Xeriscaping: turf and
ornamental grasses for
low-water landscapes
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Quick Facts

Proper soil preparatmn and deep but in-
frequent watering are most important
in esta,bhshmg grasses in a xXeriscape.

Select grasses according to the nature of
the area tobe covered, water availabil-
ity and effect desired. '

Use sod-forming grasses near houses and
areas of high foot traffic.

Buffalograss and drought-enduring varie-
ties of bluegrass are suitable in a xeri-
scape.

Use coarse grasses such as tall fescue,
smooth brome and wheatgrass in out-
lying areas where appearance and traf-
fic are not as 1mp0rtant as near the
house.

Warm-season grasses, such a.s,,blue grama
and buffalograss, go dormant and turn
tan in fall and green up in late spring.

Ornamental grasses ean be used to com-
plement a xeriscape; some are low
ground covers, cthers make a tall back-
ground or screen or accent plant.

Grasses are useful in landscapes for covering
the soil to prevent erosion, to cool the area, for
recreation and to provide a ifransifion between
shrub borders, iree groupings and non-grass
ground covers. In a Xeriscape, there are alierna-
tives to bluegrass that can provide an attractive
lawn while reducing the need for freguent irri-
gation.
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Figure 1: Fountain grass (Pennisetum setaceum)
growing in a bed mulched with wood chips. This
drought-enduring ornamental grass is a tender
perennial often grown as a tall annual in Colorado.

Ornamental grasses also can be used in
separate beds or borders along with shrubs to
complement a xeriscape planting. Another useful
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Fegardless of the gr@ss type or types you
select, soil improvementis a must. Even buffalo-
grass, tall fescue, blue grama and similar xeric

types will thrive better when soil conditionsare .

improved. Where soils are heavy clay and com-
pact easily or, the other extreme, are loose and
sandy, incorporate prganic matter. Use two to
three cubic ya,rds of aged barnyard manure or
cempost for.every 1,000 square feet. Rototill into
iniches; thorough}.y mixing with the
soil. Refer to Service in Action sheet 7.203 for
more mferma,tmn on preparmg a 3011 for lawns

Selestmg Turfgrasses

The type of turfgrass selscted shmild bebased
upon the nature of the area to be covered, water
availability and the overall effect and use desired.

desired are probably best pla,nted ,

Wlthaut suppiemen
times, gragses willth
for aggreSszve wee
Severa,l c%rough :
season types. Because of this, they go dOi‘ma,nt
and turntan atfrostand stay tan until late spring.
Blue grama and buffalograss are this type.
Thesetwo natives will perform well with deep
irrigation about onece a month. They are both
fairly short and thus need infrequent or no Mow-
ingdepending upon appearance desired. They are
attractive when left unmowed because of the
flower and seed heads.

Areas close to the house or where uniform turf is

relatwely drought tolera,m mcliide Ma;estw
America and Merion. Improved varieties of tall
fescue come closest to resemblmg bluegrass Tall

turf with 50 percent less wa,ter than bluegrass o
The key to drought -tolerance, regardless of
vanety chosen is. deep root development Tlus 1s g

tion and deep, infrequent Watermg

Ornamental Grasses

Ornamental grasses are frequently used in -
xeriscape plantings as individual clumps, ground -
covers or as a tall background. The foliage pro-

vides a change of color and texture and the grace-

ful form of some varieties creates accent to the

landscape.

For color variation, use blue fescue (Festuca.
ovinia glauca) and variegated moor grass (Moli-
nea coerrulea). Blue fescue often is planted in
mass as a low ground cover. Variegated moor
grass, up to a foot in height, is a creeping ground
cover for intermediate-height plantings.

For taller, background plantings use miscan-
thus grass (Miscanthus sinensis) or hardy pam-
pas grass (Erianthus ravannae). Miscanthus
attains a height of about four feet, pampas grass
up to ten feet. The feathery seed heads of both
species are attractive and can be cut in late fall for
dried arrangements or left for winter appeal.

Warer Conservation through
Crearive Landscaping



