
 

 

Additional pasture condition guides for the West Kimberley 

The rangeland of the Kimberley has been classified into broad pasture types. The 
‘pasture type’ is not strictly a botanical classification because, in determining such a 
class of pastoral lands, the perennial plant species that contribute to stock production 
have an over-riding importance. Even so, each pasture type represents a broad 
group of similar vegetation associations which will have similar management 
requirements for pastoralism. 

Appendix 1 of Land Systems of the Kimberley Region, Western Australia summarises 
the Kimberley pasture types in terms of characteristics. More detailed descriptions of 
a selection of pasture types can be found in Pasture condition guide for the Ord River 
Catchment. 

These guides provide descriptions and condition statements for four additional 
pasture types that occur in the West Kimberley but are not included in the Ord River 
Catchment pasture guides. They have been compiled from information collected 
during regional rangeland surveys, rangeland condition assessments and long-term 
monitoring. 

The additional four pasture types are: 

 Pindan Pastures 

 Blue Grass Pastures 

 Salt Water Couch Pastures 

 Buffel Grass Pasture 

Pindan Pastures are a major pasture type in the West Kimberley. The other three 
pasture types are minor in extent in a regional context but are important locally in the 
management of individual stations. 

Suggested levels for sustainable grazing use as carrying capacities in hectares per 
cattle unit (ha/cu) for three levels of range condition are presented. These carrying 
capacities are a guide to long-term sustainable land capability and productive 
potential and are not intended to be rigidly applied by land managers or used alone 
for regulatory controls. Forage availability varies substantially during years and 
between years according to seasonal conditions so the current carrying capacity may 
be substantially higher or lower that the long-term carrying capacity. 

More detailed information on many of the common species found in the West 
Kimberley, including their indicator values, is available in the Department of 
Agriculture and Food Rangelands Infonotes (available on the Department’s website). 
By being able to distinguish plant species, land managers can determine the impact 
of their management practices, and set goals in terms of the species and numbers of 
plants they want on the property. 
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Pindan Pastures 

Distribution and soil type 

Pindan is a local term used in the Kimberley to describe the association of deep red 
sands and an overstorey of acacia trees. Pindan Pastures are mainly found in the 
west of the Kimberley on the Dampier Penninsula and throughout the Fitzroy valley. 
They are major pastures of the Camelgooda, Luluigui, Wanganut and Yeeda land 
systems and an important component on many other land systems. They also extend 
for some distance south from Broome. Smaller areas of Pindan Pastures are also 
found near Halls Creek. 

Pindan Pastures are found on sandplain, dune fields and swales. Soils are 
predominately deep, red sands, or reddish sandy soils and occasionally yellowish 
sandy soils. The clay content increases at depth. 

Vegetation structure and composition 

Structure and composition are variable and a function of past fire regimes, stocking 
history, soil types and prevailing climatic conditions. Pastures may be a mixture of 
tussock and hummock grasslands, tall shrublands or occasionally woodlands. In 
each case, the ground storey is dominated by curly or soft spinifex (Triodia bitextura 
or T. pungens) and ribbon grass (Chrysopogon fallax). Feathertop spinifex (T. 
schinzii) becomes an increasingly important component to the south of Broome. 

Trees and shrubs are scattered in the swales (Projected Foliar Cover <20%), to 
moderately close (PFC<30%) on the dunes and sandplain. The tree and tall shrub 
layer is dominated by Broome wattle (Acacia eriopoda) or sickle leaf wattle (Acacia 
tumida). Other trees include bloodwoods (Corymbia dampieri or C. zygophylla), 
bauhinia (Bauhinia cunninghamii), beefwood (Grevillea striata) and Darwin box 
(Eucalyptus tectifica). 

Where the soil has a lateritic gravel component, or in areas near sandstone outcrop, 
turpentine wattle (Acacia lysiphloia) predominates in the upper storey. 

The perennial grass layer is dominated by a combination of ribbon grass and curly 
spinifex but other grasses such as perennial sorghum (Sorghum plumosum), white 
grass (Sehima nervosum), unequal threeawn (Aristida inaequiglumis), erect kerosene 
grass (A. holathera), wire grass (Eriachne obtusa) and woollybutt (Eragrostis 
eriopoda) are also common. 

Pastoral value 

The pastoral value of Pindan Pastures is moderate. The forage value is adequate for 
stock growth during the wet season, with ephemerals and herbs providing reasonable 
quality forage. During the dry season the palatability and quality of the forage 
declines and the pasture provides a sub-maintenance ration for stock. 

Pindan Pastures in good or fair condition are stable and resistant to grazing and 
provide a good drought reserve. Pindan Pastures can be stocked heavily over the 
wet season to allow other pastures with greater pastoral value to be spelled. 
However continuous (year round) heavy grazing will quickly remove the more 
palatable legumes and other forbs that provide reasonable nutrition for stock. 

It may be almost impossible to reverse the declining trend in Pindan Pastures that 
have become degraded to poor condition at the paddock to regional scale.  Where 
Pindan Pastures were historically overgrazed by sheep, recovery has been very slow 
(>100 years) and the pastures are still dominated by annual plants and undesirable 
grasses in 2012. 
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Occasional burning once every three to five years will encourage the growth of forbs 
and annuals. Too frequent cool burns will thicken the acacias and encourage annual 
sorghum (Sorghum stipoideum). A hot fire late in the season will control the acacias 
but may also kill the perennial grasses so should be used with caution. Fires should 
be patchy and stock should be kept off recently burnt areas to give the grasses time 
to re-establish. 

Condition statement 

The condition of these pastures is assessed by observing the degree of ground cover 
(% basal cover) afforded by the grass tussocks, the vigour of the tussocks, age 
structure of the stand, the proportion of undesirables in the stand and the condition of 
the soil surface. 

Pindan Pastures in good condition will be dominated by curly spinifex and ribbon 
grass. Other grasses will include some perennial sorghum and white grass (Sehima 
nervosum). Basal cover may be 3 to 5% or more of the soil surface. 

In fair condition the distance between butts of desirable grass will increase. Few 
seedlings of ribbon grass and curly spinifex will be present. The size of the mature 
butts of ribbon grass will be smaller. Basal cover will decrease to 1 to 3 %. The 
proportion of the intermediate grasses such as wire grass, woollybutt, and annual 
sorghum will increase to above one third of the stand. Undesirables such as 
feathertop threeawn and erect kerosene grass will become a significant part of the 
stand. 

In poor condition there may be isolated butts of curly spinifex present but ribbon 
grass may have almost disappeared. The intermediate grasses such as wire grass, 
woollybutt, annual sorghum and undesirables such as feathertop threeawn and erect 
kerosene grass will dominate the stand. The stands of acacia may become dense 
enough to reduce the ground storey. 

Rangeland condition assessment and long-term monitoring data (2000-2009) 
indicates that Pindan Pastures in the Kimberley are mostly in fair to good condition in 
equal proportion, with some pasture in poor condition (around 15%). 

Soil erosion is not usually associated with a decline in condition in these pastures. 
The sandy soil is porous, so there is little water run-off and the soil surface is usually 
protected by leaf litter. 

Management 

Pindan Pastures are of most use to stock when used in a rotational grazing system 
where the pasture is grazed then spelled. Pindan Pastures are accessible over the 
wet season and can be usefully grazed over the wet season when more productive 
pastures are not accessible. If Pindan Pastures are grazed over part of the wet, they 
should then be spelled to allow seed set. Overgrazing will cause the ribbon grass 
butts to decline in vigour; under heavy grazing pressure, they will disappear over a 
few years. When these pastures are burnt, cattle should be kept off until plants have 
re-established to a size where they won’t be pulled out by the roots. 

Pindan Pastures are of moderate carrying capacity and can be used in conjunction 
with better quality pastures to provide year round forage. 
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Suggested levels of use (per annum): 

Good condition 22 hectares per cattle unit 

Fair condition 34 ha/cu 

Poor condition 77 ha/cu 

Common perennial species 

Decreasers (Desirables) 

Aerva javanica (kapok bush) 

Cenchrus ciliaris (buffel grass) 

Cenchrus setigerus (Birdwood grass) 

Chrysopogon fallax (ribbon grass) 

Sorghum plumosum (perennial sorghum) 

Triodia bitextura (curly spinifex) 

Triodia pungens (soft spinifex) 

Triodia schinzii (oat-eared spinifex) 

Intermediates 

Eragrostis eriopoda (woollybutt) 

Eriachne obtusa (wire grass) 

Enneapogon polyphyllus (limestone grass) 

Hetropogon contortus (black speargrass) 

Increasers (Undesirables) 

Achyranthes aspera (chaff weed) 

Aristida inaequiglumis (unequal threeawn) 

Crotalaria crispata (Kimberley walkabout) 

Senna notabilis (cockroach bush) 

Velleia panduriformis (pindan poison) 

Whiteochloa cymbiforme (boat panic) 
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Good condition 

Photo 1 shows Pindan Pasture in good condition. Curly spinifex (Triodia bitextura) 
and ribbon grass (Chrysopogon fallax) are present, with sickle leaf wattle (Acacia 
tumida) as a minor component of the shrub layer. The density and vigour of the butts 
of ribbon grass and curly spinifex combined with the absence of undesirable species 
makes this good condition. The site is on the Wanganut land system. 

Fair condition 

Photo 2 shows Pindan Pasture in fair condition. Curly spinifex and ribbon grass are 
present, with sickle leaf wattle dominating the shrub layer. The density of the ribbon 
grass and curly spinifex has decreased and there is more feathertop threeawn grass 
present. The site is on the Wanganut land system. 
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Poor condition 

Photo 3 shows Pindan Pasture in poor condition. Curly spinifex and ribbon grass are 
absent while erect kerosene grass (Aristida holathera) dominates the grass layer, 
with Broome pindan wattle (Acacia eriopoda) dominating the shrub layer. The site is 
on the Yeeda land system. 
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Blue Grass Pastures 

Distribution and soil type 

Blue Grass Pastures are found on areas of black soil in the higher rainfall areas of 
the Kimberley. These are the major pastures of the Duffer, Isdell, Ivanhoe and 
Willeroo land systems, an important component on the Alexander, Cowendyne, 
Gladstone and Legune land systems, and a minor component on many other land 
systems. They are found on some of the floodplains of major rivers and in isolated 
pockets of black soil in basalt country of volcanic origin in the North Kimberley. 

Vegetation structure and composition 

Structure and composition are variable and a function of rainfall, soil type and 
position in the landscape. Pastures may be tussock grasslands with isolated to very 
scattered trees (Projected Foliar Cover <2.5 - 10%) on alluvial plains, or tussock 
grasslands with scattered trees (PFC 10 - 20%) on soils of basaltic origin. In each 
case, the grass laver is dominated or co-dominated by bundle-bundle (Dichanthium 
fecundum). Bundle-bundle is the common name of the perennial bluegrass found in 
the Kimberley region. On the alluvial plains the co-dominant grass is ribbon grass 
(Chrysopogon fallax), while on the basaltic soils the co-dominant species is perennial 
sorghum (Sorghum plumosum). 

On the alluvial black soil plains the most common trees are bauhinia (Bauhinia 
cunninghamii), corky bark wattle (Acacia suberosa) and whitewood (Atalaya 
hemiglauca). Conkerberry (Carissa lanceolata) is the most common shrub. While 
bundle-bundle may dominate the grass layer, other grasses include ribbon grass 
(Chrysopogon fallax), feathertop threeawn (Aristida latifolia), white grass (Sehima 
nervosum), wire grass (Eriachne obtusa), and silky browntop (Eulalia aurea). 

On the basaltic plains in the north the trees include rosewood (Terminalia oblongata 
subsp. volucris), Darwin box (Eucalyptus tectifica), bloodwood (Corymbia 
dichromophloia) and ghost gum (C. bella). While bundle-bundle may dominate the 
grass layer, other grasses include ribbon grass, perennial sorghum, white grass, pan 
wanderrie grass (Eriachne glauca) and black speargrass (Heteropogon contortus). 
The proportion of perennial sorghum increases and the amount of ribbon grass 
declines as you go north. 

Pastoral value 

The pastoral value of Blue Grass Pastures is high. Forage value is adequate for 
growth during the wet season as bundle-bundle responds quickly to rain and can 
supply large quantities of good quality feed. During the dry season the palatability 
and quality of the forage declines and the pastures provide a sub-maintenance 
(around 4% protein) ration for stock. 

This is the most productive pasture group in the north Kimberley as it provides good 
quality feed for six months of the year. Blue Grass Pastures are often burnt at the 
beginning of the dry season to remove rank growth and to provide nutritious green 
pick. These pastures should not be burnt every year as this will reduce plant vigour.  

Blue Grass Pastures on the alluvial plains provide nutritious feed well into the dry, but 
protein levels in those of the North Kimberley will decline faster because of the higher 
rainfall and humidity leaching nutrients from the soil and plants. Late in the dry 
season the quality declines to provide a sub-maintenance level of nutrition. 
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Condition statement 

The condition of these pastures is assessed by observing the degree of ground cover 
(% basal cover) afforded by the grass tussocks, the vigour of the tussocks, age 
structure of the stand, the proportion of undesirables in the stand and the condition of 
the soil surface. 

Blue Grass Pastures in good condition on the alluvial plain will be dominated by 
bundle-bundle or co-dominant with ribbon grass. Other grasses may include some 
native millet (Panicum decompositum) and some feathertop threeawn. On the 
basaltic soils Blue Grass Pastures in good condition will be dominated by bundle-
bundle, but perennial sorghum may be co-dominant. Other grasses will include 
ribbon grass and black speargrass, and white grass may be present. Basal cover 
may be 4 to 10% or more of the soil surface.  

In fair condition on the alluvial plain the distance between butts of desirable grass will 
increase. Basal cover will decrease to 1 to 3 %. The proportion of the intermediate 
grasses, such as wire grass and annual sorghum (Sorghum stipoideum), will 
increase to above one third of the stand. Undesirables such as feathertop threeawn 
will become a significant part of the stand. Shrubs such as mimosa bush (Acacia 
farnesiana) may form an increasing part of the stand. 

Blue Grass Pastures in fair condition on the basaltic soil will have an increasing 
distance between butts of desirable grasses. The proportion of intermediate grasses, 
such as black speargrass, white grass, and pan wanderrie grass, will increase to be 
more than a third of the stand. Some bare ground will be evident and loss of soil may 
be evident. 

Blue Grass Pastures in poor condition on alluvial soils and basaltic soils will have few 
desirable perennials; there will be much bare ground present and some erosion may 
be evident. On the alluvial soils undesirables such as feathertop threeawn may 
become a significant part of the stand.  

Rangeland condition assessment and long-term monitoring data (2000-2009) 
indicates that Blue Grass Pastures in the Kimberley are mostly in fair condition 
(around 55%), and there are approximately equal amounts of Blue Grass Pastures in 
good and poor condition. 

Management 

Blue Grass Pastures are of most use to stock when grazed over the dry season. 
Accessibility is often restricted over the wet season as the clay soils of this pasture 
type can get quite boggy. These pastures should be allowed to set seed by removing 
the cattle over the wet season. If burnt, then cattle should be removed until the plants 
have re-established. If cattle can’t be removed, then the area burnt should be large 
enough that cattle don’t concentrate on one small area and patch graze it. 
Overstocking may result in soil erosion which will have long-term and significant 
adverse impacts on pasture condition and pastoral productivity. 

Blue Grass Pastures are highly productive and can be used in conjunction with lower 
quality feeds to provide year round feed. 

Suggested levels of use (per annum): 

 Alluvial soil Basaltic soil 

Good condition 8 hectares per cattle unit 17 hectares per cattle unit 

Fair condition 17 ha/cu 33 ha/cu 

Poor condition 83 ha/cu 167 ha/cu 
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Good condition 

Photo 1 shows Blue Grass Pasture on an alluvial plain in good condition. The grass 
butts are vigorous and close together. There are no undesirables. The site is on the 
Djada land system. 

Photo 2 shows Blue Grass Pasture on a basaltic plain in good condition. The butts 
are vigorous and close together. There are few undesirables. The site is on the Isdell 
land system. 
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Fair condition 

Photo 3 shows Blue Grass Pasture on an alluvial plain in fair condition. The butt 
density has decreased and the undesirable feathertop threeawn makes up a 
significant proportion of the pasture. The site is on the Djada land system. 

Photo 4 shows Blue Grass Pasture on a basaltic plain in fair condition. The butt 
density has decreased and the undesirable feathertop threeawn makes up a 
significant proportion of the pasture. The site is on the Isdell land system.
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Poor condition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 5 shows Blue Grass Pasture on an alluvial plain in poor condition. The 
perennial grass butts are widely spaced and the vigour of the butts is poor. The site is 
on the Isdell land system. 

Common perennial species 

Decreasers (Desirables) 

Chrysopogon fallax (ribbon grass) 

Dichanthium fecundum (bundle-bundle) 

Sorghum plumosum (perennial sorghum) 

Panicum decompositum (native millet) 

Intermediates 

Eulalia aurea (silky browntop) 

Eriachne glauca (pan wanderrie grass) 

Eriachne obtusa (wire grass) 

Hetropogon contortus (black speargrass) 

Sehima nervosum (white grass) 

Fleminigia parviflora (Flemings bush) 

Increasers (Undesirables) 

Aristida latifolia (feathertop threeawn) 

Acacia farnesiana (mimosa bush) 
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Salt Water Couch Pastures 

Distribution and soil type 

Salt Water Couch Pastures are found on areas of saline, clay soils in the marine 
plains from the Broome area south. They occur on broad flat saline coastal plains 
located above the tidal influence or cut off by coastal dunes. It is the major pasture of 
the Anna, Mannerie, and Roebuck land systems, an important component on the 
Gourdon land system, and a minor component onthe Carpentaria land system. 

Vegetation structure and composition 

Structure and composition are variable and a function of salinity, micro-topography 
and prevailing climatic conditions. Pastures are tussock grasslands with some 
halophytic shrubs. In each case the ground storey is dominated by salt water couch 
(Sporobolus virginicus). 

Trees and shrubs are isolated (Projected Foliar Cover <2.5%) and tend to occur on 
the margins or on slightly raised areas. The tree and tall shrub layer is dominated by 
black wattle (Acacia ampliceps) or coastal paperbark (Melaleuca alsophila). 

Halophytic shrubs are a normal component of Salt Water Couch Pastures, tending to 
occur in patches where the salt content of the soil is elevated. Samphires (Tecticornia 
spp.) and frankenias (Frankenia spp.) are the common halophytes occurring in Salt 
Water Couch Pastures of the Kimberley. 

The perennial grass layer is dominated by salt water couch. Rice grass (Xerochloa 
laniflora) is usually present in the pasture, but other grasses such as buffel (Cenchrus 
ciliaris), coastal bluegrass (Bothriochloa ewartiana) silky browntop (Eulalia aurea), 
river couch (Cynodon dactylon), native millet (Panicum decompositum) and sickle 
lovegrass (Eragrostis falcata) are also common. 

Pure Salt Water Couch Pastures grade into Salt Water Couch/Samphire Pastures 
with increasing salinity. Bare areas in the pastures will increase along the same 
salinity gradient; so bear this in mind when assessing pasture condition. 

Pastoral value 

The pastoral value of Salt Water Couch Pastures is high. The forage value is 
adequate for growth during the wet season. During the dry season the palatability 
and quality of the forage declines and the pastures provide a maintenance ration for 
stock. 

Salt Water Couch Pastures in good or fair condition are stable and resistant to 
grazing. Over the wet season they should be spelled, as in many areas the clay soils 
will be waterlogged. Hoof impacts from cattle will damage soil structure and pasture, 
and the cattle will restrict their movement to the high/less boggy ground if there is 
any. Cattle will preferentially stay away from boggy areas if they have the choice. 
These pastures provide good grazing over the dry season. Continuous heavy grazing 
will quickly remove the more palatable legumes and other forbs that provide better 
nutrition for stock. 

These pastures can tolerate occasional burning once every three to five years, but 
generally burning will not benefit pastures. They can tolerate high levels of salinity 
and occasional inundation. 
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Condition statement 

The condition of these pastures is assessed by observing the degree of ground cover 
(% basal cover) afforded by the grass tussocks, the vigour of the tussocks, age 
structure of the stand, the proportion of undesirables in the stand and the condition of 
the soil surface. 

Salt Water Couch Pastures in good condition will be dominated by salt water couch. 
Basal cover may be 3 to 5% or more of the soil surface. Other grasses will include 
some rice grass and native millet. Some samphire may be present. Some bare 
ground may be present, but the sprawling nature of the vegetation in these pastures 
creates the effect of a carpeted landscape when in good condition. 

In fair condition the distance between butts of desirable grasses will increase. Basal 
cover will decrease to 1 to 3%. The proportion of the intermediate grasses such as 
sickle lovegrass and rice grass will increase, and samphire will increase to above one 
third of the stand. Other intermediate species such as speedy weed (Flaveria 
trinervia [syn. F. australasica) form a significant part of the stand. Undesirables such 
as lippia (Phyla nodiflora) will become a significant part of the stand. Small patches of 
bare ground may become obvious between the plants when these pastures are in fair 
condition.  

In poor condition there may be isolated butts of salt water couch present, but 
samphire and bare ground make up a large proportion of the surface. The 
intermediate grasses such as chloris (Chloris spp.), sickle lovegrass, rice grass and 
woollybutt (Eragrostis eriopoda) make up an increasing proportion of the total ground 
cover. The bare soil surfaces may be vulnerable to wind erosion late in the dry 
season. 

Rangeland condition assessment and long-term monitoring data (2000-2009) 
indicates that Salt Water Couch Pastures in the Kimberley are predominately in good 
to fair condition (around 95%), with the remaining pastures in poor condition. 

With overuse the proportion of salt water couch in the pasture will decrease and the 
amount of other species such as samphire may initially increase. As grazing pressure 
increases the samphire will decrease as it is trampled and more bare ground will be 
exposed. 

Soil erosion is not usually associated with a decline in condition in these pastures, 
though wind erosion may occur towards the end of the season if grazing continues 
when the pastures are in poor condition and soil surfaces are exposed.  

Management 

Salt Water Couch Pastures are highly productive pastures if managed correctly. They 
are of most use to stock when they are grazed during the dry season and spelled 
over the wet season. During the wet season cattle should be moved to the less 
productive pindan or soft spinifex pastures. 

Salt Water Couch Pastures are resilient under grazing when in good and fair contition 
but should be spelled over the wet season. Overgrazing will lead to a decline in the 
amount of salt water couch and an increasing proportion of less desirable grasses 
and samphire. When in poor condition with surfaces exposed and vulnerable to wind 
erosion, the ideal management response would be a complete spell until the ground 
cover of desirable species improves to at least fair condition. At the very least, poor 
condition Salt Water Couch Pastures should be spelled from late in the dry season 
and throughout the wet season. 

It is not recommended that these pastures be burnt. If they do get burnt, cattle should 
be moved off the pastures until the plants are big enough that they will not be pulled 
out by grazing. This will normally take about two months during the growing season. 
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Suggested levels of use (per annum): 

Good condition 10 hectares per cattle unit 

Fair condition 20 ha/cu 

Poor condition 100 ha/cu 

Common perennial species 

Decreasers (Desirables) 

Sporobolus virginicus (salt water couch) 

Panicum decompositum (native millet) 

Cenchrus ciliaris (buffel grass) 

Bothriochloa ewartiana (coastal bluegrass) 

Intermediates 

Eragrostis falcata (sickle lovegrass) 

Cynodon dactylon (river couch) 

Flaveria trinervia [syn. F. australasica] (speedy weed) 

Tecticornia indica [syn. Halosarcia indica] (samphire) 

Tecticornia spp. (samphires) 

Increasers (Undesirables) 

Phyla nodiflora (lippia) 

Solanum esuriale (quena) 
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Good condition 

Photo 1 shows Salt Water Couch Pasture in good condition. The grass butts are 
close together and no undesirables are present. The site is on the Roebuck land 
system. 

Fair condition 

Photo 2 shows Salt Water Couch Pasture in fair condition. The butt density is much 
reduced, there are areas of bare ground and the amount of intermediates is 
significant. The site is on the Roebuck land system. 
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Poor condition 

Photo 3 shows Salt Water Couch Pasture in poor condition. The site is dominated by 
intermediate and undesirable species. Salt water couch is almost absent. The site is 
on the Roebuck land system. 
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Buffel Grass Pastures 

Distribution and soil type 

Buffel grass (Cenchrus ciliaris) and its close relative Birdwood grass (Cenchrus 
setigerus) have become naturalised in many parts of the Kimberley. Buffel Grass 
Pastures includes both Buffel and Birdwood dominated sub-types. These pastures 
particularly thrive in well watered areas, such as creek lines, sandy alluvial plains and 
river levee banks where they are an important component of the Gogo, Ivanhoe, and 
Coonangoody land systems. 

Buffel Grass Pastures have colonized many previously degraded areas along the 
river banks, especially around Fitzroy Crossing and the Nelson land system near 
Halls Creek. These pastures are also well established along the coastal plain 
margins and on the landward margins of the coastal dunes, where they form a major 
component of the Eighty Mile and Anna land systems and a minor component of the 
Wanganut land system. Buffel Grass Pastures are a minor component of many other 
land systems such as Djada, Margaret, Mannerie and Luluigui land systems. Soils 
are predominately red earthy sands, calcareous loams, or calcareous sands on the 
low dunes. 

Vegetation structure and composition 

Structure and composition are variable and a function of soil fertility, soil type, micro-
topography and prevailing climatic conditions. Pastures may be open tussock 
grasslands with isolated trees, or along river banks may be grassy woodlands 
(Projected Foliar Cover 10-20%). In each case, the ground storey is dominated by 
buffel or Birdwood grass. Along the river banks the most common trees are bauhinia 
(Bauhinia cunninghamii), coolabah (Eucalyptus coolabah), river red gum (E. 
camaldulensis) and whitewood (Atalaya hemiglauca). While buffel grass and/or 
Birdwood grass may dominate the grass layer, other grasses include ribbon grass 
(Chrysopogon fallax), bundle-bundle (Dichanthium fecundum), black speargrass 
(Heteropogon contortus), limestone grass (Enneapogon polyphyllus) and silky 
browntop (Eulalia aurea). 

Birdwood grass tends to dominate on the heavier alluvial soils while buffel grass 
dominates on the coastal sands. On the margins and on the Anna land system on the 
coastal plain they often co-dominate. 

On coastal dunes and plains, the shrubs include dune wattle (Acacia bivenosa), 
kapok bush (Aerva javanica), and green bird flower (Crotalaria cunninghamii). Other 
grasses include soft spinifex (Triodia pungens) and boat panic (Whiteochloa 
airoides). 

Pastoral value 

The pastoral value of Buffel Grass Pastures is very high. Forage value is adequate 
for stock growth during the wet season as buffel grass responds quickly to rain and 
can supply large quantities of good quality feed. During the dry season the 
palatability and quality of the forage declines and the pasture provides a sub-
maintenance ration for stock. 

Buffel Grass Pastures are useful to the pastoral industry as they can sustain higher 
stocking rates than the native plant species when in good or fair condition. Buffel 
Grass Pastures in good or fair condition are stable and resistant to grazing. They are 
reasonably drought tolerant and have the ability to colonise previously degraded 
areas. 

This is the most productive pasture group in the Kimberley as it can provide very 
good quality feed for six months of the year. Buffel Grass Pastures may be burnt at 
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the beginning of the dry season to remove rank growth and to provide nutritious 
green pick. These pastures should not be burnt every year as this will reduce plant 
vigour. 

Condition statement 

Buffel Grass Pastures often provide dense ground cover (basal cover 5-10%) and are 
usually in good condition. Where buffel grass is acting as a coloniser on degraded 
country and basal cover is less than 2% (such as parts of the Coonangoody, Nelson 
and Gogo land systems) the pasture may be in fair or poor condition. 

Buffel Grass Pastures in good condition will be dominated by buffel or Birdwood 
grass. Other grasses will include some ribbon grass and bundle-bundle. Basal cover 
may be 4 to 10% or more of the soil surface.  

In fair condition the distance between butts of desirable grass will increase. Basal 
cover will decrease to 1 to 3 %. The proportion of the intermediate grasses such as 
wire grass (Eriachne obtusa), white grass (Sehima nervosum) woollybutt (Eragrostis 
eriopoda), and annual sorghum (Sorghum stipoideum) will increase to above one 
third of the stand. Undesirables such as feathertop threeawn (Aristida latifolia) and 
erect kerosene grass (Aristida holathera) will become a significant part of the stand. 
Shrubs such as mimosa bush (Acacia farnesiana) may form an increasing part of the 
stand. 

In poor condition few butts of desirable grass will remain and those remaining will 
show poor vigour. Annual grasses such as rice grass (Xerochloa spp.) and kerosene 
grass may cover a significant portion of the stand. Areas of bare ground will be 
present and sheet erosion or pedestalling may occur. Undesirables such as 
feathertop threeawn and erect kerosene grass may become a dominant part of the 
stand. Shrubs such as mimosa bush may form an increasing part of the stand. 

Rangeland condition assessment and long-term monitoring data (2000-2009) 
indicates that Buffel Grass Pastures in the Kimberley are mostly in good condition 
(around 70%), with some pastures in fair condition (around 25%) and a small 
proportion of pastures in poor condition. Soil erosion may be associated with a 
decline in condition on these pastures. 

Management 

Buffel Grass Pastures are of most use to stock when grazed heavily and then spelled 
to allow some regrowth. Buffel Grass Pastures can produce green pick for up to six 
months of the year under the right management. 

Areas of useful pasture can be maintained by grazing heavily and then spelling to 
allow regrowth. When not grazed buffel grass can quickly become rank and less 
palatable. In very mature stands the tussocks of buffel may become moribund. There 
is some potential to use buffel grass in cell grazing systems. 

The area of the Kimberley supporting Buffel Grass Pastures is increasing on the 
sandy alluvial soils where it colonises previously degraded areas. 

Buffel Grass Pastures are highly productive and palatable. They have the ability to 
respond quickly to even small amounts of rain. Buffel grass does best on lighter soils 
of at least moderate fertility. 
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Suggested levels of use (per annum): 

Good condition 4.0 hectares per cattle unit 

Fair condition 8.0 ha/cu 

Poor condition 30.0 ha/cu 

Common perennial species 

Decreasers (Desirables) 

Aerva javanica (kapok bush) 

Cenchrus ciliaris (buffel grass) 

Cenchrus setigerus (Birdwood grass) 

Chrysopogon fallax (ribbon grass) 

Dichanthium fecundum (bundle-bundle) 

Triodia pungens (soft spinifex) 

Intermediates 

Eragrostis eriopoda (woollybutt) 

Eriachne obtusa (wire grass) 

Heteropogon contortus (black speargrass) 

Enneapogon polyphyllus (limestone grass) 

Increasers (Undesirables) 

Achyranthes aspera (chaff weed) 

Aristida latifolia (feathertop threeawn) 

Aristida holathera (erect kerosene grass) 

Calotropis procera (rubber bush) 

Crotalaria crispata (Kimberley walkabout) 
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Good condition 

Photo 1 shows Buffel Grass Pasture in good condition. The butts are vigorous and 
close together. There are no undesirables. The site is on the Wanganut land system. 

Photo 2 shows Buffel Grass Pasture in good condition under moderate grazing. The 
butts are vigorous and close together with relatively uniform spacing between. There 
are few undesirables. The soil surface has been disturbed by trampling but there is 
plenty of litter, very little bare ground, and erosion is not occurring. The site is on the 
Nelson land system. 
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Fair condition 

Photo 3 shows Buffel Grass Pasture in fair condition. The distance between the butts 
of desirable grass has increased, and in this case, the spaces between buffel 
tussocks remain bare. There are no undesirable grasses and few undesirable shrubs 
(rubber bush). Some pedestalling of grass tussocks is beginning to occur. The large 
bare areas are vulnerable to erosion and increase of less palatable plants. The site is 
on the Nelson land system. 

Poor condition 

Photo 4 shows Buffel Grass Pasture in poor condition. The remaining buffel grass 
butts lack vigour; basal cover is low, exposing a lot of bare ground; and sheet erosion 
is occurring in this instance. Shrubs, in this case mainly grevillea (Grevillea sp.) with 
some mimosa bush, form an increasing part of the stand. The site is on the Nelson 
land system. 


