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Earthworms are well known for
converting vegie scraps, green

waste and animal manure into
fertilizer in the form of nutritious
worm castings.  So, with their
appetite for horse manure well
documented in the vegie garden or
worm farm, why do we still have
those fossilised piles of horse dung
in the paddocks and yards, that are
sometimes evident even twelve
months after being deposited?

It’s tough, being an earthworm.  Ever
tried digging a hole through
compacted earth in the middle of
summer?  Earthworms don’t carry
jackhammers, nor can they work and
breathe in an airless soil, and, if the
soil is puggy and waterlogged, they
drown.   A well structured, aerobic,
healthy soil contains lots of tiny air
pockets and attracts earthworms like
a magnet.
Commercial farmers use a
combination of rotational
grazing/cropping, machinery, soil
testing and fertilizer/soil additives to
build and maintain a healthy soil.
However, running a couple of horses
on a few acres doesn’t give you the
luxury of economy of scale available
to large landholders. Grazing
pressure and soil testing are the
priorities to begin with, then if your

soil structure is still like concrete, the
earthworms need a helping hand.
The earthworm’s friend is feared by
airport managers the world over for
their ability to tunnel through the
hardest, most compacted soil.  The
enemy of airstrips ... the dung beetle!
Australia has 250 native species of
dung beetle.  Most of these evolved
to break down pelletised dung such
as kangaroo.  When the First Fleet
landed on our shores with cattle,
sheep and horses, it was another 170
years before somebody realised they
forgot to import the dung beetles
capable of breaking down the
manure from these animals.
The CSIRO introduced over 40
varieties of beetle from Africa and
Europe, and of these, thirty became
established. Only one species,
however, has reached its climatic
limits as government funding ran out
before the project was completed.  It
is now up to landholders and
environmental groups to continue
this work.
There are two types of dung beetle.
The dung roller, like the Egyptian
scarab, who roll their ball of dung
away to hide or bury; and the
tunneler, the most beneficial for our
environment.  Unlike the cane toad
and other imported ecological

disasters, dung beetles have no
chomping mouth parts, so they can’t
eat any of our lovely little native
critters and plants.  All they can do is
suck the juice from dung.
Their life cycle starts with finding a
mate.  The female excavates a tunnel
under a nice fresh manure pile -
these guys they don’t bother with the
fossilised specimens.  The male
passes the dung down to her and she
lines the tunnel, places a dung ball at
the end and lays her eggs in it.  One
and a half litres of soil are brought to
the surface for every litre of dung
buried.  
When the eggs hatch, the larvae feed
on the stored dung.  They can
hibernate underground in either the

larval or young adult stage until
seasonal conditions are right for
them to take flight.  Beetles can
smell fresh manure 500 metres away
and fly upwind to reach the pat so
they can have a feed, find a mate and
begin the cycle again.  The smaller
species of beetles breed several
generations each season, whilst the
larger beetles breed less often.
Once dung beetles have been active
in a pasture,  they open the gate for
earthworms and a host of beneficial
micro-organisms, who can now
penetrate much deeper into the soil.
Manure is more readily broken down
and recycled, plants grow deeper
root systems and become healthier as
do our equine companions who
graze this improved pasture.

Nature’s Free Labourers
by Sharon Roberts

One and a half litres of soil are brought to the surface for every litre of dung buried!

souls involved with the rescue
worked under dire conditions and in
doing so have given these horses the
opportunity to live, instead of the
probability of a slow and agonising
death. 
Of the nine that survived, four were
sold after the Horses and Horsemen
clinic, and five, including the young
stallion Pope, have been retained for
breeding purposes. These horses will
be eligible for Waler registration
foundation stock, as investigations
into their history by the rescue
organisers has unearthed information
proving their ancestry. 
A booklet  called ‘Where The Wild
Things Were” is available from
Katherine Waddington and proceeds
will go towards the on going welfare
of these horses. For more
information go to the web:
www.brianstone.com.au/wildhorses

Alien Weed
Hi All
I recently found this strange alien
looking plant in my pasture - I am
assuming it is a weed? I have never
seen it before and wondered if
anyone could tell me what it is and if
it is poisonous? They are a purplish
colour and have a bulb type root. We

have had a very wet year - could this
be the reason for it’s sudden
appearance?
C. Howell, Darling Downs WA

Wicked Willow
Dear Editor
I have enjoyed reading your
magazine, but must make a comment
regarding your Oct/Nov 05 issue. I
note with concern your article

concerning the planting of white
willow for horses. Willows have
been declared a Weed of National
Significance (WONS) in Australia
due to their potential for damage and
destruction of the environment. This
may sound extreme, but there are
many cases where masses of willows
have created dams blocking flow in
rivers and when they fall over (eg in
a flood) their shallow spreading root
system takes a big chunk of stream
bed with it, causing massive erosion. 
The problem has arisen because
willows produce massive seed drifts
which are now able to interbreed. It
used to be that common weeping
willows were the main species in
Australia and all were incidentally
female. With the introduction of
newer species, such as Crack and
Black willows, male plants became
available and the intercrossing began. 
There are exceptions to the Noxious
Weed listing for willows of course -
and these are specific species - Salix
babylonica, the weeping willow,
Salix x calendron, the pussy willow,
and Salix reichardtii, a sterile pussy
willow. All other species are
prohibited by law to knowingly sell
or distribute. So, as an
environmentally aware horse
magazine, please check before you

recommend plants that are
prohibited. For further information
on Weeds of National Significance or
on willows as weeds, please refer to
the National Weed Program website
www.weeds.org.au or do a search for
WONS. 
Rebecca Coventry, Ebenezer, NSW
Thank you Rebecca, it is always
helpful to have another site that we
can use for checking relevant details
for the Green Horse, however, the
website states that willows are not
declared weeds in Victoria, Tasmania
or Queensland. 

In Western Australia all species of
salix are permitted except salix
bebbiana and salix exigua. The sale
of certain species of willow in WA
was allowed until the end of October. 
In New South Wales and South
Australia landholders are not legally
obliged to remove the declared
species of willow but it is illegal to
plant or propagate them.  
There are many differing views on
the uses and role of willows in the
environment so we would encourage
readers with willows to visit the site,
as it covers state regulations and all
angles of control and management of
these and many weeds. 

Any ideas on the name of this weed?

The dung beetle and 
the earth worm.


