Kosic et al.: Effects of abandonment on the functional composition and forage nutritive value of a North Adriatic dry grassland
community (Cicarija, Croatia)
-285 -

EFFECTS OF ABANDONMENT ON THE FUNCTIONAL
COMPOSITION AND FORAGE NUTRITIVE VALUE OF A NORTH
ADRIATIC DRY GRASSLAND COMMUNITY (CICARIJA,
CROATIA)

VITASOVIC KOSIC, I '- TARDELLA, F. M. 2 - GRBESA, D. *- SKVORC, Z. * -CATORCL, A.

'University of Zagreb, Faculty of Agriculture, Department of Agricultural Botany,
Svetosimunska 25, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia
(phone: +385-1-239-3808; fax: +385-1-231-5300)

? University of Camerino, School of Environmental Sciences,
Via Pontoni 5, 1-62032 Camerino (MC), Italy,
(phone: +39-0737-404-511; fax: +39-0737-404-508)

University of Zagreb, Faculty of Agriculture, Department of Animal nutrition,
Svetosimunska 25, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia
(phone: +385-1-239-3800; fax: +385-1-231-5300)

‘University of Zagreb, Faculty of Forestry, Department of Forest Genetics, Dendrology and
Botany,
Svetosimunska 25, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia
(phone: +385-1-6666-102; fax: +385-1-6666-113)

*Corresponding author
e-mail: ivitasovic@agr.hr

(Received 14™ Sept 2013; accepted 22" Dec 2013)

Abstract. Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris association is one of the most widespread types of
pasture in Istria and of great environmental and economic interest. The research aims were to test if
forage quantity, nutritive value and functional composition (grasses and grass-like, legumes, and forbs
percentage) of these pastures change significantly in relation to: time of the growing season, management
type (low use intensity grazing/grazing abandonment) and topographic variables. During 2008,
phytomass samples were collected in grazed and ungrazed pastures of Ciéarija (Croatia), in May, June,
and September. Their composition in dry matter, ash, crude protein (CP), neutral and acid detergent fiber
(NDF, ADF), acid detergent lignin (ADL) and in-vitro dry matter digestibility (IVDMD) were determined
and net energy for lactation (NEL) and yield NEL were calculated. These variables followed a double
trend, linked to the phenological phases of grasslands and to a land use/topographic gradient. Yield, yield
NEL, dry matter, NDF, ADF and ADL increased during the growing season, while CP, NEL and [IVDMD
decreased. Yield, yield NEL, grasses and forbs, ash, and IVDMD were tied to the ungrazed pastures
spread on the slopes, while ADF, ADL and dry matter had stronger correlation with grazed grasslands
spread on the flat lands.

Keywords: Carici humilis-Centauretum rupestris Horvat 1931, Brachypodium rupestre, productivity,
functional groups, forage quality.

Introduction

Throughout Europe, owing to their low agricultural productivity (Willems, 1990; van
Dijk, 1991), semi-natural calcareous grasslands are in strong decline in extension and
threatened by abandonment (Luick, 1998; Zervas, 1998; Dullinger et al., 2003; Sebastia
et al., 2008; Penksza et al. 2010, 2013; Hazi et al. 2011, 2012; Szentes et al., 2011;
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Zimmermann et al., 2011, Kiss et al., 2011). This trend has been also observed in the
North Adriatic pastures (Kaligari¢ et al., 2006) and on the Ci¢arija mountainous plateau
(Vitasovi¢ Kosi¢, 2011; Vitasovi¢ Kosic€ et al., 2011), where the low intensity use or the
abandonment of grassland management practices led to the triggering of vegetation
dynamic processes and to a consequent change in floristic, coenological and functional
composition (Vitasovi¢ Kosi¢ et al., 2012). Indeed, the variability of species assemblage
in semi-natural grasslands depends on environmental factors (Belesky et al., 2002a;
Catorci et al., 2012b, Zimmerrmann et al., 2011,Szentes et al., 2009a, 2009b, 2012) and
on grazing management and history (Holechek et al., 1995; Belesky et al., 2002b).
These interacting factors create a mosaic of plant communities, which results in
variations in palatability and nutritive value for grazing ruminants (Roukos et al., 2011).
For instance, the decrease in herbage use due to pasture abandonment or improper
management causes the spread of taller and less digestible vegetation (Louault et al.,
2002).

The ability of a grassland to sustain animal growth depends on its phytomass
production and herbage nutritive value (Synman, 2002). Hence, the determination of
forage quality is important for both nutritional and economic reasons (Rotar et al.,
2010). The nutritive value of forage depends on its chemical composition (dry matter;
crude ash, crude protein; fraction of fibers, i.e. neutral detergent fiber and, acid
detergent fiber; acid detergent lignin; net energy for lactation; in-vitro dry matter
digestibility), and is influenced by several factors, including climatic conditions, soil,
land form, floristic and functional composition (e.g., the proportion of grasses to
legumes), selective ability of grazing animals, stage of maturity of plants when
harvested, and forage preservation methods (Sheaffer et al., 1990; Van Soest, 1994;
Buxton, 1996; Pérez-Corona et al., 1998; Tallowin and Jefferson, 1999; Vasquez de
Aldana et al., 2000; Bruinenberg et al. 2002; Arzani et al., 2006; Dale et al., 2013).

The species composition of a pasture influences animal products, particularly milk
and cheese produced in the Mediterranean environments (Licitra et al., 1997). Feed
values from several types of Mediterranean pastures were investigated throughout the
Mediterranean countries (Tsiovaras et al., 1993; Zervas et al., 1996; Licitra et al., 1997:
Ammar et al., 1999, 2004; Skapetas et al., 2004). However, there is no previous report
about the forage nutritive value of Cicarija grasslands and, more specifically, of
grasslands referred to as the Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris Horvat 1931
association, which is one of the most widespread types of pasture in the Istrian
Peninsula (Poldini, 1989), and thus of great potential interest, not only for its
biodiversity (Cicarija grasslands were proposed as Special Protection Area of Natura
2000 network as an important site for habitat 62A0 and bird species conservation), but
also from an economic viewpoint.

Our hypothesis was that the changes in management of pastures underlie variations
in quantity and nutritive value (chemical composition and in-vitro digestibility) of
forage. More specifically, our aims were to test if these variables: 1) change significantly
during the growing season; i1) show significant variations between low intensity use and
abandoned pastures; iii) are affected by topographic variables (altitude, aspect, slope
angle, and land form).
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Material and methods
Study area

The study area (about 1000 ha) is located at the north of the Istrian Peninsula, on the
Cic¢arija mountainous plateau (45° 29’ 56°’- 45° 30’ 00”’N, 13° 59° 54~ 14° 00’
29’E), ranging from 550 to 650 m a.s.l.

The climate 1s transitional between Mediterranean and continental pre-Alpine, with
cool, rainy winters and long, dry summer periods (Poldini, 1989). Precipitation is about
1400 mm/yr, most of which falls in autumn; a less pronounced secondary peak occurs
as spring turns to summer. From a bioclimatic viewpoint, the study area belongs to the
submediterranean belt (Kaligaric, 1997) and the epimediterranean zone of the
mediterranean-mountain vegetation belt (Carni, 2003).

The bedrock consists of limestone; soils are generally brown, shallow and clast-rich.

Pastures, formerly grazed by 160 000 sheep, are for the most part undergrazed
because of low density of grazers (nowadays there are less than 200 sheep, few cattle
heads and horses) or completely abandoned, while meadows are not regularly mown or,
in some cases, originate from seeded meadows.

The pastoral landscape is characterized by pastures and meadows, referred to as
Scorzonero villosae-Chrysopogonetalia grylli Horvati¢ & Horvat in Horvati¢c 1963
order (Festuco-Brometea Br.-Bl. & Tx. ex Br.-Bl. 1949 class) and Arrhenatheretalia
elatioris Tiixen 1931 order (Molinio-Arrhenatheretea Tiixen 1937 class), respectively.

Experimental design and data collection

Within  homogeneous  macro-environmental conditions  (submediterranean
bioclimatic belt and limestone bedrock), we selected two localities characterised by
different land use histories: Slum pastures (hereafter named “Pasture 17, 550 m a.s.l)
subjected to low intensity use (0.5-1 sheep per ha) referred to as the Carici humilis-
Centaureetum rupestris association, and Vodice pastures (hereafter named “Pasture 2”;
650 m a.s.l.) abandoned since 30-40 years ago, referred to as the Brachypodium
rupestre variant of the above-mentioned association.

During the 2008 growing season, samples of phytomass (fresh green matter) were
mown with the quadrat method (Whalley and Hardy, 2000) in five 1 x 1 m fenced plots,
placed, about every 100 m, along a transect in each locality, three times, i.e. in spring
(May, 26™-27™; up to early May it snowed), summer (June 23"-24"™, optimum of
vegetation), and autumn (September, 2223 after the summer drought period).
During dormancy of vegetation (winter period) samples were not collected. Sampling
was done by cutting all herbaceous vegetation at 5 cm above soil level, and immediately
manually separated into the botanical functional groups: grasses and grass-like species
(incl. Poaceae, Cyperaceae and Juncaceae), legumes (Fabaceae) and forbs (all other
dicotyledonous families) and weighed. Then the grassland samples, placed in individual
paper bags and transported to the laboratory, were dried for 48 h in a 50 °C oven,
ground with a Cyclotec 1093 mill (FOSS Tecator, Hoganéds, Sweden), through a 1 mm
sieve and stored until further analysis.

Analytical methods

Each sample was analysed with regard to: aboveground fresh phytomass (g/m’) of
fresh matter; forage chemical composition in dry matter (g’kg DM); crude ash, crude
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protein (CP), neutral detergent fiber (NDF), acid detergent fiber (ADF), acid detergent
lignin (ADL); in-vitro dry matter digestibility (IVDMD).

The percentage contribution in terms of grasses and grass-like species, legumes and
forbs to the total fresh matter (g/m’) and productivity was calculated.

The N content of each sample was determined using a Kjeltec 2200 digestion unit
(Foss Tecator, Hdgands, Sweden), using AOAC (1990) method. NDF, ADF and ADL
were determined using a Fibertec System 2021 Fiber Cap (Foss Tecator, Hogands,
Sweden) according to methods of Van Soest et al. (1991), and ash was determined as
the gravimetric residue after heating to 550 °C for 4 h, according to AOAC (1990)
method. IVDMD was measured according to Holden (1999) using an ANKOM Daisy"
Incubator (ANKOM Technology Coorporation, Macedon, NY, USA). Rumen fluid was
obtained from two Istrian sheep (slaughtered at sales for meat) fed with forage from the
study area. Net energy for lactation (NEL) and yield NEL were calculated according to
NRC (2013).

Statistical analysis

We assessed distribution normality and variance homogeneity of data using the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Levene tests, respectively. We performed ANOVA and t-
tests when data met the assumptions required for parametric tests and Kruskal-Wallis
and Mann-Whitney U-tests when data did not, to understand which variables were
significantly different (p < 0.05) between the two relevé groups (low intensity use
pastures and abandoned pastures) at each time (spring, summer, and autumn) and
among times inside each group. In the latter case pairwise comparisons (t-tests and
Mann-Whitney U-tests) between times were run when ANOVA or Kruskal-Wallis test,
respectively, detected significant differences (p < 0.05) among times; the Holm
correction for multiple comparisons was used to avoid Type I error.

To identify the main gradients of variation, the relations among the collected data on
yield, botanical functional groups (fresh matter) and forage feed value (response
variables), and between response variables and explanatory variables, we performed
Canonical redundancy analysis (RDA) of the “plots-by-response variables” matrix,
constrained by the type of management (abandoned and low use intensity pasture), the
time of growing season (May, June, and September), altitude, slope angle, slope aspect,
and land form (flat land, slope with concavity). Prior to RDA, the response variable data
were standardized.

We used the STATISTICA software (Statsoft Inc. 2005) to perform the statistical
tests, and R, version 2.15.0. (R Core Team, 2012), and vegan R-package, version 2.0-4,
to perform RDA.

Results
Productivity of Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris

Content of dry matter, phytomass yield and yield net energy for lactation (NEL) of
pastures referred to as Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris are presented in Table 1.
The results indicate that dry matter of forage increased from spring to autumn;
significant differences (p < 0.05) were recorded: at each time between grazed and
ungrazed pastures, and in both the land use types between September and the other
phases of the growing season. Abandoned pastures had higher average yield and yield
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NEL. Yield peaked in June in both types of management, but differences were
significant only in autumn. Yield NEL did not show significant differences between the
two types of land use in any considered phase of the growing season.

Table 1. Average dry matter content (DM), green mass yield and yield net energy for
lactation (yield NEL) + Standard deviation in May, June and September in the pastures of
Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris association with different types of management (P1:
Slum, low use intensity pasture P2: Vodice, abandoned pasture). Significance values from
ANOVA or Kruskal-Wallis test (p) (comparisons among times during the growing season in
each locality) and from t-test or Mann-Whitney U-test (Dmay, june, sep) (comparisons between
localities at each time) are indicated. Values within the same column with the same
superscripts do not differ significantly.

Locality Season DM (g/kg) Yield (g/m?) ngg /ll\lI:;L
May 386.4% +23.24 403.6"+31.71 6.11*+0.50
- June 435.4" +21.83 573.8°+97.25 8.79°+ 1.87
September  604.92°+55.67  410.0°+101.25  8.55*+2.37
Average 47557+ 101.80  462.47+112.10 7.82+2.06
p <0.001 0.011 0.003
May 339.26°+19.49  407.0° £59.15  5.81°+0.98
- June 348.36° +17.27  685.6°+191.10 9.77°+2.81
September  517.42°+22.59  606.0°+55.65  10.53°+0.83
Average 401.68 + 86.78 566.20 £ 16440  8.70 +2.71
p 0.001 0.021 0.003
P may 0.008 0.913 0.5580
PI1vs.P2 P june <0.001 0.229 0.4260
P sent 0.017 0.005 0.1170

Proportion of grasslands botanical functional groups

The contribution of functional groups varied in the two types of management (Fig.
1). During the growing season, in the grazed pastures (P1) average mass fraction of
grass and grass-like plants slightly increased, forbs slightly decreased, and legumes
remained substantially unchanged. In the abandoned pastures (P2) between summer and
autumn the sudden decrease of forbs group caused high increase of grass and grass-like
group.

The two pastures did not show significant differences in the amount of legumes and
forbs fresh matter during the whole growing season. The share of grass/grass-like plants
and forbs diverged significantly (p < 0.01) in September (Fig. 7).

Relation among phytomass production, forage nutritive value and environmental
variables

The first axis of RDA, performed using altitude, aspect, slope angle, land form, type
of land use and time of the growing season as explanatory variables, explained the
51.9% of the constrained variance and was linked to the time of the growing season;
The second axis explained the 27.0% of the variance and was mainly linked to a land
use gradient (Fig. 2) which, in turn, was correlated to topographic factors (particularly
altitude). More specifically, abandoned pastures were positively correlated to higher
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altitudes, greater slope angles and southerly aspects (negative values), while grazed
pastures were positively correlated with flat lands.

6
“TPasture 1
Z=Pasture 2
) -y
4
3 )—\"”-”“”‘V"”-”“77“ i
§ -\_\_\—\_\H rrrrrrrr T
e
g2 2
£
{=)]
: s
g alk
| 1+
0
1 ]
-2
L - Sept
80
55
T Pasture 1
Z=Pasture 2

50

45

40

35

30

Forbs (%)

25

20

*k

Way June Sept

95

90
-Pasture 1

Z=Pasture 2
&5

80

75

70

65

60

Grass and Grass-like (%)

55

50

45

*K
40

Ilay June Sept

Figure 1. Trends of the average percent values in fresh matter of botanical functional groups
(legumes, forbs, grass and grass-like species) in the North Adriatic pastures referred to the
Carici humilis-Centaureetum rupestris association. Bars indicate Standard deviation (Pasture
1: Slum, low use intensity pasture; Pasture 2: Vodice, abandoned pasture; ™ p < 0.01).
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Yield, dry matter and the variables linked to forage feed value, followed a double
trend, linked to the phenological phases of grasslands and to the land use/topographic
gradient: higher yield, yield NEL, DM, ADF and ADL were related to the second half
of the growing season, while greater CP, NEL and IVDMD to the first phenological
phases. Yield, yield NEL, ash and IVDMD were tied to the ungrazed pastures spread on
the slopes, while ADF, ADL and DM had stronger correlation with grazed grasslands of
flat lands. DM, NDF, ADF, and ADL were negatively correlated to CP content, NEL
and IVDMD. The greater amount of grasses/grass-like plants and forbs (fresh matter)
was found in abandoned pastures.

Forage nutritive value of North Adriatic pastures

The pastures of the study area have an average low CP content (90.39 g/kg DM) and
a high content of fiber fractions: NDF (601.34 g/kg DM), ADF (368.87 g/kg DM), low
IVDMD (49.52 %), and low NEL (4.57 MJ/kg). CP content ranges from 62.62 to
129.08 g/kg DM, NDF from 557.87 to 674.24 g/kg DM, IVDMD from 459.26 to 536.78
g/kg DM, and NEL from 4.1 to 5.4 MJ/kg DM.

In May, grazed and ungrazed pastures differed significantly in CP (greater in P2) and
ADF (greater in P1). In June additional differences were recorded also in ash content
and in [IVDMD (both greater in P2), while the only significant difference in September
was highlighted for ash (7able 2).

Table 2. Average values + Standard deviation of crude ash (Ash), crude protein (CP),
neutral detergent fiber (NDF), acid detergent fiber (ADF), acid detergent lignin (ADL)
content, net energy for lactation (NEL), and in-vitro dry matter digestibility (IVDMD),
measured during the growing season in the pastures of Carici humilis-Centaureetum
rupestris association with different types of management (Pl: Slum, low use intensity
pasture;, P2: Vodice, abandoned pasture). Significance values from ANOVA or Kruskal-
Wallis test (p) (comparisons among times during the growing season in each locality) and
from t-test or Mann-Whitney U-test (Duay, june, sep) (cOmparisons between localities at each
time) are indicated. Values within the same column with the same superscripts do not differ
significantly between times in each locality. Pairwise comparisons were not performed when
ANOVA or Kruskal-Wallis test did not highlight significant differences (p > 0.05).

Ash cp NDF ADF ADL NEL IVDMD

Locality Season (g’kg DM)  (g/kg DM) (g/kg DM) (g/kg DM) (g’kg DM)  (MJ/kg) (g/kg DM)
May 55.3447.86 102.0849.28 596.02431.88 378.24+19.00 86.18°431.96 4.65+0.81 514.24451.28

June 50.7143.19  81.03°46.76  600.97+51.57 392.01+20.44  79.13°+12.78 4.81+0.34 467.08+21.98

Sept. 46.6144.12  62.62°43.53  576.08+77.25 381.44428.93 1162041626 4.10+0.55 459.96431.06

Aver. 50.8946.25 81.90+17.88 591.02453.66 383.90422.33  93.84426.29 4.52+0.64 480.43+42.27

Pl p 0.141 <0.001 0.953 0.629 0.045 0.141 0.077
May 54.31°43.20 129.08°44.12 557.87'+38.97 328.84*+13.44  62.93+21.00 5.3940.39 536.78%+35.71

June  66.16%48.71 102.45°5.05 602.84%+38.70 362.94°+7.88  70.48+11.15 4.85%+0.36 534.12:432.26

Sept.  70.79°48.61  65.12°41.75 674.24+58.57 369.75"+10.34  108.94+49.09 3.63°+1.07 459.26°+23.89

Aver. 63.7549.87 98.88427.39 611.65+65.59 353.84421.05  80.79+35.85 4.63+1.00 510.05+46.99

P2 p 0.011 <0.001 0.006 <0.001 0.122 0.005 0.003
P oy 0.840 <0.001 0.129 0.001 0.211 0.225 0.443

P e 0.006 <0.001 0.841 0.018 0.287 0.855 0.005

PIvs. P2 P i <0.001 0.193 0.053 0.411 0.762 0.406 0.969
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Figure 2. Redundancy analysis ordination graph for yield, forage feed value variables and
botanical functional groups, using altitude, aspect, slope angle, land form (conc - slightly
concave slope; flat - flat land), management type (grazing - low intensity use pasture; grazing
aband.: abandoned pasture), and time (May, June, and September) as constraining variables.
Numbers indicate sites (DM - dry matter,; ash - crude ash, CP - crude protein, NDF - neutral
detergent fiber; ADF - acid detergent fiber; ADL - acid detergent lignin; NEL - net energy for
lactation; IVDMD - in-vitro dry matter digestibility).
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Discussion

The research outcomes highlighted that the variables which define the quantity and
quality of forage, follow a main gradient related to the phenology of the grassland
community. In fact, we observed a general trend during the growing season,
characterised by the increase in dry matter, fiber (NDF and ADF) and lignin (ADL)
content, and the decrease in NEL, IVDMD and CP. Thus, pastures provide more
digestible and high quality value forage in spring, when plants are still young. The
forage quality declined during the growing season because of the increase in fibers and
lignin content, which is responsible for the relative increase in dry matter, and reducing
the energy available per mass unit. The increase in fiber is in accordance with Pérez
Corona et al. (1994) and Heitschmidt et al. (1995) who related the stage of maturity of
plants and age of tissue to the NDF content, which increases in older tissue. We
detected also a significant decrease in crude protein content from May to September.
This is consistent with Kirby et al. (1989) and Vazquez de Aldana et al. (2000) who
observed that the crude protein content declines with stage of maturation. Considering
that 6-8% of crude protein is considered as a threshold, below which either the intake or
digestibility of forage falls off, and animal maintenance requirements are not met
(Milford and Minson, 1965; Tamminga et al., 1979; Nocek and Russell, 1988), pastures
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of the study area have not good nutritional value (6-6.5% of crude protein) only at the
end of the growing season.

The obtained results confirm also that the dry matter content is a good indicator of
nutritional value, which agrees with Miraglia et al. (2008) who stated that the higher dry
matter content is indicator of lower crude protein and higher share of lignin in semi-
natural pastures.

The RDA highlighted a second gradient linked to land use. More specifically,
abandonment of North Adriatic grasslands is related to the higher altitudes and steeper
south-east-facing slopes, while grazing, although with low intensity, persists on flat
lands. A similar spatial trend of abandonment was recorded also in the Apennine ridge
(Bracchetti et al., 2012; Catorci et al., 2012a).

The ungrazed pastures analysed were particularly related to grasses and grass-like
plants. This observation is consistent with the results of previous research carried out in
North Adriatic grasslands which highlighted a species change in the community, due to
the triggering of dynamic successional processes as a consequence of management
abandonment (Vitasovi¢ Kosi¢ et al., 2011). In particular, it was acknowledged that this
change was caused mainly by the spread of Brachypodium rupestre, a competitive
stress-tolerant graminoid which quickly spreads by means of rhizomes (Grime et al.,
1988) and tends to form extensive patches (Catorci et al., 2013a). The invasion of
Brachypodium species in abandoned grasslands is widely documented throughout
Europe (e.g. Buckland et al.,, 2001; Bonanomi and Allegrezza, 2004), where it is
causing threat to biodiversity (During and Willems, 1984; Bobbink and Willems, 1987;
Wilson et al., 1995; Bonanomi et al., 2006, 2009; Catorci et al., 2011), and was
recorded in the North Adriatic pastures as well (Vitasovi¢ Kosi¢ et al., 2012). The
affirmation of grasses (including also other graminoids such as Bromus erectus Huds.,
Festuca sp. pl., and Koeleria sp. pl.) with tolerance strategies and erect leaves in the
abandoned condition is consistent with the findings of some authors (e.g. Skarpe, 2001;
Pykald, 2004; Catorci et al.,, 2013b) who argued that exclusion of grazers causes the
increase in abundance of plants with erect leaves to the detriment of prostrate species.

It 1s known that abandonment may change the main parameters affecting the forage
quantity/quality (Pavli et al., 2006). In fact, in the study case, yield differed between
grazed and ungrazed pastures (average values of 4.62 and 5.66 g/m’, respectively),
diverging significantly in the later stage of the growing season (7able I). The results
indicate that in ungrazed pastures, yield and yield NEL increased significantly from
May to June, when Brachypodium rupestre is in full growth, reaching its peak in
phytomass and the optimal period for reproduction before the summer drought period.
This may account for the greater phytomass values of ungrazed pastures than in grazed
ones. Indeed in the study area, the cover of Brachypodium rupestre may be greater than
50% (Vitasovi¢ Kosi¢ et al, 2012). Moreover, in more productive undisturbed
grasslands species do not allocate resources to produce antiherbivore defence structures,
but devote them to new photosynthetic tissue (Coley et al., 1985). This may account for
the lower fiber and lignin content, and the related higher values of IVDMD, recorded in
abandoned pastures.

The higher forage digestibility and CP content may be substantially ascribed to the
forb and legume functional groups; instead grass and grass-like species are more related
to fibers and lignin content (Fig. 2). Indeed, it is known that most of the non-grass
species have lower fiber content than the grasses and are highly digestible (Mojo et al.,
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1993), and leguminous plants have a higher nutritional value than grass species (Peeters
and Janssens, 1998).

Also forbs showed a greater amount of fresh matter in summer (Fig. 2). This is
consistent with Ramirez and Nunez-Gonzalez (2006), who observed that relatively high
proportion of forbs in summer helps to maintain nutrients, moisture and yield of
grasslands during the summer drought, contributing to maintain the stability of nutritive
value of semi natural grassland throughout the growing season.

Moreover, the abandoned condition and the amount of grass, was mainly linked to
south-east facing slopes. This is in accordance with Peco et al. (2012) and Catorci et al.
(2013b) who argued that, in the most stressing submediterranean habitats such as
southerly aspects, which experience a summer drought stress period, the spread of
grasses is promoted by the absence of herbivory.

Grazing is positively related to lignin and fiber content and negatively related to
NEL, yield, yield NEL, and IVDMD. Indeed plants respond to herbivory reducing the
probability and severity of grazing by changing tissue chemistry, growth rate,
morphology and resource allocation (Belsky, 1986; Bryant et al., 1992; Rooke and
Bergstrom, 2007), producing toxic secondary metabolites and involving mechanical
defences like spines, tough leaves and protective coatings (Alba et al. 2011, Vitasovi¢
Kosi¢ et al., 2011).

Conclusions

Pastures of Cicarija are very valuable for their high potential production, their good
nutritional value (especially for the spring protein content and digestibility), and their
high plant diversity; therefore, special attention should be paid to their protection and
conservation through management measures, such as maintaining a general low
pressure of grazing by means of grazing rotation, to prevent the process of secondary
succession and the spread of unpalatable competitive tall grasses at a landscape level.

As factors which affect plant diversity affect yield and nutritive value of grassland as
well (White, 1983), knowing the phytomass production and the forage nutrient content
of pastures is the first step in predicting the minimum number of herbivores required to
maintain the optimal plant diversity of Cicarija.

The results of this research could allow the draft of the guidelines for a
comprehensive and optimal management of grasslands, not only in the study area, but
also in other submediterranean areas where Carici humilis-Centauretum rupestris
association spreads. This can contribute to the improvement of the sheep production and
its high-value products (milk, meat and cheese) and, at the meantime, to the
preservation of the diversity of flora and grassland vegetation in Croatia and Europe.
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