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SODI UM CONTENT OF LUCERNE IN SOUTHERN NEW SOUTH WMALES
D.G HALL*

Lucerne (Medicago satiua) accunulates only small quantities of sodiumin its
| eaf tissues conpared to nost tenperate grasses which usually have 4 to 10 tinmes
the sodi um concentration of lucerne (Smith and Mddleton 1978). Sheep and beef
cattle, respectively, require about 0.04% and 0.06% sodiumin their diet (National
Research Council, 1975 and 1976) and lucerne often contains |ess than these
levels.  Sodium supplenents have increased the |iveweight gain of sheep and cattle
grazing lucerne containing 0.03% sodium by up to 65% and 48% respectively in
certain areas of New Zealand (Joyce and Brunswick 1975). Although |ucerne stands
are often grazed by sheep and cattle in southern N.S.W, salt is not routinely
suppl i ed.

Lucerne plants were sanpled from 76 sites in an area of southern N.SW
bounded by Narrandera, Holbrook, GQundagai and Tenmora between 1977 and 1979. In
addition, 26 of these sites were sanpled for grass and clover pasture, or for
weeds.  The sodium content was determined using a nitric-perchloric acid digest
followed by atonmic absorption analysis.

Sodi um content of the pasture sanples averaged 0.1220.13%, and the
frequency distribution in lucerne was as follows:

% Na <0.02 0.02-0.04 0.04-0.06 0.06-0.08 0.08-0.10 >0.1
9 29 13 9 2 14

Pat erson's curse (Echium plantagineum) and capeweed (Cryptostemma calendula), COM
mon winter and spring growing weeds of southern N.S.W; contained about 0.9% sodi-
um. A prelimnary survey of springs, danms and other watering points in the region
ndi cated a NaCl range of 0.0004 to 0.3% sodium with many sources having less than
0.01% Thus many water sources would supply negligible sodiumto the diet.

Sodi um content of 50% of the |ucerne sanples was below 0.04% a concentration
bel ow the recommended requirenents for all |ivestock. Livestock can obtain salt
from many weeds, soil and drinking water and thus it is not possible to predict
whether sheep and cattle would respond to sodium supplementation when grazing
these sanpled |ucerne pastures.

The results indicate that many lucerne pastures in southern N.S.W do not
contain adequate sodium for maximum aninal production. |If the diet is predoninan-
tly lucerne, and the salt content of water is low, then liveweight gains may res-
ult from supplenentation. There is a need to sanple thoroughly |ucerne pastures
and drinking water for sodium content, and confirm by experimentation whether sod-
ium suppl ementation is feasible. Because |ucerne does not accunulate sodium even
when seeningly adequate salt is present in the soil (Smith and Mddleton 1978)
many other areas of Australia may have a situation simlar to southern N.S W
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