More and more Kangaroo
Island farmers are seeing
the benefits of Kikuyu
pastures for their stock and
the environment. Grain &
Graze 2 caught up with
attendees at a series of
farm walks with a visiting
WA Kikuyu pioneer.
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Morgan Sounness from the Great
Southern region of WA has been
growing Kikuyu for over twenty
years. With a passion for fine wool,
he was looking for a plant that could
offer a more even staple profile of
growth through the year and Kikuyu
seemed to fit the bill. “The staple
strength in our wool has increased
remarkably. Once upon a time,
we’d be around 32 to 36 newtons.
Now we’re regularly in excess of 45
newtons and have been as high as
56 newtons on Kikuyu pastures.”
Growers observe Kikuyu in sheep exclusion cage : L to R Mitch Willson, Lyn
Because of the increased stocking
Dohle, Hartley Willson, Morgan Sounness, Ros Willson, Tim Willson
rate that Kikuyu can tolerate, the
aerial seeders such as barley grass and Erodium are not able to set seed. That improved wool quality by dramatically
reducing vegetable matter (VM). Morgan compares the VM levels of his wool now as similar to that from shedded
sheep.
It was only after he began to grow Kikuyu that other ‘natural resource management’ benefits such as reduced wind
erosion, water erosion and salt incursion became apparent, adding to his confidence in his decision to grow the plant.

Out of Africa

Kikuyu originated in the high altitude regions of Kenya so it handles cold soil temperatures far better than any other
sub-tropical fodder grass. Its preferred soil type is sand, which is not restrictive to the rhizomes the plant uses to
spread beneath the ground. Gravel would be the next best soil type. The plant tends to struggle on hard setting clays.
Kikuyu is tolerant of pH down to 3.7, prefers pH 5-6 but is also tolerant of alkaline soils.

Squatter anyone?

Morgan Sounness compared the development of Kikuyu to the game of Squatter. “When you open up the board you
have natural pastures, but to win the game you actually have to get to a full mix of annual and perennials suited to your
soil type.”
Getting Kikuyu started is that first step to improving natural pastures but it’s important to keep working on it by seeding
other plants into the stand to make it more productive. When the density of the mix in the pasture develops there will
be good quality legumes and annuals available as feed when the Kikuyu slows its growth in the winter.
“I look at Kikuyu as being the foundation pasture and it’s something that you want to build on. Later in the season when
your annuals and your legumes start senescing, you’ve still got your foundation pasture there to stabilise the paddock
so it won’t blow away.”
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Tom Wilson

Penneshaw is where Tom Wilson farms on KI. His system consists of one third perennial, one third annual and one
third Kikuyu pastures. Tom started with just 2ha of Kikuyu in 2002, has just over 100ha now and aims for a final tally
of around 150 ha.
“Kikuyu enables me to carry huge amounts of stock without doing any environmental damage to paddocks. It actually
increases the fertility of the paddocks because they don’t drift. I get higher wool yields. It’s like having a virtual
haystack in the paddock!”
Tom started growing Kikuyu in order to spell his perennial pastures through the summer. He found he could stock the
Kikuyu at two or three times the rate of his other pastures without damaging it. “Wool yield this year was around 76%
with 53 newtons of strength in it. The VM’s were also very low. It has a good all-round effect.”

Mitch and Ros Willson

With a farm on the Dudley Peninsula of KI that has been in the family since 1864, Mitch and Ros Willson were keen to
ensure the sustainability of the property by improving profitability and caring for the land at the same time. Mitch says
“we sat on the fence for many years, watching Kikuyu evolve on the island and decided to have a go about three years
ago.”
Mitch was particularly interested in how it would grow on their limestone-based soils, which were susceptible to erosion.
“I’m seeing a huge decrease in erosion and we’re getting better, cleaner wool and a higher lambing percentage.
I’m grazing newly sown Kikuyu only a few months old with quite high grazing pressure up to 40DSE and am quite
impressed with what it will sustain.”
Mitch Willson was actually concerned that he was overgrazing his stands and appreciated Morgan Sounness’
assurance, that in his opinion, the grazing didn’t appear too hard at all.
Establishment costs can be high and cutting corners doesn’t pay. Mitch says the three most important things in that
phase are “weed control, weed control
and weed control! Managing weeds in
paddocks in the years leading up to
planting Kikuyu pays off.”
The only negative Mitch spoke about
was the need for more attention to
worm control when grazing Kikuyu
because they sheep are on green feed
much longer.

Andrew Heinrich

Another KI Kikuyu grower on the
farm walks was Andrew Heinrich who
says he attended an NRM drought
management
workshop,
which
highlighted his concerns about erosion
from grazing his hilltops too hard. Three
years ago Andrew planted Kikuyu.
“The hills are not baring out now and

L to R Ros Willson, Hartley Willson, Morgan Sounness, Tom Willson, Lyn
Dohle, Mitch Willson
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we are getting good clover growth there as well. We had no erosion when the opening rains came and the water
washing down into the dam was all clean. There was no silt going into the dam so we were pretty excited about that.”
Andrew is very keen on his perennial grasses but admits he has had some problems keeping them going. “I think seed
merchants make a lot of money from my purchase of perennial grass seed and I’ve done a lot of dough.” With the
Kikuyu pastures available for stock to graze during the summer he thinks he will be able to take all the pressure off the
perennials to allow them to persist.

What about invasiveness of Kikuyu?

Morgan Sounness says there have always been questions about the ability of Kikuyu to invade natural vegetation that
have given it a bad name in some quarters. “Remember that some of the stands around Albany, WA are 60-70 years
old, before modern chemicals were available. If you used a plow or scarifier to control it in those days it would only
spread. The spray and machinery technology now exists to control it easily and effectively.”
PIRSA’s Lyn Dohle, based in Kingscote says that her observations on KI confirm earlier work in WA showing that
established stands of Kikuyu won’t persist in areas with good thick healthy vegetation because the plant will not grow
in the shade. “Where your vegetation is degraded, where stock have got in and it’s open and weedy there is a potential
for Kikuyu to move in.”
Morgan provided the group with a really good management tip, which Western Australians call their “3 metre by 3
times control. If you have a firebreak strip around your vegetation, spray it out with the boom spray three metres wide
three times a year, it will certainly stop any Kikuyu from moving in. If you do have areas that you’re concerned about,
then you can set that up as a buffer to keep Kikuyu out.”

Where to now for KI Kikuyu?

Lyn Dohle thinks the next goal “is to rejuvenate some of our Kikuyu, which isn’t as thick as we would have liked from
establishment to build a better pasture base. We’re really happy we have great clover in the winter and Kikuyu coming
through in summer giving us green pick for nearly twelve months of the year. However Morgan is suggesting to us that
there are other things we can actually be putting into that mix such as annual ryegrass or pasture cropping barley or
oats to be grazed for extra feed to get more production out of the system. I think it’s a great plant that offers many great
benefits for both production and the environment and farmers on Kangaroo Island should try a little bit on their place
to see how it goes.”

More information?

Contact Lyn Dohle at the Primary Industries office at Kingscote on 08 85534999. She is in contact with a number of
farmers with 5-6 years of Kikuyu experience who are very willing to share their information and advice.
Thanks to Leighton Pearce for supplying information and photos for this article.
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