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The challenges facing grassland agronomists
are becoming increasingly complex,
with environmental and ethical issues assuming a
greater significance alongside more conventional
technical aspects. Agronomists need to be equipped
to address these new problems, requiring skills and
understanding not found within traditional agronomy
texts. This new edition of Agronomy of Grassland Systems
addresses the need for a different approach,
providing novel and provocative material to instruct,
stimulate and enthuse the reader.

The volume opens with an overview chapter providing
a perspective on grassland systems, followed by a
chapter that considers their emergence as socially

constructed systems with a history and a tradition.

Subsequent chapters cover the generation, vegetative
growth, flowering and seed production of grassland,
together with mineral nutrition, grassland quality
and animal intake. The management implications

of forage—animal interactions are discussed with respect
toimproving the efficiency of livestock production,
and a concluding chapter considers the design of
grassland systems.

This new expanded edition has an increased emphasis
on systems thinking and contains forward-looking,
perhaps sometimes provocative, concepts. Several

chapters are completely new while others have been

up-dated to reflect current concerns, knowledge and

practice. As such it will provide a valuable resource
for students, teachers and practitioners alike.
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Preface

Our worlds have changed significantly since we wrote
the preface to the first edition in March 1986. The
problems and opportunities surrounding grassland
system change appear to us to have become more
complex. The sustainability and ethical issues that we
drew attention to in the first edition have assumed
even greater importance. No longer can a grassland
agronomist be concerned with only the technical issues
that have preoccupied grassland agronomy for most of
the last 50 years. In the last decade the failure of most
project attempts at pastoral development in Africa
have become apparent as has the increased nutrient
pollution of intensive European grassland systems.
The displacement of rainforest by pasture land has
assumed international importance, as has the need to
maintain biodiversity and concerns for the loss of
organic matter from many agricultural soils. These
trends were apparent to us in 1985—86 and informed
our thinking as we prepared the first edition. The
challenges we face are even more apparent today and
convince us that traditional modes of research and
development are no longer adequate.

The complex, messy problems that the next
generation of grassland agronomists will attempt to
address will require skills and understanding that are
not found within conventional agronomy texts. Thus
for many readers this new edition will be very
different in its approach to grassland agronomy.

The extensive changes within this second edition
also reflect our own changing perspective on the
nature of grassland systems. We remain committed to
a systems perspective. Systems-thinking receives
greater emphasis than in the first edition. A systems
perspective is first and foremost a way of thinking but
because our ways of thinking determine what we do,
then thinking is rarely divorced from action. Our aim
1s to facilitate action in grassland system
improvement. This of course draws attention to what
we mean by improvement and who participates in

x1

defining improvements. These questions are crucial if
we are to (1) meet the needs of the more than 700
million people who currently go hungry; (i1) provide
food and fibre at affordable prices for almost 100
million more people every year; (iii) maintain and
enhance productivity per unit of land because there is
very little new land to use; and (iv) do all of this in
such a way as to conserve and not further degrade
natural resources and the environment.

As we noted in our preface to the first edition,
television, popular books and the growing
environmental consciousness have made the public
aware of the beauty and complexity of the world’s so
called ‘natural’ grasslands: the Eurasian steppes, the
African rift valley and veldt, the Australian savanna,
the Argentinian pampas and the North American
plains. However, in the last decade we have come to
appreciate the pervasiveness of human activity and to
begin to question what we mean by ‘natural’ and
‘nature’. At the other extreme are the grassland
systems more clearly created by humans for specific
purposes — milk, meat, fibre, draft-power, aesthetics,
etc. These grassland systems are often able to capture
more solar energy and employ more people than in
cropping systems. Many grasslands are also a more
significant sink for carbon dioxide than mature forests,
which has implications for the way we respond to the
greenhouse effect. While the efficiency with which
grassland systems convert energy into products is low,
ruminant livestock often remain the only practical
means of converting solar energy into products and
services that are useful to humans. In many societies
the people who need and use these products and
services are the rural poor.

In 1986 we were excited at the prospect of
bringing a systems perspective to a new generation of
grassland agronomists. In the subsequent decade we
are aware that our book was adopted as a text in
Australia, Britain, Canada, Japan, New Zealand and
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xii Preface

the United States and was translated into Spanish.
The first edition was the subject of many favourable
reviews. Reviewers made many valuable suggestions
as to how it might have been improved or the balance
of subject treatment altered. We thank our colleagues
for these comments and suggestions and we have
reconsidered them as we prepared this edition. We
have retained the structure of the original book. Our
increased focus on systems thinking is not at the
neglect of traditional agronomic understanding. For
us it is the context and awareness in which this
traditional understanding is used that is critical, and
this guides the sequencing of our chapters.

Our book is also a contribution to the discussion:
What is agronomy becoming? In the last decade our
own careers have moved towards concerns with the
design and development of learning systems. We
invite fellow ‘teachers’ to take our material as a basis
for the design of learning experiences for students that
are relevant locally and feasible culturally. Our
aspiration is that a text of this type might trigger new
ideas and reflections in a wide and geographically
dispersed readership. In the end it will only prove to
be successful if the concepts and ideas are put into

practice in designing and managing grassland systems.

We hope by maintaining our focus on systems
concepts and biological principles and by avoiding
prescriptions, because of their limited local relevance,
that this second edition will continue to give
satisfaction and enthuse.

We thank once again our partners June and
Catherine for their support and continued
encouragement. We also thank our colleagues and
students who have supported, stimulated and
challenged us over the last decade.

C.J Pearson and R.L. Ison
Brisbane, Australia and Milton Keynes, UK, January 1997.
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