Livestock Diversity

Biodiversity can go further than plants and biological control agents.  The inclusion of livestock in a horticultural system or the diversification of livestock species on a farm can add resilience to the agroecosystem, helping solve issues as diverse as pasture management, weed control, orchard management and organic fertilizer source.  The potential roles of livestock inclusion in horticulture were described in Module 9 Livestock Husbandry as were methods for reduction of parasite burden (some of which are related to livestock diversity).  Some of the other potential benefits of diversifying a livestock operation are given below.

Mixed Grazing

Use can be made of the fact that the vast majority of farm animal parasites are species specific or age specific.  The mixing of animal species and ages within a paddock reduces the propensity for pests to become an epidemic problem.  Mixing sheep and cattle together in itself is reported to be insufficient to reduce lice and intestinal worm problems; other management techniques need to come into play (see Module 9 Livestock Husbandry).

Different species also have different preferences and abilities to make use of a grazing area.  Pigs can prepare areas for improved pasture including control and utilisation of crop residues, blackberry, gorse and small shrubs, and working up the soil.  Beef cattle or horses are good at controlling tall rough or rank grass that sheep and pigs will not utilise (beef cattle are especially good at cleaning up a paddock).  By mixing stock or using a strategic rotation, a paddock can be utilised more efficiently.

A possible rotation might be…

Pigs: preparing an area for pasture or improved pasture, clearing vegetation and working the soil.  Ripped areas of soil can be planted in plants established by root pieces (e.g. comfrey).

Sheep: taking advantage of the area once pasture is established.  Rotated to avoid eating out most palatable beneficial plants.

Cattle: to “clean up” paddocks during or after sheep grazing.

More varied mixtures could include farmed birds.  Light stocking of chickens (<400 per hectare) can coexist with sheep and cattle.

