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STIPA is not an acronym. The association was named after the Stipa genus of grasses, now               

Austrostipa. One of the Stipaôs is commonly known as spear grass. At its inception in 1997, the association 

aimed to spearhead a change in attitude to native grasses. As that change is occurring, Stipa continues to 

promote the use of native grasses to achieve profit from a healthy landscape. 
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From the Chair  

Annabel Walsh  

Relaunch of Farming 

without Farming 

Stipa Conference 

November  2013 

It gives me the greatest amount of pleasure 
to inform all our Stipa members, that the 
Stipa committee past and present are 
relaunching the publication " Farming 
Without Farming" a wonderful publication 
written by Daryrl Cluff in collaboration with 
other Stipa members.  

Stipa's vision of spearheading the 
understanding of regenerative management 
through planned grazing and pasture 
cropping systems, is so clearly described in 
this publication.  

This book was written by a founding 
member of Stipa and the knowledge it 
contains continues to evolve by Stipa 
landholders, science and agency 
members. It is the result of individuals 
realisation that our natural system is 
struggling with the modern farming systems 
use of chemicals, fertilisers and bare 
ground. The book is a compilation of 
insightful and complex collaboration of 
science, innovation, experimental and 
practical hands-on investigation over time.  

Very disappointingly, Farming without 
Farming received a lukewarm reception 
across all disciplines and for Daryl Cuff, 
Christine Jones, Col Seis and Wal Whalley 
and others who contributed to the first 
publication this created some frustration, 

they could not see why people did not " get 
it ". I believe this was in part , because we 
are all so specialised, many do not 
visualise nature in its entirety. Also we are 
conditioned to look for technical fixes 
rather than utilising natural patterns and 
processes. 

As David Marsh once said " when the 
conditions are right the species will appear" 
and Stipa Association feels that the 
condition are very right to re launch this 
publication.  

With mounting evidence of the importance 
of understanding the complexities of soil 
function and decomposition and the role 
that native perennials play for production 
and ecological services such as ( water 
quality, air, CO2 storage ) the committee 
are very confident that Farming Without 
Farming will make a considerable 
contribution in framing the understanding 
needed for land managers, government 
and science to implement the practices 
and governance need to increase natural 
and social capital. 
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I would like to thank Graeme Hand, our 
Stipa CEO, Graeme has been flat out 
supporting NRM and landholders as they 
learn about grasslands and grassland 
management and supporting the committed 
Action on the Ground project sites as they 
demonstrate how management can 
accelerate Soil Carbon Storage. Also thank 
you Sue Ogilvy, our admin help, for 
compiling this newsletter and writing up 
applications for future projects.  

Although the rains this years came 
frustratingly late, the country in many areas 
is looking wonderful and crops are bouncing 
out of the ground. This only highlights the 
importance of adaptive management and 
making good and timely decisions.  

One decision I would like you all to consider 
and that is to attend Stipa's bi-annual 
conference, being held at Murray Bridge SA 
on 6th, 7th November please review the 
Stipa web site for details. www.stipa.com.au 

Best wishes  

Annabel Walsh  

In this report:  

¶ details on the Stipa Conference 

Murray Bridge SA November 6-7 

¶ Action on the Ground (AOTG) 

progress  

8th Stipa Native Grasses 

Association Conference  

The planning for the 8th Stipa Native 

Grasslands Conference, Murray Bridge SA 

November 6-7 2013 is well underway. The 

theme of the conference is the Potential 

of Native Grasslands . We have been 

lucky to get great speakers to present on 

the importance of well managed native 

grasslands in not only restoring 

biodiversity and landscape function but 

also in providing the foundation for healthy 

From the CEO  

Graeme Hand  

Photo By Lucy Hand 
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regenerative agriculture. Please read the 

details about the conference and an article 

on two of our guest speakers, Professor 

Bill Gammage Adjunct Professor and 

Senior Research Fellow at the Humanities 

Research Centre of the Australian National 

University and James Boyce Honorary 

Research Associate University of 

Tasmania this issue. 

On Friday 8th November, following the 

conference, we will be running an optional, 

detailed, hands on field trip based around 

using native grasses in vineyards and 

horticulture. This will cover benefits, 

species selection, establishment and 

ongoing management.  

Action on the Ground Project  

This project is progressing well with all 

sites increasing in landscape function and 

perennial grass density and diversity. 

Department of Agriculture fisheries and 

forestry (DAFF) have accepted the latest 

milestone report and below is the 

summary of the report. 

¶ Prepared project site reports 

recording the landscape goal (for 

the Active Adaptive Management), 

the assessment of the current 

status and the recommended 

actions to drive the treatment area 

towards the goal. 

¶ Commenced the analysis of the soil 

samples per the plan 

¶ Published information about the 

Action on the Ground project in the 

Stipa Native Grasses Association 

newsletter and on the Stipa 

website. 

¶ Performed an intermediate site 

inspection of all sites. This was 

brought forward from the 2013 year 

in recognition that confidence and 

enthusiasm on project sites may 

benefit from a visit that checked 

fencing and management 

arrangements and assessed early 

progress. 

¶ Hosted a field day for Victorian 

landholders and CMA guests 

¶ Performed planned LFA and 

vegetation data collection. 

(Analysis and reporting of this is 

currently underway and will be 

completed by end April 2013.) 

This report has resulted in Stipa being 

involved in discussions and presentations 

on the potential of native grasslands to 

increase storage of carbon in soil. Please 

see article in this newsletter on the 

learning from this project. Let me know if 

you have any comments or questions 

Future Articles  

Let me know if you have ideas and 

suggestions for newsletter topics. 
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13 Stipa members are participating in 
this project by altering their grazing 
management to create dense, 
perennial grasslands with high 
diversity of high quality grass species.  

Management that develops high 
levels of nutrient cycling and water 
infiltration creates the conditions for 
germination and vigorous growth of 
perennial grasses. Allowing enough 
recovery time to allow seedlings to 
establish and mature creates the 
diversity and density of the 
grasslands. All of this rapidly stores 
Carbon in the soil.  

The Stipa-led Action on the Ground 
project  supported by funding from the 
Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry as 
part of its Carbon Farming Futures 
continues to go well. The project 
based on previous Stipa work, is 
expected to show that managing 
perennial native grasses for landscape 
function and perennial grass diversity 
will quickly improve soil health by 
increasing water infiltration, nutrient 
cycling and resistance to erosion and 
increasing soil carbon storage.  

Action on the Ground Project  

Demonstrating practices that increase soil carbon  

Seedlings of Arm Grass and other cool -season grasses germinating under the red 

grass at Winona. Only by very close inspection were we able to see them.  

But the sheep would have found them instantly!  
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With a recovery period of 6 months, this site (in Araluen) has developed a multi -

layered structure of Microlaena and Red Grass and is closing on the landscape 

targets.  

This project uses monitoring adapted from Landscape Function Analysis (LFA) 
developed by Australian Scientists David Tongway and Norman Hindley to 
measure the ability of a landscape to retain resources and create reserves of 
soil-water and nutrients. We are also developing a grassland index to monitor 
the age structure and species of the grasses important to animal performance as 
well as soil chemistry and biology.  

Each site is responding slightly differently as their landscape functions respond 
to the management.  

All sites (even those subjected to extremely dry conditions) have increased in 
landscape function and a couple have already achieved the soil stability targets 
and have the nutrient cycling and water infiltration targets óin their sightsô. 

Some sites have seen a modest increase in nutrient cycling and water infiltration 
and a rapid increase in diversity and some sites have seen the reverse effect. 
We believe that both of these factors (diversity and landscape function) have an 
important interplay and weôre looking forward to understanding more about how 
they interact to improve landscape and ecological function and productivity.  
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Article 4  
 
Key points:  

"You never change things by fighting 
existing reality. To change 
something, create a new model 
that makes the old model 
obsolete." Buckminster Fuller 

The new model of agriculture, based 
on regenerating soils and 
biodiversity, is not yet successful 
enough to make the old model 
obsolete 

Tinkering1 is required to find the most 
profitable stocking rate 

A recent field day that I spoke at 
highlighted clearly to me Buckminster 
Fuller's quote ñthat you never change 
things by fighting existing reality. To 
change something create a new model 
that makes the old model obsoleteò. The 
farmers that attended were not interested 
in hearing why the conventional agriculture 
is failing and the evidence to support this 
position they were only interested in 
hearing about what they could do within 
their businesses that produced a better 
result.  

This caused a great deal of stress for me 
as I had prepared my presentation thinking 
that the latest information on how current 
agriculture is going would be welcomed. 

Some of the information that I had 
prepared included:  

Tim Hutchings presentation to Department 
of agriculture forestry and fisheries 
showing clearly that even the top 20% of 
cropping farmers in New South Wales 
have a negative cash flow when off farm 
income is removed.  

Updated recent estimates of the impact of 
the dryer spring summer on grazing 
operations in Victoria and Tasmania which 
added to the lower than normal rainfall in 
spring summer 2011 2012 meant that 
many businesses were now at high risk of 
having to increase borrowing.  

DemoDairy, a research dairy, in south-
west Victoria has been losing money and 
is now being restructured. The restructure 
is based around reducing the stocking 
rate. In the article discussing this 
restructure the quote from the consultant 
is that "high production per hectare is 
associated with high costs and is a false 
economy. Boosting production to dilute 
overheads hasn't worked. We need to 
reduce costs which we should be up to do 
after reducing cow numbers.ò  

Discussion on the federal government's 
policy of providing low interest loans failing 
to follow the policy steps discussed in 
Never take Advice, Article 2. Not following 
these steps has produced a policy that 
had not identified the cause of the problem 
so can only result in failure over time. My 
analysis of the cause of the problem is that 

Never take advice 4 .....  
Why when conventional agriculture continues 
to fail is the uptake of native perennial grass-

land agriculture not booming?   
Graeme Hand 
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impacting on the success of people with the 
new model of agriculture are: 

Advice such as only eating the top third of 
perennial grass plants and then 
moving the animals on to allow 
recovery. This simple rule of thumb, 
although very appealing and seemingly 
logical, can have unintended 
consequences resulting in losing 
perennial grasses and increasing 
forbs, annual grasses and weeds. 
Focusing on utilising perennial grass 
well while maintaining animal 
performance through monitoring gut fill 
and dung scores results in progress 
over time towards the landscape 
description. Grazing the top third, 
phase II or light grazing may work over 
time, but I am yet to see this. See 
possible explanation for this outcome 
on pages 12 & 13. 

Lack of reinforcement of the importance of 
management that produces perennial 
grass diversity and landscape function 
which is critical for regenerating 
grasslands and soils.  These 
grasslands are then ready to grow 
even in low rainfall or difficult 
conditions. 

lack of demonstration farms in each region 
showing how to achieve this low risk 
financially sound businesses 

Optimising profit by tinkering with 

stocking rate  

I have been using the diagram (Fig 1) 
below to try and explain how to optimise 
profit (or more importantly keep more 
money over time). This curve shows that 
profit drops rapidly as stocking rate 
exceeds carrying capacity based on the 
massive fixed cost creep resulting from 

farmers do not have low risk, financially 
sound businesses. Not lack of access to 
finance.  

Since this day I have been focusing on the 
reasons why the current model of 
agriculture is not being made obsolete by 
the new model of agriculture. It appears to 
me that the risk of change is still too high 
and some of the results that I've been 
seeing show that the new model based on 
landscape function and perennial grass 
density and diversity is failing to live up to 
expectations because managers are still 
running out of grass and not realising the 
low risk stable cumulative cash flow that is 

required to support their business .  

I have noticed that some farmers have 
stopped budgeting as they never reach 
their budget. This is showing me that their 
business design is still too fragile1. If the 
business design was not fragile then 50% 
of the time farmers would exceed budgeted 
figures and 50% of the time the results 
would be below budget. When I have tried 
to discuss this idea many cannot imagine 
ever tinkering to design a business that 
achieves this. 

Col Seis has some data that during the 
drought he increased species diversity 
which fits with our experience when we are 
managing well. The increase in perennial 
grass diversity during dry spells is the result 
of utilising the pasture deeper, without 
creating bare ground, which resulted in 
germination sites for other perennial native 
grasses that were not currently 
represented. 

A few have increased profit during droughts 
by increasing turnover and having feed 
when others didnôt. 

Other issues that I believe that are 
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up the workload went down and the risk 
reduced. 

There are many success stories from 
farmers being ñunderstockedò based on 
district averages but the following from 
George Taylor (Stipa treasurer) is a great 
description: 

George Taylor and family in his 
presentation ñAgriculturally to Hell and 
Backò states: 

My father John Taylor bought 900 acres in 
1935 and it was not until 1949 that he 
made his next move. The family have 
always stocked their land conservatively. 
By 2001 they had increased their holdings 
to 25 000 acres near Wellington plus 
another block near Carinda, carrying a 
total of about 50 000 DSEôs. 

George and family have always been 
ñaccusedò of being understocked while 
they massively increased their holdings. 
People told George that they were ñlucky 
to make money being understockedò when 
they were small and after expansion now 
ñthey could afford to be understockedò. 

References: 

1. Taleb, Nassim Nicholas. Antifragile: 
How to Live in a World We Don't 
Understand Allen Lane. Kindle 
Edition. 

2. Holistic Management, Allan Savory 
with Jody Butterfield, 1999,  

 

Please see Page 12 and 13 for a 
discussion about possible unintended 
consequences of rules of grazing. 

having to feed animals. 

If this curve (based on working with 
drought affected farmers, dairy research 
(Fig 2) and the CWCMA publication The 
economics of soil management in pasture 
systems (Fig 3)) is correct in shape then it 
is clear that it better to be at the green star 
rather than the red star as this point has 
lower risk and work for the same profit i.e. 
better to be understocked than 
overstocked. 

To find this point (green star) is difficult as 
this stocking rate shifts with seasons, 
prices and stage of landscape function 
perennial grass diversity and property 
development (complex interactions with a 
lot of feedback). Some of the economic 
literature suggests that in this type of 
situation that the only way to find this point 
is to ñtinkerò. 

This idea suggests that small changes in 
total stocking rate and combinations of 
breeders to dry stock need to be made 
and then checked to see if the profit went 

Figure 1. Optimising profit by adjusting    

stocking rate. 
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Figure 2 Source: Analysis of Victorian dairy industry milk supply trends, Influences on 
farm costs of production, profitability and risk, Dairy Australia  

Figure 3  The economics of soil management in pasture systems, Mudgee, CWCMA  
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Key points:  

Discussing grazing techniques is only 
sensible if you have a defined out-
come 

If the outcome is not being achieved ,the 
advice does not suit your situation 

The idea of only grazing the top third of 
grass plants (or phase 2 grazing or 
light grazing) appears to have unin-
tended consequences 

Andre Voisin1, who is mistakenly consid-
ered the originator of this idea, states 
that these unintended consequences 
are the result of animals ñ..first graz-
ing down the parts they prefer before 
going on to the herbage they like 
lessò 

Unintended Consequences  

The idea of only grazing the top third of 
grass plants (also known as phase II graz-
ing  or even light grazing) and then mov-
ing the animals on so that the grass plants 
retain enough leaf area to recover quickly 
has been around at least since the 1940ôs 
(see diagram in next column). Our experi-
ence is that this idea can have the unin-
tended consequence of decreasing land-
scape function and reducing the density of 
the highest successional, most palatable 
grasses while increasing forbs and weeds. 
How can this seemingly sensible practice 
produce these outcomes?  

To make sense of this we need to have an 

outcome that we are managing towards. I 
have been using the following landscape 
description as rough starting point: 

Increasing perennial grass density and 
diversity (more than 30 species) 

Increasing litter production and decomposi-
tion 

Decomposition (litter class) described as 
moderate ie visible fungal attack 

Dense perennial grassland with high land-

scape function and biodiversity 

Increasing mature perennial grass plants 
(large bases) 

When these conditions are created through 
planned grazing (full perennial grass re-
covery, animal impact and timely corrective 
action matching stocking rate to carrying 
capacity) then weeds are not a problem. 

Never take advice .....  
Does grazing the top third of the perennial 
grass plants work?  
 
Graeme Hand 

Source: Image from Holistic Management 

International  
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Selective Grazing  

Our grazing animals are selective grazers 
and the best perennial grass plants can be 
severely grazed within minutes of the ani-
mals entering a paddock2. These plants 
need to be monitored for full recovery oth-
erwise they will not have replaced their 
root reserves when the animals return. 
This means that if you are grazing with 
purpose, that is putting the animals into the 
paddock to shift towards the landscape 
description and taking them out while 
maintaining ground cover and animal per-
formance that you are best to stay in the 
paddock and utilise well most of the peren-
nial grasses until gut fill scores tell you to 
move (see link to Planned Grazing Manual 
on NRM South website for details). 

If you move them earlier several related 
changes occur: 

As recovery period is linked to how long 
each paddock grazed the animals 
return before grass is recovered 

Rumen microbes adjust to this higher en-
ergy diet resulting in the animals gut 
shifting to a suite of microbes that 
require a high energy diet 

The results of these changes are: 

Best grasses become overused and with 
their root reserves depleted a shift to 
annuals and forbs and lower succes-
sional perennial grasses occurs. 

Animals cannot perform on higher fibre, 
lower energy perennial grasses until 
they are óweanedô back onto a lower 
energy diet 

This results in animals being dissatisfied in 
what looks like a lot of grass and needing 
to be shifted compounding the shorter re-
covery period problems. 

Perennial grass recovery refresher  

As readers of these articles will know, a 
perennial grass is recovered when it con-
tains fresh yellow litter (monitor best or 
highest successional perennial grasses).  

Monitoring outcome  

The actual combinations of recoveries, 
stock density, animal impact, utilisation etc. 
are only correct if they produce evidence of 
movement towards the landscape descrip-
tion. If land is not increasing in perennial 
grass density and diversity and landscape 
function the combination is not appropriate 
for the season, aspect, etc. If we find that 
we are not moving in the right direction we 
stop and tinker. 

Possible corrective action  

I have tried to suggest possible corrective 
actions in the NRM South Planned Grazing 
Guide mentioned in previous newsletters. 
An example is if you have annual forb type 
weeds such as Pattersonôs curse, thistles 
or capeweed then generally the recovery is 
too short and a small trial at longer recov-
ery would be used to confirm this suspicion 
and then the grazing plan adjusted. 

Many report this outcome when trying to 
graze the top third of a pasture and then 
misdiagnose the cause as: Grazing 
óplateauô reached, Lack of nutrients, Lack 
of suitable perennial grass species, Pad-
docks too big, Too few numbers, Poor soil 
health..... 

New óadviceô is therefore ódonôt rely too 
much on phase 
II grazing.ô 

Any questions, 
please call. 
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Perennial Grass management refresher  

(references for Never Take Advice.  

Signs of perennial grass recovery  

As readers of these articles will know, a perennial grass is recovered when it contains 

fresh, yellow litter. Make sure you monitor the best or the highest succession perennial 

grasses.  See below for photo (of Graemeôs boots and litter amongst perennial grasses).   

Left: Grassland shifts to woody 
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Below: Grassland shifts to forbs and annuals 

Excerpt from Grass Productivity, Andre Voisin, 1959  

ñTo what height should grass be grazed?ò (Page 56) 

.......The logical idea is therefore not to graze the sward too closely so that the plant will 
be left with sufficient green surface, the chlorophyll of which will be able, right from the 

start, to carry out its work of synthesis and immediately aid regrowth. In this way the dura-
tion of the initial period of slow regrowth is reduced. From the plant physiology point of 

view one might say that the low, level part of the S curve is reduced. 

Unfortunately we see here again perfectly sound, theoretical and scientific considerations 
running foul of practical obstacles which could not be foreseen a priori. 

Cows (or animals in general) have the habit of first grazing down the parts they prefer 
before going on to the herbage they like less.ò 
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8th National Stipa Native Grasslands 
Conference   

 

Potential of Native Grasses  

 
5th ï 8th November, 2013 

Murray Bridge Town Hall, Murray Bridge, South Australia 

Prof. Bill Gammage  
Author of  

ñThe Biggest Estate on Earthò 

David Tongway  
Leader in  

Landscape Function Restoration  

Bill is an adjunct professor in the Hu-
manities Research Centre at the Aus-
tralian National University researching 
Aboriginal land management at the 
time of contact. He has written many 
prize winning books including most 
recently The Biggest Estate on Earth: 
How Aborigines made Australia 
(2011).  

He will speak about aboriginal man-
agement of Australia and its relevance 
to contemporary agriculture. 

David has a special interest in the ap-
plication of soil chemistry, physics and 
biology to solving environmental prob-
lems.  

His careful, thorough study of land-
scape function has lead to the devel-
opment of techniques for regenerating 
degraded landscapes and restoring 
the vital functions of soil-plant ecosys-
tems to re-establish healthy perennial 
grasslands. He will share this knowl-
edge with conference participants.  

The 8th Stipa Native Grasslands Conference is supported by the 

Murray Mallee Local Action Planning Association Inc., a not for profit 

organisation supporting community management of landscapes.  


