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The Murray Bridge District supports an active 
community of horse owners. Keeping both the 

horse and land healthy requires careful 
management due to the low and often erratic 

rainfall and the generally non-wetting sandy soils. 

As a general rule to keep a horse out in a paddock all year 

around, a minimum of 3-4 hectares of well managed annual 

pasture per horse will be required.

A properly designed yard and shelter to put the horse in when the 

cover in the paddock gets low is essential for good management. 

Keeping horses in yards part of the time prevents the paddock 

becoming bare and losing top soil through wind erosion. Yards are 

handy too, for when the region occasionally � oods.

Establishing and keeping ground cover can be dif� cult, but is 

far from impossible.  For small areas hand sow annual cereals 

to provide some extra feed in winter & spring then remove the 

horses when the cover gets down to 5cm in height. This ensures 

the ground has stubble protecting it during the summer.

Yards & Shelters: The shelter in the yard must be constructed so 

it is safe for the horse and protect the horse from the prevailing 

wind and rain. 

Importantly, in Murray Bridge & districts, the shelter should provide 

shade that also allows lots of air movement in summer. 

Trees around the edge of the yard to provide shade and reduce 

the effects of wind (leading to soil erosion) is recommended.

Talk to your local plant nursery, Greening Australia or ‘Trees For life’ 

representative about trees suitable for your area. 

Stormwater runoff from any roof structures should drain away 

from the yard or be collected in a tank.

The surface of the yard needs to be above the normal ground 

level, preventing surface water running into the yard. A base of 

compacted road rubble topped with washed river sand is ideal.  

Materials selected for yard surfacing need to reduce dust in sum-

mer and mud in winter.

For more information on keeping horses in low-rainfall areas, visit 

www.horseslandwater.com
Above: Shelter belt established in sandy soil three years ago. 

No watering after the � rst year.

Above: Cereal Rye several weeks after sowing in poor sandy soil

Shelter Ground Cover



Case Study 2: Horse keeping routines as a 
land management tool

This property is just over 3 hectares. The horses have access to 1 

½ ha divided into 4 small paddocks and a barn containing two 

large stables. The stables have sawdust as bedding, and the yards 

are topped with creek sand as the owner reports it doesn’t seem 

to blow as much.

The horses spend the majority of their time in the stable yard area, 

of which the horses do not mind so long as they are well fed and 

exercised daily.  The owner feeds ¼ - ½ bucket of whole carrots 

regularly, which she � nds reduces their boredom.  

The small size of the paddocks allows enough to rotationally 

graze, plus stops the horses getting up too much speed when gal-

loping and playing, leading to damaging the ground cover. 

The horses are stabled & yarded on wet or windy days as there 

are no shelters in the paddock and secondly it protects them from 

damaging the paddock’s ground cover.  The paddocks have never 

been sown, with the owner relying on what grass comes up as a 

result of winter rainfall to provide a little feed and ground cover. 

The horses are totally hand fed so do not rely on any grazing for 

their nutrition. 

Manure is picked up weekly in the paddocks.  

Top Tips:  To prevent small paddocks eroding, it is important to 

keep the horses off the paddock when the cover is low. Horses are 

quite happy in a yard or stable, so long as they are well fed and 

given a little exercise (preferably daily).

Above: Rehabilitation of a site where a horse yard has been.
Above: By spreading a thin layer or sawdust on top of the sand in 
the yards and sprinkling it with large water droplets every ten days 

or so, a great dust free surface is provided during summer. 

Case Studies
To share land management messages between horse owners, 

case studies have been prepared about  what two local Murray 

Bridge horse owners do to keep both their horses and land in 

good condition.

Case Study 1: Using Pasture for Horse Feed 
and Soil Management

This property is divided into four half hectare paddocks. After a lot 

of trial and error, the owner has settled on sowing cereal rye and a 

medic mixture. Cereal rye is cheap and it grows very quickly, even 

on poor soils with little rainfall.  The medics provide a high protein 

feed for the horses and put nitrogen back into the soil. Sowing is 

done after a reasonable rain event in April/May. 

The areas are rotationally grazed when the cereal rye is about 

15cm high, usually 4-6 weeks after sowing.  The owner re-sows 

the paddocks in October, as she has noticed it always rains then.  

Even if the cereal rye does not grow to full height it grows enough 

to get some grazing, then it can be left as cover on the paddock 

over summer. The horses are out in the paddock during the day 

when there is suf� cient pasture cover, and yarded the rest of the 

time. The owner prefers portable yards to move around. 

In summer the yards are placed in the trees for shade. As they are 

just on the ordinary soil surface, by the end of summer the soil 

has become quite compacted, so the yards are then moved and 

the area rehabilitated over winter.  

Top Tips:  Sow cereal rye to provide good ground cover and 

some grazing. It is easily hand sown, is cheap and grows quickly 

even in poor soil or weedy areas, but of course the better your 

preparation of the soil the better germination you will get.

Prepare for sowing by scratching the surface with a rake or old 

peg harrows towed behind a car. Then scatter the seed by hand or 

spread using a fertiliser spreader you use for the lawn. Finish the 

task by dragging an upturned rake or upturned harrows over the 

sown area.

Pasture Yards Rotate


