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Recovery time key to optimal 
saltbush utilisation
Retired professional engineer 

and farmer Brian Teakle, 
Karoonda, South Australia has 

always felt a need to drought-proof 
his operation. And 120,000 old man 
saltbush shrubs across 50 ha have 
gone a long way to achieving his goal. 
Brian’s extensive areas of saltbush 
have also allowed him to test his 
theories about grazing opportunities 
with the hardy perennial shrub — 
successfully managing to implement 
a system that allows for two grazings 
per year with full shrub recovery. 

“We came to Karoonda from north of 
Adelaide, on a completely different soil 
type and higher annual rainfall,” Brian said.

“I always believed you need to drought-proof 
a farm and after purchasing the property 
during 1990, we started establishing saltbush. 
We have also put in about 25,000 native trees 
over 23 years.  

We planted our fi rst saltbush across 4 ha of 
the better soils on the farm as it was already 
fenced and close to the sheds. The following 
year we planted a second block of 22 ha, in 
a cropping paddock that had blow outs and 
other erosion spots. 

Selecting the species
There was a range of available saltbush 
species, but we looked at what local 
farmers were planting, got in touch with 
some farmers in Western Australia and also 
investigated a few farmers in New South 
Wales who were keen on old man saltbush 
(Atriplex nummularia). We also threw some 
river saltbush (Atriplex amnicola) into the 
mix. In reality it came down to available 
seed as much as anything.

All our saltbush has been machine planted 
with seedlings straight out of the tray. To 

date we have planted some 95 different 
species of trees and shrubs and 15 species of 
native groundcover and grasses.

Maximising grazing opportunities
During 2007 we became involved with some 
Rural Solutions SA trials looking at various 
grazing management approaches. The trials 
were set up to try and determine if there was 
a way to get two grazing opportunities and 
two lots of recovery in a 12-month period.

That made sense to me — one of the old rules 
of thumb was you could feed the saltbush 
three times in two years, but that just isn’t 
enough.  We need the saltbush as a feed 
source shortly before harvest and again 
before sowing (to fi ll seasonal feed gaps).

The trial took an approach using leaf counts 
— similar to regular rotational grazing 
approaches with more traditional high-to-
medium rainfall perennial pastures.

The result was that we found we could put 
the sheep in at a leaf intensity rating of 5 
(untouched by grazing) and if we took them 

out when the saltbush was back to a leaf 
intensity of 2 (about 80% defoliated) you 
could get recovery in six months.

The trial compared different stocking rates 
and different grazing times — for example we 
might put in 75 fully-grown sheep for a week 
into a hectare block and they could bring it 
down to a leaf count 2 in that timeframe.  

A place in the mix
Although I have retired and now lease the 
farm out, when we were still farming, 
saltbush provided a valuable feed source.

Back before we did the trials we were 
putting our lambing ewes on it during late 
August and later moved our lambing date 
back a bit to be able to supply prime lambs 
for Christmas.

The saltbush was never enough to fatten 
stock, it always required supplementation 
with a green pick — for every acre of saltbush 
you want two acres of alternative pasture or 
crop stubble or use hay or grain.
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• Saltbush helps farmers manage 
feedbase stability in low-rainfall 
areas and protects fragile soils 
from erosion.

• Diversity of species allows 
greater risk management and a 
more balanced diet for grazing 
livestock.

• Saltbush can be grazed hard, 
but needs suffi cient recovery 
time between grazings to remain 
productive.

key points

Case study: Brian Teakle
Location: Karoonda, South Australia 
Property size: 1015 ha
Mean annual rainfall: 350 mm
Soils: Deep sand to sand over clay, to stone and sandy loam over clay
Enterprises: Quandong and sandalwood plantation (1.2 ha), 

cross-bred export lamb, barley, triticale and a little wheat

farm info.

Brian Teakle has undertaken an extensive forage shrub program and carried out trials to examine the 
ideal grazing regime to maximise both production and plant recovery. (Photos: Supplied by Brian Teakle)
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Our property has a fair bit of clover and we 
would get a clover crop off the pasture areas 
— especially those out of cropping for the 
second year.  We would crop every paddock 
for two years.

Evaluating the approach
As it turns out, we are really happy with old 
man saltbush and river saltbush in terms of 
their role as forage shrubs in our system — 
they seem to be two of the best species for 
grazing. But we would be keen to grow more 
creeping saltbush (Atriplex semibaccata), 
which grows on the summer rain, if we could 
get enough seeds.  

In terms of seeding arrangements, we started 
off planting seedlings 1 m apart with 3 m 
between rows.  Nowadays it is common to see 
shrubs planted about 1 m to 1.5 m apart and 
with two rows 4 m apart and another two rows 
2 m apart — a bit wider thoroughfare for every 
two rows.  This yields about 750 plants/acre 
and we were aiming for 1000 plants/acre.

Our system is still all right, but we have lost 
a few plants.  Grazing management is vital — 
saltbush is hardy, but if you thrash it for long 
enough, without giving it time to recover, you 
will kill it. In saying that, the plant likes to be 
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• Brian Teakle
 T: (08) 8443 7181
 E: teakle@esc.net.au
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• Brian Teakle is a man before his 
time — many of the concepts and 
experiences shared by Brian align 
neatly with those of the Enrich 
project during the past seven years. 
When Brian starting planting forage 
shrubs in 1991 there were few 
options available — especially for 
low-rainfall non-saline soils — but 
he still saw the advantages of not 
relying on just one species alone. 

Increasing diversity is important for 
animal health and production and forms 
a key component of the Enrich project. 
Livestock need a range of different 
plant species, with different traits, to 
provide a balanced diet.

Considerable effort has been 
undertaken during the Enrich project 
to identify the most suitable forage 
shrub species based on nutritive 
value, palatability, biomass production 
and ‘bioactivity’ in terms of rumen 
fermentation properties. Enrich 
researchers have assessed nearly 
100 mostly Australian native shrub 
species and have now shortlisted the 
best 10 species. 

Most of the shortlisted species do not have 
all of the attributes that may be required 
in a single species — for example a species 
may be high in crude protein but low in 
certain essential minerals. However, by 
growing a mix of species with a variety of 
attributes, the range of multiple benefi ts 
is increased.

As identifi ed by Brian, the potential 
advantages forage shrubs offer can only 
be realised when coupled with appropriate 
management. While the summer–autumn 
feed gap is a time when shrub-based 
systems can signifi cantly impact the 
farming system, a feed gap can occur 
at any time of year depending on the 
weather, economics or management. 
Ideally, forage shrub species need to 
adapt to more frequent grazing periods 
or to being grazed at different times of 
the year.

To maintain productivity and control 
growth, forage shrubs require regular 
(at least annual) grazing — even when 
drought or feed gaps are absent. Grazing 
does not appear to have a large effect 
on standard nutritive value properties or 
mineral concentrations of forage shrubs. 
This makes the provision of nutrients 

predictable and improves fl exibility in the 
timing of grazing.

Experimental work at Monarto, SA found 
the biomass produced by the shortlisted 
shrub species for the whole year was similar 
regardless if it was grazed once or twice 
during the year. But as Brian discovered, it 
is critical forage shrubs are allowed a long 
period of recovery (at least six months) and 
not set stocked. 

   
For more information and to 

download the Enrich guide to 
perennial forage shrubs, go to: 
www.futurefarmonline.com.au/
research/future-livestock-production/
enrich.htm

• Dr Jason Emms is the Enrich project 
leader and and 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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cut — we have been doing some cutting trials 
and have been cutting about 1.25 m high.  

We had plants that were 3 to 3.5 m high — 
that is wasted energy.  This seems to be a 
sheep-specifi c problem — people with cattle 
don’t appear to have the same problem.  It is 
also a problem with grazing only three times 
in two years (as opposed to twice every year).

The thing now is to fi nd at which height we 
should be cutting. Our approach was to leave 
seedlings about 15 to 18 months to establish 
before we put stock in, which would produce 
a plant about 900 mm to 1 m high.

Now we leave a little bit of top with green 
leaf on it — above grazing height.  We use a 
purpose-built machine to prune the saltbush 
— 2 x 24 inch circular saw blades. The ideal 
time to cut is the day after you take sheep 
out as all you are dropping is sticks and a bit 
of high leaf, reducing any trash issues. 

Inter-row vegetation reduces the need for 
supplementary feeding when sheep graze stands 
of saltbush.


