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Native grasslands and grassy woodlands
Lowland temperate native grasslands and grassy woodlands once covered a third of Victoria, an area
of around 7 million hectares. The grasslands and woodlands formed a range of distinct habitats with
many unique animals and plants. Since European settlement, more than 99.5% of this habitat has
been converted to agriculture. Many of the plants and animals that depended on these ecosystems are
now either extinct or highly threatened with extinction. In addition to their conservation benefits,
native grasslands and woodlands provide valuable summer-growing, low-input grazing land in many
areas. They arc also vital for the development of sustainable agriculture.

More than 75% of the remaining area of grasslands and woodlands occurs on private land. The
support of private landholders is therefore essential to help conserve the small fragments that remain.
In addition regional and local bodies such as shires, Country Fire Authority brigades, cemetery trusts
and others often manage land with important grasslands.

A problem to date for people with grasslands is getting accurate advice on how best to manage them.
It is often difficult for landowners and other managers to get access to research information, or to
relate the results to their own areas and management questions.

Grassy Guidelines is designed to fill this gap. It sets out straightforward advice on how to best
manage grasslands and grassy woodlands to maintain and enhance their conservation values. Grassy
Guidelines applies only to ecosystems on the lowland foothills and plains. It is important to note that
there are significant grassy ecosystems in the northern Mallee (the Raak Plain) and the High Plains of
the Great Dividing Range that are not covered in this booklet.

In many cases, native grasslands and grassy woodlands can be effectively conserved by continuing
with past management, particularly where the native vegetation Is in good condition (i.e. few weeds,
many types of native grasses and herbs, regenerating trees in woodlands) and the current management
has been in place for many years. There will also be cases where management can be improved with
only minor changes or effort, and involving little or no impact on farm operations or other existing
management.

This guide provides general guidelines only. For detailed site-specific advice we recommend that you
contact Trust for Nature or your regional office of the Department of Natural Resources and
Environment (NRE). Trust for Nature, NRE and other groups may also be able to assist you with
fencing, burning, or other assistance that you require.

The conservation value of remnant grassy vegetation on private land is being increasingly
recognised because:
• they are fragments of an ecosystem that once covered the plains now supporting agriculture

approximately one-third of Victoria, less than 0.5% of which remains;
• more than 75% of remnant grassy vegetation occurs on private land, with the average site 

being at least three times the size of the average Crown land site (and therefore important 
for wildlife);

• a number of native plants and animals, some endangered, depend almost exclusively on 
private land remnants for habitat;

• an interested and committed landowner is just as capable as conserving the values of his/her 
own site as a large bureaucracy dealing with many types of public land.

1

Clover Glycine



2

Some frequently asked questions

What is a native grassland?
Native grasslands are any area where native grasses and/or herbs are the main species present, shrubs

are few, and trees are absent or there are only a few scattered individuals present (i.e. less than one
per hectare). On private land, the most common native grasses will be wallaby-grasses, spear-grasses,
tussock-grasses, Weeping Grass, wire-grasses and Kangaroo Grass. The species present will vary
between districts and between different properties. At least some non-native plants will be present -
both pasture grasses and weedy species. On some farms native or 'unimproved' pasture can be native
grassland with high conservation values.

It is important to note that a native grassland community comprises not only the more obvious grass
species, but also a great diversity of other plants such as native daisies, orchids, lilies and other small
herbs. Many of these plants are only easily seen in the spring.

Furthermore, there is a suite of birds, mammals, reptiles and insects that depend largely on native
grasslands and grassy woodlands. Twenty species of native mammals have already been lost from
grassy ecosystems in Victoria (six of which are totally extinct). Some 40% of Victoria's threatened
fauna depend on grassy ecosystems, and there are as many threatened bird and reptile species in
grassy ecosystems as there are from all other habitats combined.

What is a grassy woodland?
Grassy woodlands are basically grasslands with trees, although there are subtle but important
differences in the kind and number of plants and animals present. The trees are generally widely
spaced with canopies that do not overlap. Grassy woodlands can be dominated by Red Gum, Swamp
Gum, Manna Gum, Grey Box, Yellow Box, Yellow Gum, Black Box, Silver Banksia, Buloke or
native pines. Typically, only One or two species of tree are present. Shrubs may be present, but they
will be sparsely distributed over a grassy ground layer. As with grasslands, at least some non-native
plants will be present - both pasture grasses and weeds. In some situations there may be non-native
shrubs and trees, such as Boxthorn or Peppercorns. Where over-grazing has occurred, native trees
may remain but weeds will have replaced the native ground cover. Such areas have greatly reduced
conservation value because of the loss of the diversity of native plants and ground-living native
mammals, birds, reptiles and insects.

How do I know if I have native grassland or grassy woodland on my property?
The easiest way to answer this question is to develop some plant identification skills (useful plant
identification guide books are listed in 'Further reading'), or ask a qualified person to visit (Trust for
Nature can usually help).

There are a few general characteristics (although there are always exceptions!) that indicate the
likely presence of native grasslands and grassy woodlands:
• areas that have had little or no superphosphate applied; 
• areas where stock only occasionally graze; 
• areas that haven't been recently ploughed or sprayed with herbicide; 
• areas that haven't been deliberately modified for more intensive use; 
• areas where the main grasses present are of a tussocky (bunch-like) form and are perennial 

(annual grasses are completely dead by summer, have relatively few, fine shallow roots and 
are normally readily pulled out);

• areas where a number of different 'wildflowers' are present in spring (although some of these 
may be non-native species).

Especially in northern Victoria and drier parts of Gippsland, native grasses can be a principal
component of the vegetation on old crop paddocks. This is because on poorer soils introduced pasture
species may fall within a few years because the amount of fertiliser and moisture cannot be sustained.
In these areas, native grasses can sometimes recolonise where grazing pressure has not been too



heavy. A recent survey of farm pastures in southern New South Wales found that farmers nominated
paddocks often dominated by native grasses as being 'Improved pasture', on the basis that pasture
improvement practices had previously been carried out and despite the fact that the 'Improved' species
failed to persist. Other areas defined as 'native pasture' were often found to be dominated by (non-
native) weedy annual grasses, thus reinforcing the community's often low opinion of native grasses
and grasslands. Even in paddocks where annual grasses may be prominent, native daisies and peas
can be important as both fodder for stock and habitat for birds, animals and insects.

Is native pasture the same as native grassland?
YES! Native (or 'rough) pasture is still found on some farms, particularly north of the Divide, and can
have high conservation significance. Some of the most significant grasslands in south-eastern
Australia are paddocks that have once been used for occasional stock-grazing. When this grazing
pattern is accompanied by an absence of ploughing and fertilising, it favours a rich array of native
plants with few weeds. Being large, such paddocks also provide habitat for endangered species such
as the Plains Wanderer, a small, quail-like bird once widespread on the Victorian Plains.

'Pasture' refers to the type of land use (i.e. grazing), and should in no way be thought to imply
conservation value or lack of it. The principal species (native, introduced pasture plants and weeds)
that make up the pasture should be documented to determine the conservation value and the most
appropriate farm and land management.

What 'use' is a native grassland?
A frequently asked question! From a conservation point of view there is immense value in grasslands
as they provide essential habitat for native plants and animals. Many of these are highly threatened
and occur at only one or two sites.

It is often not recognised that native grasslands also have important production and other
economic advantages:
• they are drought-resistant;
• many native grasses are summer-growing, and nearly all are perennial;
• they tolerate low-nutrient, saline and acidic soils;
• they are an important genetic resource for developing better pastures and crops;
• they can act as 'environmental barometers' indicating changes in water tables, soil acidity,

salinity, and pest populations;
• they are beautiful landscapes and have much potential for horticulture and eco-tourism.

The economic value of native grassland on farms is usually measured in comparison with
productivity of high-input pastures over a relatively short period. This is like comparing a Land
Cruiser with a Porsche over a quarter mile! While the annual gross returns from high-input pastures
are measurably greater when compared with low-input native pastures, this does not take account of
the long-term economic and ecological costs. Unlike most native pastures, high-input introduced
pastures typically require consistent fertilising, often require expensive re-establishment after drought,
do not tolerate acidic soils and are not as responsive to summer rainfall. Recent research by the New
South Wales Department of Agriculture has demonstrated how the net returns for graziers from native
pasture can match or better the more 'traditional' high-input approach in the medium and long term.
We strongly recommend the Department's excellent booklet which discusses this research (Managing
High Rainfall Native Pastures on a Whole-Farm Basis - see 'Further reading' for details).

In addition to the immediate and tangible annual returns, native grasslands and grassy woodlands may
provide emergency stock shelter, habitat for pest-control ling wildlife and more durable ground cover
to prevent topsoil loss.

The temptation to use native grassland and woodland as 'drought fodder' should be avoided, especially
if over-grazing would result. On a whole-farm basis, it is better (during drought) to degrade poorer
pastures that are already in need of rehabilitation, rather than destroy more sustainable areas.
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Distribution of grasslands and grassy woodlands in Victoria
Victoria consists a number of natural regions (Map 1), each determined by the 'interactions of the
biological, climatic and geophysical characteristics. The natural vegetation of each region varies
according to the range of environments found within that region. In the Wimmera, for example,
Buloke woodland tends to occur in the drier and/or northern parts of the region, often on heavier soil
types, whereas Yellow Gum woodland is more typical of southern areas.

Map 1: Natural regions of Victoria

There are substantial areas where destruction for agricultural or urban development has been so great
little is known of the original vegetation patterns (e.g. Gippsland and Otway Plains). However, some
explanation of the native plant communities in different areas is necessary in order to understand their
management requirements. Tables 1 and 2 set out the relative distribution and abundance of grassy
vegetation communities across the relevant natural regions of Victoria. The 'abundance' of a particular
community is estimated according to the chances of that community being present at a piece of
remnant grassy vegetation in that region. As mentioned previously, distinctive grasslands and grassy
woodlands also occur in the Mallee and the snowfields.

Native grasslands
Lowland native grassy ecosystems occurred throughout the Victorian Plains, extending into the lower
foothills of the Great Divide up to about 600 metres (sometimes slightly higher in drier parts of East
Gippsland). They are found on a variety of soil types but tend to occur in the more fertile areas. Prior
to European settlement, expanses of treeless grassland were found on the Western Volcanic,
Wimmera, Northern and Gippsland Plains (Map 1). Small, isolated remnants of these once large areas
can still be found on the Western Volcanic and Northern Plains, and, to a lesser extent, the Wimmera.
Only a few, tiny fragments of grassland remain in Gippsland, and even these are derived from grassy
woodlands that have been cleared of trees.
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Some plants are found throughout Victoria in a range of grassland and grassy woodland
communities, while others are more typical of particular communities or regions. The natural
grasslands of southern Victoria were mostly dominated originally by Kangaroo Grass associated with
an array of legumes, daisies, sedges, lilies, orchids and other herbs. The grasslands of northern
Victoria may have been similar but greater changes since settlement prevent this from being known.
These areas are now dominated by wallaby-grasses and spear-grasses, although a few ungrazed areas
dominated by Kangaroo Grass and Spider Grass persist.

A number of native grass species occur in the grasslands, nearly all of which are perennial tussocks.
By contrast, the majority of introduced grasses (weeds) tend to be annual and turf-like, (Canary
Grass, Chilean Needle Grass, Serrated Tussock and Sweet Vernal Grass are increasingly common and
widespread perennial weeds with a tussock-type growth form.) The tussocky formation is of
fundamental importance, for it is within the spaces between the tussocks that most grassland plants
are found - the greater the gap size (within reason), the greater the diversity and/or abundance of
forbs (non-grass plants). Vegetation quality in grasslands is therefore strongly correlated with
'openness' - the amount of space around tussocks available for other plants. Most grassland birds and
animals also have a strong preference for this 'tussocky habitat'.

Certain native grasses such as spear-grasses, wallaby-grasses, tussock-grasses and wire-grasses are
less palatable or more resistant to grazing pressure than Kangaroo Grass, and tend to become more
dominant under some grazing regimes. This explains the dominance of these plants in areas that were
previously dominated by Kangaroo Grass.

Most of the native forbs (plants other than grasses) are perennial also, but many are only obvious for
part of the year or in a particular year (according to seasonal conditions, or time since fire, flood etc.).
Such plants may spend a good deal of their life-cycle underground as tubers or as dormant buds at
ground level.

In contrast to annual species, where the only means of reproduction is by seed (and therefore
requiring relatively greater levels of energy and resources to be directed towards flower and seed
production), perennial plants vary greatly in the amount, size, viability and longevity of seed
produced. Recent research in southern Victoria suggests that population recruitment of native
grassland plants from seedlings is a very infrequent event. It follows then that once a site loses one or
more of these native species, restoring them into the vegetation from another source will be difficult
and require substantial time and effort, with little or no likelihood of success.

Grassy woodlands
Grassy woodlands also occur on the Western Volcanic, Wimmera, Northern and Gippsland Plains,
usually on better-drained soils. In addition, there are grassy woodlands on the Otway Plains, Warmon,
Grampians and on the lower foothills of the Midlands.

Different natural regions tend to favour the development of different grassy woodlands; thus Grey
Box grassy woodlands are common north of the Divide, while Manna Gum grassy woodlands are
found mostly in the south. A mixture of woodland types are present in each region, with different tree
species being found on different soils.

Grassy woodlands can be thought of as grasslands with trees on them. Many native grasses and forbs
are found both in grasslands and grassy woodlands. There are subtle but significant differences
between grasslands and the ground layer of grassy woodlands in the type and proportion of plant
species present, because of different management histories and different ecological conditions, such
as moisture and light levels.
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Table 1: Approximate distribution and abundance of grassland communities across the relevant natural 
regions of Victoria

COMMUNITY REGION

Wannon Volcanic Midlands Wimmera Northern Gippsland Grampians Otway
Plains Plains Plains Plains Plains

Wallaby-grass grassland *** **** ** *** *** *** ** **

Spider Grass grassland 0 0 0 * ** 0 0 0

Weeping Grass grassland *** ** ** * ** ** * *

Tussock-grass grassland ** *** ** ** * ** * *

Spear-grass grassland *** ** ** *** *** ** ** **

Kangaroo Grass grassland *** *** ** ** * *** ** **

KEY:

0 not occurring or extremely rare in this region * rarely present (at < 10% sites)

** occasionally present (at < 50% sites) *** normally present (at > 50% sites)

NOTES:

1. No attempt is made to distinguish between natural communities and communities that have been altered by 
European management.

2. Representation estimates (see 'Key') refer to the likelihood of grassy remnants (freehold and public) in a region 
supporting a particular community type. Thus, there is a > 50% chance that a grassland remnant in the Warmon 
would support wallaby-grass grassland.

3. Wallaby-grasses = Danthonia spp.

Spider Grass = Enteropogon acicularis

Weeping Grass = Microlaena stipoides

Tussock-grasses = Poa spp.

Spear-grasses = Stipa spp.

Kangaroo Grass = Themeda triandra
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Table 2: Approximate distribution and abundance of grassy woodland communities across the relevant 
natural regions of Victoria

COMMUNITY REGION

Wannon Volcanic Midlands Wimmera Northern Gippsland Grampians Otway
Plains Plains Plains Plains Plains

Black Box woodland 0 0 0 ** ** 0 0 0

Buloke woodland * * * *** ** 0 0 0

Forest Red Gum woodland 0 0 0 0 0 *** 0 0

Grey Box woodland * * ** *** *** * * 0

Manna Gum woodland *** * ** 0 0 ** 0 **

Mixed eucalypt woodland ** 0 *** * 0 ** ** *

River Red Gum woodland *** ** * * ** * ** *

Drooping Sheoke woodland * * * 0 0 * 0 **

Snow Gum woodland * 0 * 0 0 * * *

Swamp Gum woodland ** * * 0 0 * 0 *

White Cypress-pine woodland 0 0 0 * * 0 0 0

Yellow Box woodland * 0 *** ** ** * * 0

Yellow Gum woodland ** 0 ** *** ** 0 ** *

Hill Red Gum 0 0 ** 0 ** 0 0 0

KEY:

0 not occurring or extremely rare in this region * rarely present (at < 10% sites)

** occasionally present (at < 50% sites) *** normally present (at > 50% sites)

NOTES:

1. Mixed eucalypt woodland is often dominated by one or (normally) more of the following: Red Stringybark, 
Messmate, peppermint(s), White Box, Red Box, Long-leaf Box, Candlebark, Red Ironbark, But But, Yellow 
Stringybark and White Stringybark (last three in Gippsland only).

2. No attempt is made to distinguish between natural communities and communities that have been altered by 
European management.

3. Representation estimates (see 'Key') refer to the likelihood of grassy remnants (freehold and public) in a region 
supporting a particular community type. Thus, there is a > 50% chance that a woodland remnant in the Warmon 
would Support Manna Gum, but < 10% chance of supporting Buloke woodland, which is found only in the far 
north of the region abutting the Wimmera (where it may be locally common).

4. Black Box = Eucalyptus largiflorens Snow Gum = E. pauciflora

Buloke = Allocasuarina luehmannii Swamp Gum = E. ovata

Forest Red Gum = E. tereticornis White Cypress-pine = Callitris glaucopbylla

Grey Box = E. microcarpa Yellow Box = E. melliodora

Manna Gum = E. viminalis Yellow Gum = E. leucoxylon

River Red Gum = E. camaldulensis Hill Red Gum = E. blakelyi

Drooping Sheoke = A. verticillata
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Management guidelines
Research has only recently begun into the management necessary to conserve native grasslands and
grassy woodlands. The following discussion of management should therefore not be treated as the last
word in management. The advice given is intended as a general guide. It may need to be updated in
the future as new research becomes available. It probably will need to be adapted for the particular
circumstances of your own property.

Before deciding what to do with your remnant, consider whether or not you can answer the 
following
questions:
• What am I trying to do - manage it for production or conservation, or both?
• What species are present, and how are they likely to react to planned action?
• How has the site been managed in the past and has proposed action been done before?
• Do I need to change the way the site has been managed in the past?
• What threats are present that may complicate my plans (e.g. presence of invasive weeds)?
• How am I going to monitor the effect of my actions?

As with any production or conservation management decision it is most important to set out clear
aims. The management program should be based on clear objectives, and include an understanding
and knowledge of the vegetation present, threats that may exist and history of the site. Such
knowledge and documentation will assist in resolving problems that may arise. Once the priorities
have been established, appropriate management can be put in place.

Fencing
The single most important management requirement for most remnants is fencing: to manage vermin,
to control domestic stock and consequently to manage the grazing program. Grassy woodland will
benefit from stock exclusion, as stock tend to camp in these areas. Often good
shelter for stock will still be available on the sheltered side of the remnants. Once
the remnants are fenced, stock can be allowed in as appropriate such as for
emergency shelter or for grazing at times which do not adversely affect a
grassland. (For further details see 'Grazing' below.)

Trust for Nature or your local Department of Natural Resources and
Environment office will be able to help with specific information
and may provide financial support to assist with fencing and
pest animal control.

Care should be taken during fence construction to minimise
soil disturbance as much as possible. For example, using
driven end-assemblies eliminates the need to dig holes;
rabbit-proofing can be achieved by laying half the netting
along the ground to form an apron, rather than digging it
into a trench.

• An unfenced remnant cannot be managed properly. 
• If necessary, seek incentives or assistance to erect 

stock- and vermin-proof fencing. 
• Try to minimise soil disturbance during fence 

construction.
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Doing nothing
The idea of 'locking up' a site for conservation by fencing it off and excluding all fire and grazing
does not apply to grassy ecosystems. While dry woodlands require little grazing or burning, grazing
or burning Is essential in lowland grasslands to maintain an open and diverse vegetation, particularly
in higher rainfall areas where grass growth is vigorous, and can quickly smother smaller plants.

Burning

Grasslands
For grasslands in higher rainfall areas, frequent burning is an effective method for reducing dense
grass cover and so maintaining a diversity of plants. The best grassland remnants in western Victoria,
for example, occur on roadsides and rail reserves regularly burnt for regional fire protection.

Most experts consider the frequency of burning to be more important than the burning season. In
some native grasslands, particularly in high rainfall areas, an absence of fire (or grazing) over just a
few years causes rapid degradation of vegetation because of excessive build-up of grass cover which
smothers the plants that grow in the gaps between tussocks.

In vegetation dominated by warm-season (summer-active) grasses such as Kangaroo Grass, burning
after the autumn break may favour the establishment of winter-growing weeds such as annual grasses,
because of the lack of competition from native species. Burning in late summer is the normal practice
on good quality roadsides, and this appears to allow rapid regrowth of grass cover before weeds
establish. Alternatively, burning in late winter (before the active growth period) may reduce the time
available for weeds to grow without competition. Burning should not be done during periods of active
growth (spring/early summer). Considerable work needs to be done to understand the way different
types of grassland respond to fire, and for appropriate burning programs to be developed.

Grassy woodlands
Grassy woodlands require a slightly different approach, as fires at too great a frequency will inhibit
regeneration of some tree and shrub species, and may eliminate those which reproduce only from
seed if burnt before they reach reproductive age. Using a mosaic approach so that only parts of a
remnant are burnt at any one time, and a frequency of no less than (say) six to seven years, will allow
for regeneration, refuge and diversity of habitat for wildlife, and maintenance of the woodland's
plants and animals.

Fire management
Burning into the wind will produce a hotter, cleaner burn that can be more readily controlled and
directed. Make sure you understand and abide by the local protocols concerning burning - have
adequate breaks well prepared (preferably around the remnant rather than through it), and sufficient
water and people to do the job.

A good way to target a burning program is to use hand-held gas burners, which can be assembled
from over-the-counter components for about $250. These burners enable highly accurate weed control,
and with no risk to neighbouring plants. It is a particularly effective approach where exotic seedlings
and annual grasses are a problem, and can be used in wet or cool weather. By passing the flame over
the unwanted plants, the waxy coating melts causing the plant to wilt and die (though fire-tolerant
perennials will regenerate). With this method, one should be able to treat about 500 square metres per
hour using only a few dollars worth of LPG. Tractor-mounted versions, with one to three metre burn
booms, are used in organic horticulture and have great potential for management of grassy vegetation.

• Grasslands in high rainfall areas require frequent burning (probably as often as possible),
whereas woodlands should be burnt relatively infrequently (about five to ten years).

• Burning is a highly skilled and risky procedure: make sure you have good firebreaks, and 
have sufficient people and resources at hand.

• Mosaic burning in woodlands will allow refuge for wildlife to be maintained, as well as make 
the overall burning program easier, by doing little bits each year.

• Changes to past burning or grazing patterns should only be carried out after careful 
consideration, and preferably with the benefit of trials to indicate likely effects.
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Grazing

Grasslands 

Continual grazing encourages weed invasion and degrades native vegetation. This is because
palatable plants are continually selected by the grazing animals, allowing only unpalatable species to
increase. Additionally, regular soil disturbance caused by hooves and nutrient increases from animal
droppings provides a constant supply of suitable sites in which weeds can establish. Remember that
no grazing strategy yet exists that favours all native species at the expense of all exotic species.

Strategic grazing (known as 'pulse', 'slam', 'crash' or 'mob' grazing) in grasslands may, however, be a
suitable way of preventing excessive grass cover, and therefore maintaining a diverse array of plants
that would otherwise be smothered by the grass. This involves stocking at high levels for a short time,
so all plants are grazed, not just the palatable ones. Ideally, sheep should be introduced off-shears and
with empty stomachs to reduce the likelihood of weeds being brought in. No hay or grain should be
brought on to the site, but providing molasses blocks may encourage stock to eat dry plant matter such as
old tussocks. The site is rested after grazing, enabling the plants to regrow and recover energy levels.

The best time is a matter of judgement. In a dry year, providing the soil type is firm and not likely to
pug easily, early winter grazing will open the vegetation and reduce competition prior to the onset of
active growth in spring. In a wet year, summer grazing (after seed set) reduces cover and will allow
for some regrowth before the onset of winter (this regrowth will provide competition for weeds).
More research is needed to further our understanding of sustainable grazing strategies in native
grasslands.

Woodlands

Woodland areas are best not grazed. This is because trees reduce light and moisture levels preventing
excessive grass cover. An exception could be where dense stands of weeds such as Phalaris have
invaded a woodland. In such circumstances, occasional pulse grazing may be one way of reducing
this cover and allowing smaller native plants and seedlings to grow.

Because of their mobbing behaviour and tendency to avoid low-lying country, 
sheep possibly cause greater soil compaction, but less pugging, than cattle. 
On the other hand, sheep are more selective grazers than cattle. Llamas 
or alpacas (soft-footed non-selective grazers) use a common 'latrine' 
that may provide a novel and more appropriate approach 
to managing native vegetation. Goats may also have
application in certain circumstances where woody
weeds may be an issue.

• Strategic grazing should continue on sites 
previously grazed, but modified where necessary 
to prevent over-grazing, grazing during spring,
and/or damage to sites in wet conditions.

• Pulse grazing has less impact on vegetation 
than continual grazing. Use clean stock to reduce 
the chances of introducing weeds to the site.

• Woodland areas usually require little or no 
grazing.
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Burning versus grazing

What's better for biodiversity?

Generally speaking, the most appropriate way to manage a site that currently has conservation values
will be to continue with the management practice that has previously reduced grass density, be it
grazing or burning. Any major and sudden changes to the past management may have adverse
consequences for the plants and animals currently occurring on the site. Changing from grazing to
burning or vice versa may lead to the loss of some plant or animal species.

Burning should definitely be maintained on areas such as road and rail reserves which have
traditionally been burnt. Grazing these areas will eliminate those native species that are intolerant of
grazing by stock.

On grasslands that have a long history of grazing, continuing with the grazing is usually the best
practice to reduce the levels of grass and encourage greater native plant diversity (subject to the
changes in grazing suggested in the 'Grazing' section). However, for some traditionally grazed sites, it
may be useful to burn to encourage diversity and those rare species that are suppressed by grazing,
but which are still 'hanging on'. If a change from grazing to burning is being considered then it is
important first to carefully trial what will happen by burning small areas, protecting them from
grazing and seeing what the response is from native plants.

Unless expert advice for your particular site suggests otherwise, successively burning and grazing
grassland areas is not recommended.

• Generally it's best to continue the past practice of a site, be it burning or grazing.
• If a grassland has been traditionally burnt, don't replace the burning with grazing.
• If a grassland has been traditionally grazed, carefully trial-burn small areas before 

considering replacing grazing with burning.
• Either burn or graze, but not in succession.

Mowing
In weedy situations, mowing can be used to reduce the seed-set of weeds. Grassland species appear to
tolerate infrequent mowing, but are greatly inhibited by the cut grass left after mowing. The herbs that
occupy the spaces between the tussocks are particularly affected. Special mowers are now available
that vacuum the grass as it is cut, although these would (probably) be prohibitively expensive for
private landholders. If mowing must be used, it should be with a high cut, and the grass removed by
raking or baling. Mowing should preferably be timed to allow native plants to first set seed.

• Mowing can be used to hinder seed-set of weeds and favour seed-set in native plants. 
• Cut grass inhibits native plants and should be removed.

Herbicides
Providing due care is exercised, the strategic use of herbicides in managing grassy ecosystems has
much to offer, but overall understanding of the role herbicides can play is poorly developed because
of lack of specific research. Systemic herbicides such as glyphosate are widely used in weed control
programs. The risk with these herbicides lies with their lack of selectivity, as generally all plants are
killed. In the absence of successful revegetation (e.g. using native grass thatch or intensive tubestock
planting), areas made bare with herbicide will invariably be recolonised by more weeds.

Selectivity can be improved by varying the herbicide concentrations, using selective herbicides (e.g.
for seedlings or broad-leaf weeds), modifying equipment (by using weed wands or spray shields), or
exploiting specific features of the weeds. Examples of the latter could include 'spray-topping' annual
grasses with a grass-specific herbicide soon after a fire, especially in the depths of winter. Where a
summer-active native grass such as Kangaroo Grass is dominant, it will be dormant in winter and
therefore largely unaffected by the herbicide, although cool season native grasses such as wallaby-
grasses and speargrasses will. Similarly, Kangaroo Grass is resistant to herbicides such as atrizine, so
small infestations of specific weeds in a Kangaroo Grass area can be controlled with such herbicides
without killing all plants.
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Where a degree of experimentation is involved, it is important to treat and monitor small test areas
and learn to understand how the vegetation is likely to respond to a particular treatment. Small I
infestations are much easier to control than large areas, so it pays to be aware of the weed species
present and institute control measures as soon as possible. Keep on hand a supply of native grass hay,
seed or seedlings to spread on areas that have been treated in order to provide competition for any
weed regrowth.

• Targeting herbicides to protect wanted plants can be improved by modifying equipment,
choice of herbicide, or exploiting the growth periods and seed-set of particular plants.

• Treated areas should be revegetated to avoid recolonisation by the same or other weeds.
• Treat sample areas to determine the effects if you're unsure.
• Treat small infestations before they become major problems.

Tree-planting
So many grassland sites on the Volcanic Plains of western Victoria were being destroyed by tree-
planting programs during the early 1990s that tree-planting in grassland areas is regarded as a
threatening process to these ecosystems. The problem arose because of lack of awareness of the value
of grassland remnants, and being relatively free of weeds, such sites were considered to be ideal for
tree-planting. The threat exists in outright destruction during site preparation where ripping and
spraying are done, and, more subtly, by changing the light and moisture levels as the trees grow,
eventually eliminating most of the native grass and herb species.

In woodland remnants, some tree-planting may be justified. This is particularly true where past
grazing has eliminated tree and shrub seedlings from the site. Care should be taken to ensure that the
plants to be planted back into the remnant are grown from locally collected seed, and planted at
natural spacings. These conditions can be met by discussing your plans with Trust for Nature or local
naturalists who can provide appropriate advice, and by visiting the best examples of similar remnant
vegetation in the district to get an idea of suitable species and their relative densities.

• Tree-planting should not be carried out in native grassland areas.
• Tree-planting in woodland areas should use local seed and reflect natural densities.
• If in doubt, get good advice!

Vehicles
Damage by vehicles results in weed invasion. Old unburnt Kangaroo Grass tussocks are particularly
susceptible to trampling, probably because tillers are readily broken off the main tussock. At all costs,
avoid taking vehicles into wet sites. Even in the best conditions, damage to the soil surface and soil
structure will result in weed invasion, although this may not be apparent until some time later.

There is also the added risk of introducing new weeds to a site from seed carried on the vehicle (and
the occupants' socks and shoes). Research has shown that hundreds of thousands of individual seeds
of many species can be carried on a single vehicle at any one time.

• Vehicles can carry large numbers of weed seeds and damage plants, soil structure and 
drainage patterns, thus greatly facilitating weed invasion. 

• Avoid driving through remnants as much as possible, and never in wet conditions.

12



Dieback and timber removal

Grassy woodlands

In many woodland areas, the widespread loss of mature trees is of great concern. This can be caused
by various forms of dieback or by deliberate tree removal. The causes of dieback are often complex
and may be difficult to determine quickly. If dieback is a problem in your area, seek expert advice
from the Department of Natural Resources and Environment or Trust for Nature and assistance to
identify and address the problem. Although dead standing and fallen timber makes good firewood, it
is vitally important habitat for wildlife. Ideally, firewood should be obtained from plantations and
planted farm shelterbelts.

• Seek expert advice for dieback problems.
• Leave dead trees standing wherever possible.
• Report unauthorised tree-felling to NRE.

Wildlife

Virtually all of the above information is directed at vegetation management. Discussion of the
complete range of wildlife considerations requires far more space than is available here. If you have a
reasonable stand of native grassy vegetation you will qualify for the Land for Wildlife scheme (as
well as a conservation covenant with the Trust for Nature) and receive the comprehensive Land for
Wildlife News, an excellent newsletter that covers both wildlife and vegetation issues. Your local
NRE office will have further details on Joining the scheme.

There are a few guidelines for wildlife management that apply to any vegetation remnant:
• leave fallen timber on the ground, and dead trees standing to maximise wildlife habitat;
• nest boxes may provide additional habitat for small mammals, bats and birds if natural tree 

hollows are lacking in woodlands;
• spotlight for cats and foxes.

13

Striped legless lizard



Monitoring your site
Any information you can gather about the management of grassy ecosystems will be of much benefit
to yourself and the many others eagerly seeking such information. Although general observations can
be of some value, our memories are easily distorted by time. A well-structured monitoring program
enables information to be easily gathered, interpreted and disseminated. Contact Trust for Nature or
NRE for any assistance you require.

Your plan should start out with a survey of the site conducted by a botanist, who should map the
vegetation and locate significant areas or individual plants. You should ask the botanist to suggest a
number of sites where monitoring plots can be established that sample the range of vegetation
present. If you are confident enough, you can do this yourself with six or so plots about 10 metres x
10 metres. In areas being grazed, use short stakes so as to avoid establishing 'rubbing poles' for stock,
which will tend to congregate around them.

Even if you don't know all the species present, you can still conduct a rough census by breaking the
plants into groups such as daisies, peas, thistles, grasses, lilies, short plants, tall plants, flowering
plants, known weeds, new plants, dead, dry or dying plants, and so on, and recording the area
occupied by each group each year (you might like to start off doing it each season to get an idea of
how much variation there is during the year). You should also be recording weather details and
management activities relevant to the site.

This is, by no means, the perfect approach, but at least you'll be 'reading' the site. You can never over-
estimate how valuable this information could be to someone else.
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Further reading
A Field Guide to the Native Grasslands and Grassy Woodlands of South-Eastern Australia by Ian
Lunt, James Ross and Tim Barlow (May 1998). Written by three leading grassland specialists, this
new release is an excellent full-colour field guide to more than 200 grassland species. As well as
species descriptions, there is a comprehensive introduction to grassland ecology and management.
Highly recommended.

Published by the Victorian National Parks Association and the Trust for Nature, 10 Parliament Place,
East Melbourne 3002. Phone: 9650 8296.

Australia's Most Threatened Ecosystems: The southeastern lowland native grasslands by Jamie
Kirkpatrick, Keith McDougall and Michael Hyde (1995). Based on information collected from
southern NSW, Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia, this book presents the findings (summarised
in the title) in clear terms and provides an easily read and comprehensive overview of the
conservation status of grasslands in south-eastern Australia.

Published by World Wide Fund for Nature (Australia), 1/71 York Street, Sydney 2000.

Community Grasses Project Workshop Proceedings by Allan Curtis and Jo Millar (1995). 
The Community Grasses Project brings together scientists and landholders to share ideas and
experiences related to the management of perennial pastures in northern Victoria and southern NSW
This report is a series of papers from their first workshop.

Published by Johnstone Centre, Charles Sturt University, PO Box 789, Albury 2640.

Conserving Woodland Birds in the Wheat and Sheep Belts of Southern Australia by Doug Robinson
and Barry Traill (1996) (RAOU Conservation Statement No. 10). Essential reading for all
landholders, as It explains in a clear and simple manner the crisis facing birds in the rural landscape.

Published by Birds Australia (formerly Royal Australasian Ornithological Union), 415 Riversdale
Road, Hawthorn East 3123.

Farmer Knowledge and Experience with Perennial Grasses by Jo Millar and Allan Curtis (1995)
(Johnstone Centre Report No. 41). As the title suggests, this report elaborates on farmers'
understanding of the role of perennial grasses in the farming operation, particularly comparisons
between native and introduced species.

Published by Johnstone Centre, Charles Sturt University, PO Box 789, Albury 2640.

Field Guide to Victoria's Native Grasslands by Neville Scarlett, Steve Wallbrink and Keith
McDougall (1992). One of the best field guides ever produced for plants of the Victorian Plains, it is
unfortunately now out of print. If you can find it in a bookshop, grab it.

Grasses of Temperate Australia: A field guide by Charles Lamp, Steve Forbes and Joe Cade (1990). 
A easily used field guide describing over 100 grass species (no wildflowers), although a 1OX hand-
lens will be required to verify many features described for each species.

Published by Inkata Press, Melbourne, Vic.

Grazing Greener Pastures by Peter Hirth, Cam Nicholson and Peter Sale (1993). This book is a
collection of papers from the 34th Annual Conference of the Grassland Society of Victoria, and
includes papers by a researcher and a farmer on native pastures.

Published by Grassland Society of Victoria, 191 Royal Parade, Parkville 3052.

Management Guidelines for the Native Grasslands of the Merri Creek by Judy Bush and Tony
Faithful (1997). Written specifically for the Merri Creek grasslands located on the volcanic plains 
to the north of Melbourne, this report deals with management issues In some detail, which are
applicable to most remnants on the volcanic plains.

Published by Merri Creek Management Committee, 2 Lee Street, East Brunswick 3057.
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Managing High Rainfall Native Pastures on a Whole-Farm
Basis by Peter Simpson and Col Langford (1996). This is an
excellent publication written by experienced agronomists,
and is recommended to farmers managing native pastures 
in southern NSW and central and north-eastern Victoria.
Emphasis is given to the production aspects rather than to
biodiversity conservation, although recognition is given 
to their close relationship in the whole farm plan.

Published by NSW Agriculture, Goulburn, NSW
Contact Trust for Nature for copies: $5 plus $2 postage.

Monaro Remnant Native Grasslands Management Guide by
josh Dorough (1996). Written in a similar vein, this booklet
describes appropriate ways to manage native grasslands of
tile Monaro region in southern NSW.

Published by World Wide Fund for Nature (Australia), 
1/71 York Street, Sydney 2000.

Native Grasses: Identification handbook for temperate
Australia by Meredith Mitchell (1996). This is a handy little
book for the glovebox that will enable you to identify 
15 native grasses of the Victorian Plains. Also includes
information on dietary value and pasture management.

Published by Agmedia, 166 Wellington Parade, 
East Melbourne 3002.

Native Grassland Management in the Melbourne Area (1992).
A series of information sheets describing in a practical way
the management requirements of native grasslands,
emphasising the conservation perspective.

Published by Department of Conservation and Environment,
Australian Heritage Commission, and the Victorian National
Parks Association, 10 Parliament Place, East Melbourne 3002.

Plants of Melbourne's Western Plains: A gardener's guide to
the original flora by Society for Growing Australian Plants -
Keilor Plains Group (1995). Although directed at the
gardener, this book contains photos of a range of wildflowers
found throughout the Victorian Plains that are useful for plant
identification, as well as suggestions for horticultural use.

Published by SGAP - Keilor, PO Box 115, Niddrie 3042.

The Serengeti or Sussex: What is your vision for Victoria's
plains? by James Ross (1996). An informative article
describing the options for the conservation of lowland grass
lands in Victoria and southern NSW In: Park Watch No. 186.

Published by the Victorian National Parks Association, 
10 Parliament Place, East Melbourne 3002.
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Further assistance

Trust for Nature

The Trust for Nature is an independent conservation group which works to assist private landholders
with conservation. Because of the rarity of grasslands and grassy woodlands, the Trust works
especially to protect these habitats. Currently the Trust is offering free botanical surveys of privately
owned grasslands and woodlands in some parts of Victoria. The Trust's Regional Co-ordinators may
be able to assist you by offering advice on conservation management, help with obtaining funding for
fencing or other assistance. If we cannot assist we will be able to suggest alternative groups or
departments who may be able to help.

The Victorian Department of Natural Resources and Environment can assist with a range of issues,
and can put you in touch with the Land for Wildlife scheme and grassy ecosystem programs.

Officers from the Department of Natural Resources and Environment, or your regional Trust for
Nature representative, can direct you to the nearest publicly accessible grassland site. An examination
of the range of plants present at such a site during spring and early summer will give you the best
idea of what a native grassland looks like. Ask the officer to meet you on site to explain the
vegetation and assist with plant identification.

The Trust for Nature can be contacted at:|
2/385 Little Lonsdale Street, Melbourne 3000
Phone: 9670 9933 Fax: 9670 9977 E-mail: trustfornature@tfn.org.au

To contact your nearest Regional Co-ordinator look in the phone book under Trust for Nature.

Covenants

The Trust strongly encourages the placing of protective covenants on important areas of grassland or
woodland. These are agreements to protect areas permanently. They are a cost-effective way of
ensuring that land is managed according to sound conservation principles without compromising the
owner's lifestyle.

Fat-tailed Dunnart



The Trust for Nature (Victoria) is an independent,
non-profit organisation set up to help
nature conservation on private land.

Since 1972, we have protected over 15,000
hectares of native habitat in Victoria through

conservation covenants and land purchase. This
has preserved the habitat of many of Victoria's

threatened plants and animals.

Members and donors of the Trust provide
vital financial support for our work.
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