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The cost of superphosphate has risen dramatically over the past 15 years and as a consequence, its 
application to pastures has fallen. Subterranean clover responds well to applications of superphosphate, 
and its dry matter production (DMP) and possibly persistence are dependent on soil phosphate levels. A 
number of clovers were compared in terms of DMP and seed reserves (SR) at 4 soil phosphate levels. 

Methods  

Near pure stands of 4 commercial cultivars and 6 strains of subterranean clover, selected for persistence 
at low soil phosphate, were established in 1986 on a phosphate deficient grey sandy loam soil. A total of 
0, 200, 400 and 800 kg/ha of superphosphate was applied over 1986 and 1987 to produce soil phosphate 
levels of 14, 17, 20 and 30 ppm (Colwell NaHCO3) in January 1988. 

Results and discussion  

The ability of a clover strain to persist is dependent on its seed production and level of hardseededness. 
These two factors in combination allow a build up of SR which can buffer the effects of false breaks, dry 
finishes, insect attack etc. The cumulative hard seed reserves, taken in spring before seed set, of a 
selection of clover cultivars and strains showed that although there were large differences between 
clovers, the level of soil phosphate had little effect on SR. (Table 1 - strain data restricted for simplicity). In 
contrast, the clover DMP increased significantly with soil phosphate level in both years (p < 0.001). The 
DMP of strains 38 and 68, over all phosphate levels, was not significantly different from the best 
commercial line in 1987 and 1988 except for lower DMP of strain 68 in 1988 (p < 0.001). 

An early finish to the season in both 1987 and 1988 reduced the DMP and lowered seed set, especially in 
1987. Investigation of these strains is continuing. 

Table 1. Cumulative hard seed reserves (kg/ha) taken in spring for 6 clovers grown at 4 soil 
phosphate levels (mean of 4 reps). 

 

 


