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EDITORIAL
This issue contains another urgent plea from President Bill for
Journal contributions. Bill advises that the Journal is desperately
short of papers, short communications, articles and thesis summaries.
Now, just in case you don't read this, or take no notice, watch out
when you turn the page!
The Society continues to be busy in the provinces. We have
reports from activities at Broken Hill and Carnarvon, and also herald
the inauguration of a new branch, based at Carnarvon. Congratulations
to John Morrissey who has been the chief "urger" in that endeavour.
Major contributions in this issue came from Geoff Rodda, Barney
Foran, Peter Curry and Roger Stanley. . Thanks very much for your
efforts. Contributions for the next Newsletter should be sent to the
bloke below, say by May 20?
Don Burnside
Department of Agriculture
P.O. Box 417
KALGOORLIE, W.A. 6430
(Ph. 090.211666)
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Sometimes putting pen to paper seems a bit like this

BUT

THE JOURNAL NEEDS

PAPERS
COMMUNICATIONS
ARTICLES
THESIS SUMMARIES
FROM

YOU!

GET YOUR CONTRIBUTION TO THE EDITORIAL COMMITTEE WITHOUT DELAY
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
From:

Roger Stanley
Soil Conservation Service
BROKEN HILL, N.S.W. 2880.
SHRUB INVASION IN RELATION TO SOIL CONSERVATION AND STABILITY

I was pleased to see the response in the last newsletter to Bruce
Alchin's recent contributions (RMN 82/3). Allan Wilson made interesting
statements on the place of shrubs in the "natural status of the
environment" and on their role in reducing erosion. Coincidentally
David Wilcox's letter and article in the same issue make separate,
contradictory statements on the same points, and I agree with David on
both counts.
There appear to be few (if any) challengers to the concept that
post-European fire frequency is much less than it was in time prior to
settlement. If the currently popular theory holds true that suppression
of fire by European man has contributed to shrub invasion, then our
desire to manage for an open (pre-settlement) state by burning is one
of a number of acceptable motives.
I also disagree with some of Allan's statements about the value of
shrubs in reducing erosion, although I have no quantitative data to
support me. I doubt that shrubs reduce wind erosion at "all" densities.
Certainly it has been observed by officers of the Soil Conservation
Service that during the current drought there have been no major dust
problems on the densely infested Cobar Pediplain (1982 Cobar rainfall
lowest on record) although soil has been well trampled, and that there
has been minimal drift on heavily infested dune country in the West
Darling area (1982 Broken Hill rainfall second lowest on record).
However as shrub density decreases there must be a level at which
wind-erosion prone soils are not protected, and I imagine that this
level could be readily determined in the field using the formula
developed by CSIRO's John Marshal1 7 based on shrub height and spacing.
SCS officers have also observed that in sand dune country an uneven
distribution of shrubs on the dunes can lead to wind funnelling and
severe erosion.
While the presence of even a dense shrub cover and surface litter
may reduce raindrop impact, shrubs compete strongly with native pastures
and the usually bare soil surface beneath dense stands is liable to
water erosion by overland flow. Watersheeting and scalding is not
uncommon beneath woody shrubs on dune flanks in sandy country, and
also on the harder ridges of the Cobar Pediplain where the "protective"
layer of litter that Allan referred to often accumulates on the flats
following sheet flow.
Woody shrubs have generally invaded country that previously
supported perennial pastures, and no doubt these would have contributed
to greater soil salinity and ground cover. Bearing in mind the reduction
in carrying capacity (of native or domestic animals) on shrub invaded
country, consequent increased grazing pressure placed on remaining
open areas, and the difficulties of managing shrubby country, it would
seem that the advantages of shrubs are far out-weighed by disadvantages.

•

SOCIETY BUSINESS
!! Subs!!
As usual in the first issue is the inevitable plea for subscriptions.
Vanessa Chewings, the Subscription Secretary, needs the subs by March 31,
1983.
Remember that there are two kinds of membership of The Australian
Rangeland Society:
Full members pay $20 and get both the Journal and Range
Management Newsletter and enjoy full voting rights.
Partial members pay $10 and receive the Range Mangement
Newsletter alone.
So please get your subs in NOW! A Subscription Renewal notice is
attached to the back of this newsletter to accompany your payment.
Annual General Meeting
The AGM of The Australian Rangeland Society will be held on
March 27, 1983. The venue will be the CSIRO Conference Room, Heath
Road, Alice Springs and the meeting will commence at 1.30 p.m.
(Ed.:

Apologies if the RMN arrives after the AGM!)

1981 Conference Papers
Honorary Secretary Ken Shaw advises that Council has decided to
reduce the cost of the 1981 Conference Papers. The cost for them will
be $2.00 plus postage.
Postage within Australia -is $5-.50 per volume. If you require a
copy of the papers, notify Ken at the address shown below and it will
be duly dispatched with an invoice.
Ken Shaw
Honorary Secretary
Australian Rangeland Society
C/- Dept. of Primary Production
P.O. Box 2134
ALICE SPRINGS, N.T. 5750.
New Members
So that we can see who the new "partners in crime" are who wisely
J01n this fine society, Council has decided that new members should
get a mention in RMN.
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Congratulations to them and we look forward to their involvement
in Society affairs.
Mr. Dennis R. Aartsen, "Olive Downs", via Tibooburra, N.S.W. 2880.
Mr. C.M. Auricht, 11 Cambridge St., Jamestown, S.A. 5491.
Mr. Alan A. Beetle, Univ. of Wyoming, P.O. Box 3354, Laramie, Wyoming,
82701 U.S.A.
Mr. T.P. Farrell, 18 Combemere St., Essendon, Vic. 3040.
Mr. P.G. Hardie, Boodarie Station, P.O. Box 2195, South Hedland,
W.A. 671.2.
Mr. J. Kingston, Kingston Rural Management, P.O. Box 274, Maryborough,
Qld. 4650.
Mr. G. Markwick, P.O. Box 531, Bourke, N.S.W., 2840.
The Manager, Mount Margaret Station, Quilpie, Qld.
Mr. R.H. O'Shea, 21 Short St., Bourke, N.. W. 2840.
Mr. Chris Sharpe, Wooleen Station, Mullewa, W.A. 6630.
Dr. P. Volkofsky, P.O. Box 286, Cobar, N.S.W. 2835.

FROM AROUND THE TRAPS
Broken Hill Branch News
... Roger Stanley
Sturt National Park Open Weekend
The fate of the Sturt National Park Open Weekend, advertised in
the last issue of the Newsletter, is now up in the air because of the
current drought. The weekend has been planned jointly by the Broken
Hill Branch, The Sturt/Kinchega National Parks Advisory Committee, and
the National Parks and Wildlife Service, for the weekend of May 14th
to 15th. A major aim of the weekend was to provide district graziers
with a formal opportunity to inspect the park and discuss management
with National Parks staff. However at a recent meeting of all three
organising groups, it was felt that graziers would be unable to take
part if the drought continued. Consequently the winter of 1984, if
the drought has not broken by the middle of March this year.
Printing the program for the weekend in this Newsletter may
therefore be only an academic exercise, but anyone interested in
attending the weekend would be well advised to contact the National
Parks and Wildlife Service on Telephone, Tibooburra 8 towards the end
of March for further details.
1983 Regional Conference
The committee has decided that its seminar, "Water Supply in the
Rangelands", which was postponed from last year would represent our
formal contribution to the Society's 1983 Regional Conference Activities.
The current drought has highlighted the importance of water in Rangeland
management, and the seminar will cover both management and technical
aspects of water supply. The branch has extended an invitation to a
member of the Society's Executive to attend the seminar and provide a
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run-down on Society activities. Newsletter editor Don Burnside is
coming across from Kalgoorlie and features on the program, which is
outlined below. (Ed.: A junket at last!)
ARS Business
Local branch members have been pleased to see a proposal for
creation of honorary membership of the Society outlined in the last
issue of the Newsletter. This proposal has come as a result of an
iniative by the local Branch, and the committee has expressed its hope
that the proposal will be implemented as quickly as possible.
Future Functions
The annual general meeting of the Branch has in the last few
years been held during July in conjunction with the University of New
South Wales Fowlers Gap Open Day. However this year t in an endeavour
to encourage interest in the Branch by Society members in south-west
New South Wales and adjacent border districts of South Australia and
Victoria, we are hoping that the annual general meeting may be held
this year in Wentworth in conjunction with a regular meeting of the
local Livestock and Grain Producers Association. Details will be
advertised in a future issue of the Newsletter.
Tentative planning has also begun for a proposed field day to be
held in the North-East of South Australia. At this stage we are
considering a day in Spring to cover some practical problems of
rangeland management. Again we are hoping to stimulate interest in
the SOciety in an area that finds itself located mid-way between
activities organised by the Broken Hill and Adelaide Branches.
Naturally the Adelaide branch will be consulted and the field day
could well be the culmination of organisation by both groups. Again
further details will be advertised in future issues of the Newsletter.
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AUSTRALIAN RANGELAND SOCIETY
BROKEN HILL BRANCH
S E MIN A R
ON
"WATER SUPPLY IN THE RANGELANDS"
THURSDAY, JUNE 2ND, 1983
BROKEN HILL CIVIC CENTRE, MAIN HALL
Chairman - P. McClure, President, Broken Hill Branch,
Australian Rangeland Society.
9.30 a.m.

Welcoming Remarks - P. McClure.

9.35 a.m.

Water Supply and Rangeland Management
- Dr. V. Squires, Dean, Faculty of Natural Resources,
Roseworthy Agricultural College.

10.15 a.m.

Morning Tea

10.45 a.m.

Legal Aspects of Water Supply, and the Availability of
Technical and Financial Assistance - Water Resources
Commission.

11.15 a.m.

Surface Water Supply - D. Burnside, Agricultural Adviser,
Western Australian Department of Agriculture, Kalgoorlie.

12.00

Water Reticulation - A Grazier's View - T. Cullinan,
Wentworth (formerly of "Garston").

12.30

Lunch

1. 30 p.m.

Some Thoughts of Underground Water in the Barrier Range Dr. K. Tuckwell, C.R.A. Exp1oration, Broken Hill.

2.00 p.m.

Water Supply: What are the Alternatives and what do they
Cost?
Water Resources Commission.

3.00 p.m.

Afternoon Tea

3.30 p.m.

Water Reticulation - Approaches and Options.
Southern Cross Machinery Pty. Ltd.

4.00 p.m.

Gardening Efficiently with Water (or how to have a good
station garden without wasting a drop!)
- Barrier Environment Group, Broken Hill.

4.30 p.m.

Pumping Water with the Cobden Turbine. - K. Cobden,
Managing Director, Cobden Turbines, Pty. Ltd., Mildura.

4.45 p.m.

Closing Remarks - P. McClure.
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New W.A. Branch Proposed at Carnarvon
John Morrissey
Secretary
On February 25, a group of people interested in the rangelands of
W.A. met at the Carnarvon Regional Office of the Department of Agriculture
and agreed to form a W.A. Branch of the Australian Rangeland Society.
Council will be approached seeking formal endorsement for the formation
of this new branch.
The office bearers are:
President:

Brian Wake, Hamelin Station
P.M.B. via Geraldton, W.A. 6530.

Vice President:

Meikle Meecham, Quobba Station
via Carnarvon, W.A. 6701.

Secretary:

John Morrissey, Department of Agriculture,
P.O. Box 522, Carnarvon, W.A. 6701.

This branch has already decided on its first activity! It will
be a one day seminar on August 3, 1983 title "Changing Patterns of Use
of Australian Rangelands". This will be beld in conjunction with the
Pastoralists and Graziers Associations "Gascoyne Pastoral Week".
Speakers for the seminar will be attracted to discuss the following
topics - mining, pastoralism, tourism, aboriginal use and administration.

INTERNATIONAL RANGELANDS CONGRESS
Adelaide May 13th-18th, 1984
Newsletter readers are reminded that registration details for the
Congress wil be advised in the third circular to be mailed in August
this year. The second circular with details of the program including
pre- and post-congress tours has been distributed. Copies of this
circular are available from the Secretary, Peter Joss, C/ - CSIRO,
Private Bag, Deniliquin, N.S~W,
2~10.
Arrangements for the Congress are proceeding well, the finance is
looking reasonable, contributed papers look okay, the mailing list
stands at about 600 and the spread country by country is very pleasing.
In the last RMN, mention was made of the Primary Producers Symposium
at the Congress. This will be convened by John Heussler, "Denton",
Morella (Qld.). The Assistant Convenor is Terry Mitchell, N.S.W.
Agriculture Department, Dubbo.
This symposium promises to be lively and topical as it will focus
on key issues affecting the pastoral industries now and in the foreseeable
future. Some details of the Primary Producer symposium are still to
be finalized particularly those concerning trade displays and mini

tours. Further ideas are welcome and should be directed to the convenors
via the Secretary. Those wishing to be included on the Congress
mailing list should also contact the Secretary.

PUBLIC NOTICES
Changes Down at the Lab.
. .. Peter Lynch
CSIRO's rangelands research group, which from 1973 to 1982 was
part of the Division of Land Resources Management, is now part of a
new Division of Wildlife and Rangelands Research. The new Division
includes the former Division of Wildlife Research and has been formed
largely as a consequence of a re-ordering of research priorities
within the Organization.
The Division of Land Resources Management was dissolved last year
to allow the Division of Groundwater Research to be formed. At the
same time the Division of Land Use Research was renamed the Division
of Water and Land Resources to provide a title more closely aligned
with its new research emphasis.
The Division of Wildlife and Rangelands Research is headed by
Dr. Charley Krebs. Dr. Allan Wilson has been appointed Assistant
Chief and will continue as leader of the rangelands program based at
Deniliquin and Alice Springs.
The new Division will provide opportunities for closer collaboration
between wildlife and rangelands projects and should create opportunities
for rationalization of resources to stretch scarce research dollars
further. In the short term, particularly within the rangelands group,
research projects will continue largely unchanged until they reach
their logical conclusion.
In the longer term the Deniliquin base is to be moved. A decision
on a new location for semi-arid rangeland and wildlife research is
expected to be made within the next six months although the physical
move will probably not take place until 1988.

Social Science in the Arid Zone
The Social Science Group of CSIRO, Rangelands Research Unit,
Deniliquin is to hold a Symposium on 'Social Science in the Arid Zone'
at Deniliquin from May 17th to 19th, 1983.
The Group is concerned with the wise management of Australia's
arid lands and feels that the time is ripe for all arid zone social
scientists to discuss the findings of past research, examine current
problems and to plot the course of future socio-economic research in
the arid zone.
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Invitations have already gone out to those in the field known to
the Group, and, judging by the response to date, the success of the
Symposium seems assured.
A large proportion of the Symposium will be devoted to open
discussion, and papers on property management, community problems,
regional planning, conservation economics, land administration, etc.
will be presented. Any social scientist who has been inadvertantly
missed and would like to attend should contact Mike Young, Melissa
Gibbs or Tony Little at CSIRO~
Deniliquin, 2710. Phone (058) 811133.

A LITTLE LIGHT RELIEF
Ed.: I came across the following item recently and I found it
most useful with its explanations of the true meaning of terms commonly
used in scientific papers. As you have now read the editorial and
page 2 of this RMN, you will all be busy writing papers for the journal,
and therefore this glossary of scientific terms should come in very
handy!
It originally appeared in Metal Progress 71 (1957).
INFORMATION FOR RESEARCH REPORT WRITING AND INTERPRETATIONS
This is what you read -

This is what it means -

It has been known that ....

I haven't bothered to look up the
original reference

... of great theoretical and
practical importance ..

... interesting to me

While it has not been possible to
provide definite answers to
these questions

The experiments didn't work out,
but I figured I could at least get
a publication out of it

The W-Pb system was chosen as
especially suitable to show the
predicted behaviour ...

The fellow in the next lab had
some already made up

High purity ...
Very high purity ...
Extremely high purity ...
Super purity ...
Spectrascopically pure ...

Composition unknown except for the
exaggerated claims of the supplier

Three of the samples were chosen
for detailed study ...

The results on the others didn't
make sense and were ignored

... accidentally strained during
mounting

. .. dropped on the floor
/cont.
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This is what you read -

This is what it means -

... handled with extreme care
throughout the experiments

... not dropped on the floor

Typical results are shown ...

the best results are shown

Although some detail has been lost
in reproduction, it is clear from
the original micrograph that ...

it is impossible to tell from the
microgrpah

Presumably at longer times

I didn't take time to find out

The agreement with the predicted
curve is excellent
good
Satisfactory
Fair
... as good as could be expected

Fair
Poor
Doubtful
Imaginary
Non-existent

These results will be reported at
later date

I might possibly get around to this
sometime

The most reliable values are
those of Jones

He was a student of mine

It is suggested that .. .
It is believed that .. .
It may be that ...

I think

It is generally believed that ...

A couple of other guys think so too

It might be argued that ...

I have such a good answer to this
objection that I shall now raise it

It is clear that much additonal
work will be required before a
complete understanding ...

I don't understand it

.

-

Unfortunately a quantitative theory
to account for these effects has
not been formulated

Neither does anybody else

Correct within an order or magnitude

Wrong

It is to be hoped that this work will
stimulate further work in the field

This paper isn't very good, but
neither are any of the others in
this miserable subject

Thanks are due to Joe Glotz for
assistance with the experiments
and to John Doe for valuable
discussions.

Glotz did the work and Doe
explained what it meant
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FEATURES
Rating Systems for Pastures Protection Boards and the N.S.W Wild Dog Act
... Geoff Rodda
"Nagaella" Station
Broken Hill, N.S.W.
I have just finished reading the conjoint paper of Mike Young and
G.E. Miles in Rangelands Journal J4(1) on "The Efficiency and Equity
of Livestock Rating Systems and the Accuracy of the Data Obtained from
Them" and have a couple of comment to make - unfortunately pertaining
more to the N. S. W. section of the "paying public", however they may,
hopefully, apply to other similar systems.
It was interesting to me that the Unincorporated Area and the
Balranald Shire area come up with a greater "Honesty Rating" than the
rest of us, when relating to the discrepancies in numbers submitted
annually to Pasture Protection Boards and the Australian Bureau of
Statistics.
A degree of further difference could also be suggested from the
"old" Pastures Protections Board Return date of December 31st (now
June 30th) and the fact that in normal years there would have been a
considerable sell off of surplus sheep in the period September December - or prior to the Return date. In the Wentworth area normal
sales for sheep in this period would be 30,000 sheep per month even by
allowing for a percentage of sheep to come in from other areas such as
the Unincorporated area and a portion of Central Darling. If we
assume that the ABS figures are more likely to be the correct ones and
add 100,nOO sheep to them, in the long run they would lead to an even
greater discrepancy than the one suggested?
The situation now with Returns as at June 30th and this again
should - in normal years - increase the numbers as the general lambing
in this area tends to run through from February to May. This should
then counter the figures that previously had not been shown due to
sales - assuming of course that th~y
are shown on the Returns.
To get a more "relevant" figure 1 would suggest that Pastures
Protection Boards require a Statutory Declaration from a
Landholders Accountant to the ef~t
that the figures are True and
Correct and AGREE with the figures submitted on their latest Taxation
Return. I don't consider that this would be an "Invasion of Privacy"
as a similar Declaration is now required in this State for wages paid
out under the Workers Compensation Act, and surely the most vocal
objections would come from those who over the years HAD put in "shonky"
figures. What it really boils down to is that those lessees who do
put in their correct figures are virtually subsidising the ones who
don't. If a return is NOT RECEIVED there is no way that the Board can
do a progressive upgrade - or even keep up to date figures that have
any meaning. So it would not be impossible for the person in a better
than normal year to run double his normal number of stock - not put in
a return - and be rated at the figure that was set years before. No
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doubt if he was disadvantaged and UNDER his rated number the Board
would hear about it very quickly.
There is also a distinct reluctance by Rating bodies to bring their
figures DOWN - this is possibly a natural reaction as no-one wants to
lose any of their rating base -BUT in the early 1970's many properties
had several years of almost double the annual rainfall and those who
were honest and submitted correct Stock returns are now suffering
because the rating bodies were quick to increase their "base figure"
but are loth to bring it back down - with the long term drought and
invasion of unwanted woody weeds quite a few properties are paying out
rates on double the number of stock that they are currently capable of
running.
To overcome this anomaly may I suggest that if a person can
present "verified figures" for say a 10 year period that his capacity
on average is "considerably less" than what he is rated on that he can
get an automatic reassessment - WITHOUT having to go to a local Land
Board hearing - and the expense that that would involve. Conversely I
would also suggest that the Pastures Protection Board could request
similar figures from a Lessee who has increased his rating potential
by any means be it clearing - ringbarking or by watering improvements
such as pipelines etc. with a view to increasing his rating.
In the same article the Authors under the heading OTHER RATING SYSTEMS
made brief mention of the N.S.W. Wild Dog Act and their system of
rating "land used".
I suggest to you that under this system the lessees of the large
rough blocks "pay through the nose". As an example I am currently
running 3800 sheep on 127,000 acres of mainly mallee country - or 1
sheep to 33.42 acres. Some of my counterparts with better country are
running similar sheep numbers on 27,000 acres - or 1 sheep to 7.10
acres. In money terms my Wild Dog Rates convert to $746.76 for my
3800 sheep and his come out at $156.60 for the same number of sheep or on another angle my costs for this Rate are 470% greater than his.
If that's a fair crack of the whip I'll go he!
Surely it would be MUCH FAIRER FOR ALL CONCERNED for us all to
pay rates on the carrying capacity of your block. We realise that we
MUST CONTINUE to maintain the Dog Fence but with respect suggest that
there is a more EQUITABLE WAY OF DOING I~ ...

Multi-Camp Systems

Are They For Us?
... B.D. Foran

David Wilcox made some enthusiastic noises about the Savory
Grazing Method in the last RMN (82/4). There are a few points in
respect of his remarks that I would like to make, with relevance to
the South African Multi-Camp Systems, from whence the Savory technique
developed.
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Some comments on the South African livestock industries may be
useful background. Land tends to be a limiting factor to a much
larger extent in South Africa than in Australia, and most grazing is
done on natural vegetation rather than improved pastures. Therefore
there are higher stocking pressures in any rainfall zone, and
rotational grazing through camps is an attempt to ration feed as well
as trying to minimize any deleterious effects of overgrazing (or
species/area selective grazing). In the higher rainfall areas (e.g.
Natal, where I spent most of my time) there is also a tendency for
the grassland to progress to scrub or forest if it is not kept down by
a combination of grazing and fire. Camping systems are used in this
case to enable the full utilization of each paddock and retain the
grassland in a vigorous state.
There has been a whole folklore built up around the merits of the
different methods of camping and many of the systems are designed to
keep the grassland in the correct stage of grass species and vigour.
Continuous grazing for 20-30 years on many of their grassland types
results in a change from palatable to very un-palatable forage
species.
Where these systems do fall down however, is with animal
production. Continuous grazing systems which allow the animal to
select the food it wants, tend to have better liveweight gains or wool
growth. This has to be balanced against long term maintenance of the
grassland and the increased numbers of beast that can be carried with
the forage rationing systems that result from multicamp grazing (i.e.
per animal versus per hectare production).
In contrast the grazing industries in Australia which rely on
natural vegetation tend not to have land as limiting factor (you may
argue that western N.S.W. is an exception to this). Animals in the
pastoral industry of Australia tend to be free ranging and if grazed
at moderate stocking rates achieve somewhat near optimal animal
production for the environment in which they live.
Perhaps the most telling of all arguments about the multi-camp
systems is that of capital and labour. The south African government
subsidizes the instalation of the multi-camps systems and there is
usually a pool of lowly paid-labour to run them. This is in contrast
to the Australian pastoral industries where the aims these days are to
minimize labour and to restrict over capitalization (unless it means
large savings in labour).
My comments so far have tended to argue against multi-camps in
the Australian pastoral industry, but you should make up your own mind
about it. If we construct a senario in the future, where pastoral
industries retract to those areas of most productive country on each
station (because of costs of fuel etc. then optimum use of this
country allied with major investment allowances through taxation could
make multi-camp situations a very viable proposition.
Another case, which could justify a significant investment in
fencing, arises in Northern Australia today in the BTB disease
eradication program. Many veterinary officers and stock inspectors
who advocate the use of the two herd system, are sometimes responsible
for doubling or even tripling the stocking pressure on areas where the
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"clean herd" is supposed to reside. This is often done despite advice
from the range management people, and amounts to one branch of
government service advocating overgrazing and pasture mismanagement,
while the other works hard to dissuade managers from the practice.
One way around the problem (one can never tell a vet he is wrong) is to
introduce a type of paddocking system which helps ration available
forage and gives areas periodic rest. I would emphasise however that
the examples which support the theory of rotational grazing in
Australian rangelands are few and far between. Our forage resource
and our live~tock
industry are driven by the rainfall, and the wise
use of the resource depends entirely on judicious stocking practices,
i.e., a stocking rate in sympathy with the previous seasons rainfall.

Rangeland Condition, Fire and a Small Brown Bird
... P.J. Curry
Dept. of Agriculture
Western Australia
In the business of determining range condition by survey, we are
generally restricted to only looking at soils and vegetation with any
degree of thoroughness. By comparing what we see at a site to what we
know it looks like in the absence of any grazing activity will give us
a measure of range condition.
In this context, it seems very easy to forget that domestic
animals and vermin are not the only consumers living off the rangeland
plants we are interested in.
Native animals, including insects,
reptiles, birds and mammals depend on these same resources and are
very much part of the scene. Most of them live their little known
lives well out of the limelight, working covertly to maintain natural
stability.
Without them, we would rapidly witness the last
generations of flowering plants and the collapse of richly varied
vegetation communities, soils and nutrient cycles. Changes in the
numbers of these fauna, particularly the rarer ones can be potent
indicators of range trend, as they-can ~e
front line casualties in
cases of even slight degradation of the environment.
In a practical situation, an awareness of the existence of a rare
bird, the Western Grass Wren (Amytornis .textilis) was very useful in
sorting out our ideas on an extensive area of wanyu (Acacia ramulosa)
shrubland in the Shark Bay area of W.A. This area was recently
traversed by a rangeland survey team. Large areas of this dense wanyu
have been burnt and replaced by a lower, more open shrubland with
unusually large cotton bushes (Ptilotus obovatus). The problem was
how to assess the condition of this landscape that was so dramatically
altered by fire. Local pastoralists have recorded increases in animal
production from the disclimax vegetation produced after the fires. As
if to confirm our view that this disclimax should be regarded as being
in good condition, I sighted a Western Grass Wren while on survey
traverse.
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This small streaky dark brown bird has a long heavy looking tail
and since 1950 has evidently disappeared from nearly all of its former
known range right across semi-arid Western Australia. We eventually
saw several of these rare little grass wren in the area, mostly in
places where fire had displaced the wanyu and where, instead there was
a more open vista with sprawling cotton bushes. It even turned out
that some of the local pastoralists knew the bird - and it now seems
that it isn't rare after all in this part of the world.
I think it is valuable to know of cases like this, where a
supposedly rare rangeland animal is apparently doing well in pastoral
country and in a habitat that the use of fire had made more productive.
The cotton bush disclimax is useful to man and to our little brown
bird so that in at least this area, fires, judicious management of
stock and endangered wildlife can get along together quite nicely.

NOTE:
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