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1  What is a 
multispecies pasture?
A multispecies is a diverse blend of plant species which can 
be used to improve soil health and provide valuable fodder for 
livestock. A multispecies pasture mix should contain at least 
one plant species from 4 plant groups (legumes, grasses, tall 
and short forbs/broadleaves) for optimal benefit.

Multispecies mixes often:

•	 Provide more groundcover and grow for a longer period of 
the year than traditional pastures 

•	 Support soil biological activity during growth

•	 Aggregate soil and increase moisture infiltration, nutrient 
cycling and soil carbon levels

•	 Reduce pest and weed pressure

•	 Provide fodder for livestock farmers- often reducing  
feed gaps

•	 Reduce input costs such as chemicals and synthetic 
fertilisers- resulting in higher profitability

Growth of perennial ryegrass (2003-2018) versus projected growth of multispecies pastures
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Perennial ryegrass growth sourced from Pastures From Space (Corangamite region 2003-2018)

2  Multispecies 
pastures reduce  
feed gaps 
Dryland livestock farms are impacted by seasonal feed gaps 
which impact the farm economically and environmentally. 
Annual-based multispecies pastures are particularly effective at 
reducing summer and early autumn feed gaps, when traditional 
perennial pasture species such as ryegrass are dormant or slow 
growing. The likely increase of fodder production from January 
to September is demonstrated in the graph below, based on 
project results from southern Victorian farms. 

•	 Producing high-quality home-grown fodder on the 
shoulders of the traditional growing season is very cost 
effective and can reduce reliance on conserved fodder or 
bought in feed

•	 Increased legume/broadleaf use can improve nitrogen 
fixation and nutrient cycling, further reducing fertiliser 
requirements

•	 Improving the quantity and quality of feed over summer 
and early autumn can allow farmers to lengthen the 
rotation, reducing the need to heavily fertilise perennial 
pasture paddocks to boost autumn and winter production 
and avoiding damage to soils such as overgrazing and 
pugging 

•	 Increased ground cover and grazing residual achieved 
through longer rotations prevents soil damage and 
improves plant persistence 
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3  Importance  
of preparing the  
paddock properly
Controlling plant competition at sowing is absolutely crucial. 
If the paddock has an existing plant base, the existing plants 
will almost certainly be an issue. Some level of cultivation or 
chemical treatment is usually necessary, at least for the first 
few sowings. 

Appropriate management of competition is absolutely crucial 
to the success of the multispecies. The risk of a failed sowing 
through inadequate preparation outweighs any short-term 
damage to soil biology and soil structure that may occur 
through the use of cultivation or chemical use. If cultivation 
is preferred over chemical use, the Cultivation Guide, found 
on the Heytesbury District Landcare Network website, could 
provide a guide as to the level of cultivation needed to sow the 
paddock. Care must be taken when cultivating light soil types.

If chemical use is preferred, the impact on soil biology can 
potentially be reduced by decreasing the pH of spray, adding 
humates or fulvic acid, and reducing the rate of chemical/ha. 
These options are again best discussed with a local agronomist.

4  Importance of 
grazing management
Grazing management would ideally focus on short duration, 
high intensity grazing. This involves using high stocking rates 
of the chosen livestock in small areas, and moving them 
regularly to fresh areas while there is still 100% ground cover 
and several inches of plant residue remaining. Each area should 
then be rested for a minimum of 30, but ideally 60 to 150 days, 
depending on location and rainfall (lower rainfall areas will need 
longer rests than high rainfall zones). This type of management 
avoids soil and plant damage related to overgrazing, pugging 
and selective grazing while improving stock health and 
production, plant regrowth, overall fodder produced and plant 
persistence.

5  Benchmarking the 
multispecies pasture
There are many soil health and production measurements 
which can be used to compare the multispecies to traditional 
pastures. Some common measurements can be fodder yield 
and quality, animal production, groundcover, chemical and 
biological soil testing and visual soil and plant assessments 

6  Greenhouse gas 
emission reduction 
using multispecies
Multispecies pastures can help to lower farm greenhouse gas 
emissions in several ways. 

In a grazing system, Meat & Livestock Australia (MLA) have 
identified the use of legumes as a key strategy to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, reducing methane emissions 
intensity by 10-20%. Multispecies pastures can help to 
establish pastures with a focus on legumes and broadleaves to 
achieve this reduction. 

In addition, the establishment of deep-rooted, high quality 
pastures has been identified by MLA as a strategy to reduce 
methane emissions per kg of production due to improved diet 
and fertility. 

Finally, recent breeding of herbs such as Ecotain plantain has 
been shown to reduce nitrous oxide emissions on New Zealand 
farms. 

From a broader farming perspective, several studies have also 
shown that the availability of key nutrients such as nitrogen and 
phosphorus, plant yield, and carbon stocks, can be improved 
under multispecies groundcovers (Cong et al. 2014, Oelmann 
et al. 2021, Farrell et al. 2021). This improvement in fertility 
can help to reduce the use of emissions intensive synthetic 
fertilisers, while improvements in carbon stocks can maintain or 
improve carbon sequestration, resulting in beneficial changes 
to the atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration. 

https://www.heytesburylandcare.org.au/
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