
How Mitchell grass pasture composition influences sheep
productivity
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Pasture composition: the mix of species
in a pasture, i.e. the diversity and
abundance of different pasture species.

Diet composition: species diversity and
proportions in the diet, i.e. what the
sheep are eating from the pasture.

Diet quality: nutritive value of the diet,
including protein, energy, other nutrients
and digestibility.

Mitchell grass pastures change significantly throughout the year and between seasons, read here.
Species composition of Mitchell grass pastures influences sheep productivity and has implications
for management. 

Sheep grazing Mitchell grass pastures: diet composition and diet quality

Diet composition and diet quality vary more in relation to
seasonal rainfall than between paddocks, especially for
sheep. Sheep’s split, moveable lips and narrow muzzle
enables them to nibble and bite off parts of a plant giving
them the ability to selectively graze pastures. Given sheep
can capitalise on the availability of forbs, they typically have
higher diet quality than the average quality of all plants in
the pasture. Taste, sight, smell, touch, palatability and
nutritional status influence forage selection.

The figure below depicts the progression of forage selection
by sheep grazing Mitchell grass pastures. The speed of
progression from one feed type to the next is a factor of
initial availability and stocking rate. Lighter stocking rates
allows sheep to progress more slowly from herbage and
annuals to seed heads, for example, which extends diet
quality further into the season.

When available, forbs form a significant component of sheep diets. On Mulga/Mitchell grass country, the
nutrient content of the green forbs and grass was similar whereas on Mitchell grass country the nutrient
content of green forbs is higher than the green leaf of grasses.

Whilst they are not the most palatable species available, Mitchell grasses are valued for their tolerance to
grazing and persistence throughout dry spells, providing invaluable dry standing feed when most other
plants have disappeared in the dry season. 
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https://www.leadingsheep.com.au/2024/08/mitchell-grass-pasture-changes-within-and-between-years/
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The impact of seasonal rainfall on diet quality and sheep production

When sheep are lightly stocked and forbs are present in the pasture, forbs form a greater proportion
of the diet than grasses. At higher stocking rates and under the same pasture conditions, grasses
form a greater component of the diet with a subsequent impact on diet quality.
While forbs are crucial for animal production, managing for forbs is not recommended as the higher
utilisation rate required to increase their presence sacrifices the resilience and longevity of the
pasture. Forbs are best treated as the cherry on top.
Protein and energy are likely to be lacking in the diet when there is reduced availability of preferred
forbs, annuals, seed heads and pods. High-quality supplements should be given in these situations. 

Forbs in pastures

Are your ewes in lambing and lactating when pastures are nutritionally optimal? 
The benefit of autumn vs spring lambing will differ depending on location. North-west
pastures are typically at their maximum nutritional value in autumn whereas south-west
production areas can expect winter rainfall in 35% of years, which improves feed quality
leading into spring.
High diet quality at lambing can improve:

ewe milk yield
lamb growth rates
lamb survival

For more information please contact Millie Sheales, Department of Agriculture and Fisheries via phone 0428 102 841 or
email millie.sheales@daf.qld.gov.au. Please see the Leading Sheep website for references.
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