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Saltbush thrives under 
short-sharp grazing regime
When Grumpy Schmaal 

and his family purchased 
a property in Peake, 

South Australia, they inherited a 
20–25 ha block of old man saltbush 
(Atriplex nummularia) that had grown 
so high sheep could only graze the 
bottom of the bushes. Trial work on 
an 8 ha block of the saltbush has 
reinforced the need to manage the 
shrub carefully to maintain production 
and height. 

“Saltbush plays a valuable role in a farming 
system like ours when there isn’t any autumn 
rain,” Grumpy said.

“This year (2013) it has been a Godsend — the 
saltbush provides valuable green feed during 
autumn when nothing else is available.

In the early days there was no information 
about managing saltbush as a forage 
shrub and there are many properties, like 
ours, where the saltbush has reached an 
unmanageable height for sheep to graze due 
to erratic grazing regimes.

Since purchasing the property we have 
established a further 8 ha of saltbush and we 
have been able to keep it at a manageable 
height, with good biomass production.

After allowing it to establish we graze it hard 
for two to three months a year, which keeps 
it productive and manageable.

On the original stand of saltbush we have 
taken a more radical approach with some 
research trials.

Gaining control
Four years ago, local researchers Greg 
Sweeney and Hugh Drum were keen to do 
some work on regenerating saltbush that had 
grown too high for optimal grazing.

Farmers: Grumpy Schmaal
Location: Peake, South Australia
Property size: 1800 ha
Average annual rainfall: 305 mm
Soil types: Non-wetting sands
Enterprise: Dohne and Merino sheep and some cropping 

(pasture — saltbush, lucerne, veldt grass, primrose)

• When infrequently grazed, 
saltbush can become tall and 
unwieldy, with much of the new 
growth at a height inaccessible 
to sheep.

• Mechanical pruning to cut shrubs 
as low as 15 cm can bring saltbush 
back to a grazable height without 
affecting plant recovery and 
growth.

• Regular grazing and recovery is 
the key to keeping saltbush both 
manageable and productive.

key points
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Trials investigating a range of pruning heights on old man saltbush revealed that pruning can keep 
infrequently grazed saltbush at a manageable height with no detrimental impacts on shrub health 
or productivity. (Photos: Hugh Drum)

The trial involved pruning the shrubs back to 
a range of four heights (15, 30, 60, 120 cm) 
The outcome was that the shorter it was cut: 
the more productive the saltbush seemed 
to be. Anything at about two foot high 
regenerated all the way down but it still got 
away from the sheep a lot quicker than the 
shrubs that were cut shorter.

The saltbush cut to about 15 cm has been 
more productive for us than the other heights 
— as far as I am concerned that was the 
better plan. 

The challenge is that most farmers don’t 
have the machinery required to carry out 

broadscale saltbush pruning (tractor-mounted 
circular saw). 

If you have the equipment you can do it 
yourself, otherwise you need to get the 
roadside vegetation-trimming contractors 
in to cut it back. We have tried but the 
contractors always seem too busy.

The bushes could be knocked down with 
cattle, but our operations focuses on sheep 
and cropping, so this is not an option for us.

I have spoken to local stock agents and a 
couple have recommended putting a stone 
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roller over the lot — there and back. They 
claim this regenerates better than cutting. 

At this point, apart from the trial site, we  
are still grazing the older saltbush stands 
every year and the sheep just graze as high 
as they can.

Some ewes just get up and push it down. 
A mob of goats would be fantastic — a 
neighbour had goats and they worked a treat.

Managing the trash
While the trash from the pruning in the trials 
wasn’t too bad, this could have been due to 
the relatively small area involved.

It would be ideal to have a mulcher or 
hammermill behind the cutter to break down 
the woody residue.

All in the mix
All up we have about 35 ha of saltbush, which 
meets our current needs. At the moment 
we are establishing lucerne, veldt grass and 
cereals to try to get onto the sand and get 
humus back into our soils.

We have to look at the impacts of climate 
change in this sort of country. And saltbush 
might be an alternative, along with bluebush 
(Maireana brevifolia). Both shrubs survived 

• Grumpy Schmaal
 M: 0429 231 700
 E: ianat.schmaal@gmail.com
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• Infrequently grazed old man 
saltbush stands can grow tall and 
wide. This unchecked growth allows 
a greater proportion of new shoots 
growing beyond grazing height  
(~1.5 m) and lateral branches 
grow into one another, creating 
impenetrable hedges. Ungrazed 
forage shrubs do not keep 
accumulating edible biomass. 
Research carried out by the 
Future Farm Industries CRC 
Enrich project has shown them 
to have low and often negative 
growth rates compared with 
annually grazed plants. 

Ungrazed plants lose biomass through 
considerable leaf drop, particularly 
during summer as plants try to 
reduce demands on transpiration. 
While ungrazed plants do not always 
accumulate edible biomass, they do 
keep increasing in height.

In an effort to bring these shrubs back 
to grazing height, farmers have used 
different methods, such as mulching, 
rolling, slashing and cutting with either 
circular or ‘double’ saws. 

While this type of pruning is common 
for shrubs such as tagasaste, there 
was no information on the preferred 
cutting height for old man saltbush 
recovery, survival and productivity. 

The trial on the Schmaal property was 
carried out to investigate this issue. 

The shrubs in the trial had grown to 
a height of 1.8 m and formed thick 
hedges. Pruning took place during late 
May at the four different heights — 15, 
30, 60 and 120 cm, using a tractor-
mounted circular saw. 

Two months after cutting, flat buds 
appeared on the primary stems. During 
late November, February and May, 
new edible and ‘woody’ shoots were 
counted, and weighed. 

During spring, growing points appeared 
on the remaining stems. By late spring, 
shoots emerged and started to grow. At 
this time, shrubs cut to a height of 120 cm 
had produced the most edible biomass. 
However, during the following summer and 
autumn, productivity of the more heavily 
cut shrubs increased, compared with that 
of shrubs that were either uncut or pruned 
lightly to 120 cm. 

The most heavily pruned saltbush had 
double the amount of edible biomass 
compared with the uncut and lightly 
pruned shrubs. 

During the following winter the lightly 
pruned shrubs were already more than  
150 cm high and getting out of reach of 
sheep. 

No shrubs were killed by any of the 
pruning treatments. 

A small area was also cut using a flail 
mower, which leaves a very rough jagged 
cut. It was thought this might facilitate 
disease and affect regrowth. However, 
this was not the case and all shrubs 
grew back. Enrich trials at Monarto also 

have used a conventional slasher, which has 
worked well. These trials suggest farmers 
have more options available for pruning than 
commercial roadside machinery.

In line with the Schmaal’s current  
grazing regime, saltbush requires regular  
(at least annual) grazing as part of the 
overall feed base of the farm and should not 
only be saved for use in drought periods. This 
frequent grazing will help keep the shrubs at 
grazing height. However, this research shows 
that if old man saltbush stands become over-
grown they can be pruned back to as low as 
15 cm without affecting survival. Pruning old 
man saltbush leads to new growth, which is 
accessible to sheep. 

• Dr Jason Emms is the Enrich project 
leader and a senior research officer 
with the South Australian Research 
and Development Institute (SARDI).

By Jason Emms, SARDI

• Jason Emms, SARDI
 E: jason.emms@sa.gov.au
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the drought and have regenerated when they 
got rain. 

While not as productive as other pastures, 
the perennial shrubs are more resilient under 
harsh conditions and provide feed when there 
are no other options available. 
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Figure 1  Stem dry matter of old man saltbush eight months after cutting at 
different heights

  Weed risk note:  Producers need to take care to manage the potential weed risk veldt grass may pose in WA, SA, NSW and Victoria.  
FFI CRC environmental weed risk assessments and management guides are available at: www.futurefarmonline.com.au/research/biodiversity-water/
weed-genetic-risk.htm


