Planning pastures for horses
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With approximately 1.5 million horses in Aust-
ralia, the horse indusiry is a major contributor
1o the Australian economy and lifestyle (Pilkington
& Wilson 1993; Avery 1996). Yet little research has
been conducted into the nutntional requirements of
horses in Australia (RIRDC 1997,

Pasture species and therr management techni-
gues for herses, have heen developed from an ex-
trapelation of research into sheep and cattle, which
exhibit a different grazing behaviour, as well as
overseas equine data, particularly from USA, New
Zealand and the United Kingdom (Gurr et al 1996;
Kelleher 19873,

The success of the New Zealund Thoroughbred
industry has been attributed to its reliance on past-
ures (Hunt 1994; Avery 19961, but the Australian
industry, whilst slowly moving toward a greater
reliance on pastures, snll remiaing heavily dependant
on supplementary feeding (Avery 1996 Gurr er al.
1996, Kelleher 1997). It is felt that the performance
horse industry, which is largely centred around the
ruralfurban fringe, also has a heavy reliance on
supplementary feeding. This appears to result in
stocking rates, that are sigmificantly greater than the
same pasture would carry with either sheep andfor
cattle, where supplementary/concentrated feeding is

not an integral part of putrition. In these circom-
stances, the pasture is also being used, to varying
deprees, asa “dust free exercise arca™ aswell,

As a result of their grazing and socidl behaviour,
horses apply considerable pressure to a pasture,
through'a combination of;

e 4 very selective grazing habit

e conunuous grazing foc long periods in small
paddocks:

o social behaviour eg. continual running along
fence lines creating bare areas,

o development of ungrazed areas where horses
urinate and defaccate;

@ bare areas surrounding feed and water painis,

# hoof action from horses galloping scross a
paddock, removing large “divois” of pasture,
thar are often replaced by weeds, Shod horses
are worse than bare hoaves.

Pasture management 5 complicated by the lact
that the more palatable. nutritions species are ofien
fess resisant 0 eonlinuous heavy Srazing pressues
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and “wear and tear”, whilst the less palatable
species tolerate wear and resist degradation better.
As pastures become more degraded, it becomes
increasingly difficult to meet the mutritional require-
ments of the horses, unless stocking rates are sig-
nificantly reduced. If this is not possible, then the
need for supplementarv/concentrated feeding is
increased and the economics of horse nutrition
escalate. This paper reports on a survey inio some
aspects ol pasture selection and utilisation on &
range of horse properties across eastern Australia,

Methods

A list of horse properties was compiled. using a
stratified random sampling technique, across eastern
Australia. Information was gathered rom 50 owners
or managers fram areas where horse properties are
concentrated, focussing on:

* South - east Queensland (9 participants)

& Hunter Valley, NSW (16)

e (luter Sydney, NSW (4}

o O W_ /8. W, Slopes & Riverina, NSW  ({10)
e Northern slopes and tablelands, NSW (2
e {Central and eastern Victoria (%)

The majority of participants were involved in the
breeding of Thoroughbred horses. Some perform-
ance horse studs and agistment properties were
included to broaden the representation. Each owner/
manager was imerviewed by telephone, using a
standardised survey questionnaire.

Results

Pasture types on properties

all fully improved - 34% of properties

e all semi improved - 30% of properties

e all native species - Nil

o all 3 calegories above - 12% of properties

o fully improved + semi improved - 18% proper-
Lics

o [fully improved + native pastures - 6% of prop-
erues

Desired use for pastures
& qnurition only - 229 of respondents

o development of young stock - 18% of respon-
dents

e cxercise and health - 6% of respondents
& all 3 catergories above - 32% of respondents

* development of young stock + nutrition - 16%
of respondents

s exercise + development - 4% of respondents

e exercise + nutrition - 2% of reéspondents
Main reasons for choosing pasture species

s nutritional value'only - 34% of respondents

& putrition + resistance fo wear and tear - 28% of
respondernts

e nulriion, resistance, weed control - 129% of
respondents

* putnion + weed conteol - 10% of respondents

e pulriion, weed control, resistance, acstheties -
6% of respondents

e resistance to wear and tear only - 4% of
respondents

® resistance +aesihetics - 4% of respondents
* weed control only - 2% of respondents

& agsthetics only - Nil

Ownerfmanagers who change pasture species
Sfar different purposes

®  yes - S0
* no - S0
Pasture management technigues emploved

e slash paddocks (seasonal to 1-4 tmes/vear) -
96% of respondents

e move feeders regularly - TR% of respondents
® harrow/spread manure - 74% of respondents

s rotational grazing employed - 66% of respond-
ents

® jrrigation used - 66% of respondents

o design of paddock shapes (fe, no corners) - 34%
of respondents

Pasture degradation is identified as a problem
® ves - 64% ol respondents
* 1o - 36% of respondents

Pasture degradation problems identified

® hare areas near feeders, water points, fence lines
- 96% of respondents

e weed invasion - 80% of respondents

® overgraving - 36% of respondents

o leaving large areas ungrazed - 24% of respond-
ents

Discussion

This survey confirms the earlier findings by
Gurr et al. (1996) that horse property owner/manag-
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ers across castern Australia, use their pastures
mainly for nutriion (72% of respondents). How-
ever, exercise and development of young stoek are
alsa seen to be imporlant,

Whilst nutrition is a highly regarded aspect of
pasture species selection, 34% of respondents
included “wear and tear™ and 30% included weed
control as a consideration in their species decision
making. It is Ffelt that most sheep and cartle
producers would not even consider resistance to
“wear and tear”. As well as this, irrigation is widely
psed, paddocks are slashed, rotational grazing is
widely employed and feeders are regularly moved,
yel 649% of owner/managers identified land degrada-
tion as a problem. Horse behaviour, denuding
pasture in areas where they congregate, 15 seen as
the biggest problem. IF dusty areas can be reduced,
another benefit which will flow on, is a reduction in
the incidence of health problems, such as Rattles - a
potentially fatal buacterial pneumonia in  foals,
acquired by manure dust inhalation.

On most Thoroughbred studs, horse groups (cg.
mares) move around the property in a regular
pattern throughout the year. Even though the
different  groups have differemt nutntional
requirements at various stages of the year, 50% of
properties use the same pasture mixture in all
paddecks. Gurr et al (1996) reported that the vast
majority of studs consider the nutrition from their
pastures when determining supplementary feed
ralions. So it can be deduced that many, if not all, of
the 50% who vary their pasture mixiures to suit 4
specific purpose, still do not meet the horses
nutritional requirements in many instances, as they
are also supplementary feeding.

This survey again  highlights the need for
rescarch into pasiure nutrition for horses. If
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owner/managers seleet pasture species mainly for
nutritional purposes and use their pastures accord-
ingly, why is there such a reliance on concen-
trated/supplementary  feeding  throughout the n-
dustry? Why are pastures in New Zealund seen as
adequate (Hunt 1994}, but even imigated pastures in
Australia, inadequate?

For many paddocks. the selection of pasture
species. for the paddock should be refined, tw
address both  nutrtion and  land  degradation
problems. Instead of sowing the entire paddock w
the same pasture mixture, il i5 suggested that the
paddack be divided into secgments and sown
accordingly. The main segment in most paddocks
could be sown to @ pasiure mixlure where nutrition
15 the main factor and segmems where horses
congregate, be sown [o species where “wear and
tear” is the sole consideration,
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