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Horses 

A horse owner/carer has a responsibility to 
the immediate environment on the 
property and also within the wider 
catchment area. Correct property care, 
management and planning does not 
need to be an expensive undertaking. 
Improved pasture means lower feed bills, 
helps to reduce mud or dust, improves a 
horse’s health, and reduces vet bills.  

Correct property care, management and 
planning results in reduced potential 
impacts that horses can have on the 
environment. 

 

 
Horses with a good body of feed. The presence of Rhodes grass (Chloris 
gayana spp.) is a good introduced pasture species depending on the soil 
and land type (Photo: Flickr). 

 

 

 
  Effective horse management involves such practices as: 

  
• Pasture improvement. 

• Rotating horses around 
paddocks so that pasture has 
time to recover. 

• Harrowing larger paddocks to 
spread manure. 

• Fertilising when necessary. 

The subject of pasture and its 
management can be baffling to 
horse owners if they do not have a 
rural background.  

Horse paddocks are often regarded 
as somewhere for horses to exercise 
when in fact they should be 
regarded as a feed source. 

•  Managing pastures properly has 
numerous benefits including: 

• Pasture cushions and covers the 
soil. Without this cover, soil 
becomes bare and 
compacted. This leads to dust, 
mud, weeds and erosion. 

• Pasture provides a nutritious, 
natural feed for your horses at 
1/10th of the cost of buying 
feed in. 

• Pasture filters run off water 
reducing the amount of 
pollutants that may enter the 
waterways. 
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Rotate or confine 
Unlike cattle, horses have teeth in 
both the upper and lower jaw, so 
they are able to graze pasture to 
much lower levels than other 
grazers. Horses in the South East 
Queensland are often kept on 
small holdings with supplementary 
feed. 

Researcher, Arthur Stubbs, for the 
Rural Industries Research and 
Development Corporation 
surveyed horse owners Australia 
wide and found that the area 
available for horse grazing in most 
situations is insufficient to provide 
enough pasture feed for the 
number of horses accommodated, 
even under what would otherwise 
be considered optimum 
management conditions. 

Mr. Stubbs found that the general 
lack of attention to pasture 
composition and vigour in these 
situations resulted in either a 
greater reliance on purchased 
feed, and in some cases 
overfeeding, or excessive grazing 
pressures due to underfeeding. 
These circumstances can lead to 
an abundance of weeds, soil 
erosion, horse health problems and 
adverse environmental impacts 
from dust, flies and weed transfer. 

 

 

Horses with a good body of feed. The presence of Rhodes grass (Chloris gayana 
spp.) is a good introduced pasture species depending on the soil and land type (© 
Flickr). 

 

Grazing management 
The potential for accelerated soil 
erosion is a major issue for horse 
management with significant 
implications for pasture health and soils 
as well as sediment contamination of 
our waterways. Good management 
practices for grazing horses is to either 
rotate the horses between several 
paddocks in order to maintain pasture 
cover and quality, or to confine the 
horses to an area where feed is 
supplied. 

Pastures are far easier to manage if 
horses are rotated in groups around the 
various paddocks rather than if each 
horse has its own paddock. Pasture 
needs time to recover and time to set 
seed. 

Rotational grazing systems used in 
combination with confinement can 
increase the productivity of pasture and 
allow more flexibility in the number of 
horses that can be kept on a particular 
piece of land. 

 
Some key points for rotational grazing: 

• Have several smaller paddocks rather 
than one large paddock in order to allow 
rotation which contributes to improved 
pasture growth, parasite control and 
reduced land degradation. 

• Rotation of adequate duration enables 
grass species to recover from grazing 
pressure. 

• Horses should be allowed to begin 
grazing a paddock when the pasture has 
reached an average height of 
approximately 15 – 20 cm and moved to 
another paddock when pasture is grazed 
down to approximately 5 – 8 cm. 

• Any areas that have less than 90 per cent 
ground cover or are bare should be 
spelled or temporarily fenced off with 
electric tape and mulched. 

• When the animals are removed, the now 
empty paddock should be harrowed to 
spread manure, mowed or slashed to an 
even length, then rested and allowed to 
re-grow. 
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Good pasture cover essential 
Good management is essential to 
avoid overgrazing by horses and to 
protect the soil and waterways.  
 
This can be achieved by maintaining 
good ground cover (greater than 
90%) with a healthy pasture 
composed of perennial and 
palatable tussock grasses. The 
optimum height to which this pasture 
should be maintained is five to 
twenty centimetres.  
 
This requires strict control of horse 
access to pasture areas (particularly 
on smaller properties) to avoid either 
uneven or overgrazing. Grazing 
pressures can be relatively high on 
small properties, which can 
necessitate the yarding or confining 
of horses and excluding them from 
pastures for extended periods of 
time. 
 
As with cattle grazing, the objective 
is to maintain 90% groundcover, and 
a healthy presence of tussocks in the 
pasture at all times. Key guidelines to 
achieving this are: 

 

 

Horses, with teeth on the upper and lower jaw, can lower pasture to the 
ground and by continual presence in the paddock trample down pasture 
(© Richard, Flickr). 

 

1. Fertilisers/plant nutrition 
Ensure that pasture growth is not 
limited by lack of plant nutrients, 
which can be readily supplied by 
commonly available fertilisers. Soil 
samples should be taken to 
determine nutrients, fertilisers and soil 
conditioners required. 
The main priority is to grow a dense, 
vigorous pasture crop on the grazing 
area, allowing grazing when ground 
conditions are suitable and sufficient 
feed is available. 

•  2. Pasture species 
It is important to assess pasture condition regularly. Desirable species 
should comprise 90% of total grass community. Some of these include:  
• Green panic (Panicum maximum var. trichoglume). 
• Gatton panic (Panicum maximum). 
• Queensland blue grass (Dichanthium sericeum). 
• Black spear grass (Heteropogon contortis). 
•  Forest bluegrass (Bothriochloa bladhii ssp. glabra). 
•  Kangaroo grass (Themeda triandra). 
• Rhodes grass (Chloris gayana spp.). 

These pasture species are nutritious, productive and resilient plants that 
respond quickly to fertilising. Pastures dominated by species such as pitted 
blue grass (Bothriochloa decipiens), red natal grass (Melinis repens), 
African lovegrass (Eragrostis curvula), or rat’s tail grass (Sporobolus crebra), 
are in poor condition and should be managed appropriately to increase 
the presence of more desirable species.  
If necessary seek expert advice to help in pasture management and 
rejuvenation. An indication of overgrazing is the presence of soft rolly-polly 
(Salsola kali) or cottonbush (Maireana spp.) within the pasture. 

 

90% ground cover 
Strictly speaking, ground cover is anything that breaks the fall of rain up to 
30cm above the ground. It can include grass tussocks, leaf litter, dung, 
sticks or rocks. The most effective ground cover is attached organic 
matter, such as grass tussocks, which cannot easily be removed by wind or 
water. 90% cover means that 90% of the ground is protected by grass or 
other material and the remaining 10% is exposed. 
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 For more information: 
Healthy Land & Water 

 

 

 The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of Healthy Land & 
Water and the Australian Government. While reasonable efforts 
have been made to ensure that the contents of this publication 
are factually correct, Healthy Land & Water and the Australian 
Government does not accept responsibility for the accuracy or 
completeness of the contents, and shall not be liable for any loss or 
damage that may be occasioned directly or indirectly through the 
use of, or reliance on, the contents of this publication. 

  
 
 

07 3177 9100 
info@hlw.org.au 
www.hlw.org.au 

 

 

 
Feeding yards allow paddocks to recover by excluding horses (© Ano Lobb, 
Flickr). 

 
© Michael Coghlan, Flickr 

 3. Yards 
Feeding yards, in association with stables 
or by them-selves, are invaluable for small 
property management. They enable the 
exclusion of horses from the grazing area 
when there is not enough feed. 
If yards are not available, a ‘sacrifice’ 
area can be created in the paddock 
using an electric tape fence, so that the 
horses can be confined to one part of the 
paddock while the remainder of the 
paddock is able to rest and recuperate. It 
is far better to confine your horses some of 
the time so that the time they do spend in 
the paddocks is ‘quality time’ (eating 
grass). A yard should provide about 100 
square metres per horse and have a well 
drained, non-erodible surface (fine rubble 
and sand). 
4. Manure management 
If manure removal is impractical or 
infrequent, spreading manure by 
harrowing should be practised, in order to 
distribute plant nutrients and organic 
matter, to prevent clumpiness in pasture 
growth and to avoid manure being 
washed into waterways. Rotational 
grazing greatly assists the application and 
effectiveness of this practice by resting 
areas for a period after harrowing. This 
allows pasture to freshen and assists in 
worm control. 
“Harrowing” can be achieved with a 
piece of weldmesh or logs tied together, 
dragged by a vehicle or by hand. 

 

Managing weeds 
Weeds can often suppress the growth of native grasses that are a beneficial 
part of a horse diet, outcompeting grasses for water and nutrients. They can 
spread easily by horse movement and some weeds, if ingested, can be 
potentially toxic to horses. Poor manure management often results in the 
spread of weed seeds and can also lead to higher levels of parasitic worms 
in horses, as well as pollute local waterways. 

Declared weeds such as Mother of Millions and Annual Ragweed should be 
dealt with promptly as they are highly poisonous. Other common weeds 
that horses don’t eat include khaki weed, cobblers pegs and balloon 
cotton.  

Weeds can grow quickly in areas where the soil conditions are not right such 
as compacted and degraded areas.  

Preventing weed growth is much more effective than managing them once 
they are fully established and promoting healthy grass cover is one of the 
best prevention methods. If weeds have become established on your 
property, identify them in the first instance and find out the best method to 
get rid of them. Contact your local Council’s weeds officer for advice. 

 

 
© Michael Coghlan, Flickr. 

 
Remember: 
Advice on the application of guidelines in 
specific situations should be sought from 
local, professional sources to provide up 
to date, relevant information. 
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