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The Dawes family first planted
saltbush to help overcome salinity
about 15 years ago. Saltbush now

covers about 200 hectares and because of
its value may be extended to 1000 ha
over the next five years, as Buster Dawes
explained to Georgina Wilson.

Quailbrush and wavyleaf saltbush were
the first saltland pastures tried at
‘Rutherglen’ at the instigation of son Tim,
but after 15 years, those two varieties aren’t
high on the shopping list.

“Quail is easy to grow and very palatable
to the sheep, but just won’t persist here. If
you have to replant every five years, it’s just
not worth it,” Buster Dawes said.

Wavyleaf has persisted but is not very
palatable, similar to old man saltbush. Top
performer to date among the seven varieties
tried is river saltbush – very palatable with
the important bonus of natural
regeneration, meaning minimal
management effort after establishment. 

“We look to see what’s eaten first and it is
always river saltbush,” Buster said. “In the
wet years we don’t use it, but it’s like a
bank. It’s there when you need it in dry
years – a reserve that you have to have.”

That saltbush proved a godsend for stock
in summer 2002-03, following a dry winter
when crops yielded about a quarter of
normal on only 160 millimetres of rain.
Buster also estimates a 10 per cent better
wool yield from saltbush compared with
other paddocks and useful prevention of
wind erosion on formerly bare ground. 

Stocking rate is more than a sheep to the
acre (0.4 head/ha) for five months of the
year. But it is important not to graze the
plants too hard as some leaves must be
retained to help plants survive the winter. 

Soils on the Dawes property are very
variable ranging from heavy clay to sand,
and salt has appeared on both ‘dry’ and
‘moist’ areas affecting about a quarter of the
land. Saltbush will survive on the drier

uplands but prefers the lower moist areas –
country now unsuitable for crop but which
supports barley grass, local bluebush and
samphire.

Like many Western Australia wheatbelt
farmers, the Dawes tried drains to remove
salinity, but found they didn’t work well
because of soil variability. Oil mallees were
also tried, but with 11,000 thriving plants
in the ground and no market, they have
halted further plantings.

Instead, the saltbush plantings will be
extended gradually to where salt scalds are
growing and crop yields are lower over the
next few years.

River saltbush produces seed in January,
but in some years only. Seed collecting is
tough – hard on the back as well as the
hands in stripping off the branches - so the
family normally collects some of its own
seed and buys some in.

Palatability is unquestioned: sheep will
even stand on their hind legs to reach it and
Buster has seen them come down the hill in
late  afternoon,   graze  the  saltbush  for  an

Saltbush – ‘like money in the bank’

Case study: LJ and O Dawes, ‘Rutherglen’
Location: via Yealering, Western Australia
Property area: 4000 ha
Rainfall average: 300 mm
Enterprise: Grains, wool production, Merino stud

Key points
■ Saltbush is a really useful reserve

for stock in dry years, as well as
helping to reclaim land 

■ Choosing the best variety is a
trade-off between palatability
and natural regeneration

■ River saltbush is the best
performer found yet for this
location 

Buster Dawes admires a good source of river saltbush seed. Buster says saltbush
must be supplemented with a ‘mixed grill’ of straw and good water to maximise
stock productivity on salt country.



hour or two and then return to the dry
pasture. 

“But you can’t feed all saltbush. You’ve got
to have sources of straw and pure water,” he
warns. “Give them a mixed grill!” 

A farm lay-out of paddocks that are not all
saltbush but include some high ground
which can grow other pasture while
providing a refuge in times of sudden

flooding is recommended.
“You would do nothing with this country

if you couldn’t grow saltbush on it,” Buster
says. “On salty country you still have to pay
some rates. This way you get a return.”

• Buster Dawes spoke with Georgina Wilson,
NDSP Communication Co-ordinator (WA)
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Saltbush has been a good source of sheep feed in tough seasons such as 2002 and 2003.
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Saltland pasture has been a recommended
response to salinity in WA for nearly 60
years but experience has shown that it does
not work in all situations.

The grazing value of saltbush pastures is
now being investigated as a Sustainable
Grazing on Saline Land (SGSL) project, part
of the wider Land, Water & Wool initiative. 

Land, Water & Wool is a partnership
between Australian Wool Innovation
Limited (AWI) and Land & Water Australia
that focuses on sustainable and profitable
wool production. 

The project involves staff from CSIRO, the
Western Australian Department of
Agriculture and the Co-operative Research
Centre for Plant-based Management of
Dryland Salinity. 

Dr Ed Barrett-Lennard is co-ordinating a
team working on the use of supplementary
feed sources with saltbush to supply the
energy needs of stock, and how to prevent
sheep eating out the more palatable
components of pasture while ignoring the
rest. 

He said recent farm modelling indicated
that ‘moderately’ saline land could benefit
more than ‘mild’ or ‘severe’ situations from
revegetation.

“This autumn we will begin a trial on the
Dawes’ property to compare animal
performance on pastures that are
supplemented with grain and/or low quality
forage such as hay,” he said.

“While saltbush is a good source of
protein for stock, its low digestibility, high

ash content and low energy levels make it
less than ideal if fed on its own.
Understorey plants such as annual herbs,
grasses and legumes can help provide a
balanced diet, or it may be worth bringing
in extra grain or hay with dense stands of
saltbush.”

With trials on several properties over the
next few years, scientists should gain a
much clearer understanding of where
saltbush can work most efficiently.

Sustainable Grazing on Saline 

Land research commences
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