr 
Richardson said.

Glyphosate was applied at  
1.5L/ha and a week later he 
ripped up and scarified the soil, 
then worked it back with an 
old conventional combine with 
finger harrows.

At seeding, Agflow was applied 
at 200kg/ha, and the 2005 site 
also received a top-dressing of 
potash at 100kg/ha.

“I harrowed it with heavy harrows 
before using an air seeder with 
knife points and press wheels to 
drop the seed right on top and use 
the press wheels to press it on to 
the ground,” Mr Richardson said.

In 2005, Mr Richardson seeded 
Callide rhodes grass at  
1.3kg/ha, Splenda setaria at 
1.7kg/ha, bambatsi panic at 
1.7kg/ha and tall wheat grass at 
4kg/ha.

The pasture varieties seeded on 
the 15ha site in 2007 included 
the grasses, except for tall 
wheat grass which he could not 
obtain, at a combined seeding 
rate of 4.7kg/ha, as well as old 
man, wavy leaf and creeping 
saltbush sown at a combined 
rate of 2.8kg/ha.

When he can obtain the seed, 
Mr Richardson will top dress the 
2007 sites with tall wheat grass 
and puccinellia on the very bare 
areas.

Mr Richardson said seeding 
grasses and saltbushes together 
as a shot-gun mix worked well, 
and they had a complementary 
relationship.

In hindsight, he believed 
he should have also seeded 
saltbush on the site sown in 
2005.

“In the first paddock I didn’t 
sow saltbush, but it came in 

anyway from the adjacent area of 
saltbush,” Mr Richardson said.

 “Perennial grasses will do better 
on better land, and the saltbush 
will do better on other areas,” he 
said.

“Also, saltbush, in my opinion, 
helps the grasses underneath.”

The trial site was first grazed by 
750-800 hoggets for a month 
from December to January in 
2006 and 2007.

The sheep spent another week 
on the site about March in 
2007, then 250 lambing ewes 
grazed the site for a month in 
June.

“They lambed quicker and easier,” 
Mr Richardson said.

The site was then grazed by 
about 1000 hoggets for five 
days in October, 2007, again in 
January, 2008, for about 10 days 
by about 750 hoggets, and again 
for a week in March.

Over summer when there 
is a lack of green feed, Mr 
Richardson also grazes his 
hoggets for five days at a time 
on an area of pure saltbush.

He said this prevented problems 
with vitamin E deficiency and 
white muscle disease, and 
improved wool quality.

Saltland pastures had provided 
major benefits on his farm.

“Probably the most important 
thing is it makes use of water 
under the ground, which is 
otherwise seen as a problem,” Mr 
Richardson said.

“Having stopped the area from 
becoming waterlogged from surface 
run-off, I want to make the most 
of the remaining ground water.
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Location: north Katanning

Rainfall Average: 425 mm

Enterprise mix: sheep (wool and prime 
lambs), wheat, oats

Trial size: 30 ha 

Trial aim: To establish areas of mixed 
saltbush and perennial grasses for 
controlled grazing over summer/autumn 
and make the most of ground water 
resources

Saltland pasture mix: Callide rhodes 
grass, Splenda setaria and bambatsi panic 
grass (combined mix @ 4.7 kg/ha) plus 
old man, wavy leaf and river saltbush 
(combined mix @ 2.8 kg/ha) – rate of total 
shotgun mix is 7.5 kg/ha

Original vegetation: whitegum, jam 
wattle, sheoak and mallet

Clearing date: late 1800s

Paddock cover before trial started: 
bare salt scald, barley grass and clover

Soil type: light sandy loam over clay

Soil pH: 4.7

Watertable: -0.75 m - -1.5 m

Water salinity: >2000 mS/m 

Water pH: 6.6

Clearing date: late 1800’s

“I want to utilise the 
resource rather than just 
dispose of it. I want to put it 
in to wool and meat.

“Saltland pastures also 
make use of land of very low 
productivity, which becomes 
very valuable for feed when 
there isn’t any.”

Mr Richardson plans 
to continue using his 
saltland pastures for 
controlled grazing, mainly 
over summer.

“It provides nutritional 
value, especially for young 
sheep, and gives them a 
vitamin E ‘drench’ two or 
three times during summer.”

He advised other farmers 
to be opportunistic 
when seeding saltland 
pastures and believes 
ripping and mounding 
was unnecessary when 
establishing saltbush.

“You need surface moisture 
to get it going,” Mr 
Richardson said.

Saltland pastures will be 
sown on another 35 to 
40ha of his farm.

Department of Agriculture 
and Food research officer 
John Paul Collins said Mr 
Richardson had achieved a 
great result by using an air 
seeder to sow perennials.

“This is an example of 
an innovative way of 
overcoming the severe 
shortage of tall wheat grass 
and puccinellia seed through 
2006 and 2007 using 
saltbushes and sub-tropical 
perennials,”  
Mr Collins also said.

“It shows that even if there 
is no seed available, other 
options can be explored.”

Mr Collins said seeding 
saltbushes through 
commercial air seeders 
may be a concept that will 
gain momentum as there 
is some promising research 
currently being done 
on chemical priming to 
improve germination.

“But this technique might 
not be so advisable where 
there is little slope and 
extended waterlogging is 
an issue – surface water 
management should be the 
first consideration on such 
areas.”
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A word from the gate...

Less productive areas of any farm, such as 
saline areas and deep sands are ideal for 
growing perennial pastures, as they usually 

have large quantities of stored soil moisture.  
The advantages of perennial stands can include 
deferring grazing on annual pastures at the break 
of the season, a reduction in the time and cost 
of hand feeding, out of season feed, lowering 
watertables and a protected environment at 
lambing.

Initial establishment costs may appear high, but 
not when spread over the projected lifespan of 
the stand.  Growing and harvesting your own 
seed can reduce costs considerably.

Perennial pastures should be treated with the 
same care as planting canola.  Plant density, 
shallow sowing and good seed to soil contact 
is important.  Disc machines are best, but use 
whatever equipment is available, as long as 
you can obtain accurate seed placement and 
preferably utilize press wheels.

Only use drainage to stop ponding to enhance 
stored soil moisture. If no stock water is available, 
consider using plastic cup and saucer tanks that 
can be easily relocated using extended hay forks. 

When selecting the species to sow look at what 
has been successful locally.  If sowing a mix on 
barley grass land, then base the bulk (60-70%) of 
the mix on tried and proven species (tall wheat 
grass, puccinellia and saltbush) and then add 
other potentially useful varieties.  

Aim for complete weed control, the double knock 
technique plus insecticide works well.  Good soil 
moisture conditions are critical for successful 

establishment.  Sowing can occur from late 
August to early October.  This timeframe allows 
winter rainfall to leach salt loads in the soil, the 
chance of inundation is reduced, weed control 
is better and some valuable winter feed may be 
available. 

Use small batches of seed (5ha) in your machine 
to enable seeding rate and flow to be better 
monitored and to stop the settling of heavier 
seed.  Weigh the seed, it’s too valuable to get it 
wrong. Some lighter seed may need to be mixed 
with fertiliser or pelletised garden fertiliser 
to ensure even flow through the seeder. Keep 
written records of seeding ratios and your 
machine’s settings.  It’s a great start for the 
following year’s plantings.  

Monitor emerging crops for insects.      

A light grazing can occur if growth is adequate 
after 6 months, 
otherwise leave it to 
the next break of the 
season.

Establishing a 
successful perennial 
stand is a very 
rewarding experience 
and opens your mind 
up to productively 
utilizing your whole 
farm area.

Glen Oliver is a farmer from east of 
Tambellup and has been growing perennials 
since the early 1970’s.

The Richardson site is an on-farm, self-funded project implemented by Adrian and 
Jill Richardson.  It was partly driven by a lack of tall wheat grass seed at the time of 
planting and other species were successfully pursued.  The project has been inspired 
by a prior industry funded project – Sustainable Grazing on Saline Lands (SGSL) 
which established a legacy of assisting farmers in carrying out their own trials with 
substantial support from the Department of Agriculture and Food WA (DAFWA).  The 
site was visited as part of a DAFWA bus tour in May 2008 and due to its success was 
documented and extended through the rural media.  Adrian and Jill are both active 
members of Katanning LCDC which promotes revegetation, perennial pastures and 
surface water management in the Katanning shire.

Further information or products in this series available at 
sgsl.agric.wa.gov.au

Contact

Adrian and Jill Richardson
08 9821 1474
tamar@bordernet.com.au

John Paul Collins 
Department of 
Agriculture & Food
9821 3249
john.collins@agric.wa.gov.au 

Glen Oliver
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