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SHEEP FESCUE 

I n  t h e  S ta te  o f  Washington 

Sheep fescue, Festuca oVina L., 
occurs i n  Europe, A s i a ,  and North America. Over seventy v a r i e t i e s  
have been described. Some v a r i e t i e s  s t i l l  recognized are  an awnless 
var. OapiZZata, a t a l l  n a t i v e  var. rydbeygii, a small n a t i v e  a l p i n e  
var.  brevifoZia, and a b lue ornamental var.gZauca. Ourar hard fescue 
i s  an improved s t r a i n  o f  a large,  long-leaved, European var. dur ius-  
cu la.  

I n  the  west n a t i v e  sheep fescue grades i n t o  Arizona fescue i n  the 
southwest and i n t o  Idaho fescue i n  the  northwest. I t  i s  a smal ler ,  
sho r te r  p l a n t  w i t h  sho r te r  leaves and seed heads but  produces more 
f e r t i l e  seed, The sheep fescue described here belongs t o  the var.  
ovina. It came from a dry,  rocky, mountainous area o f  Turkey and 
was in t roduced as Pl-109,497. I t  has been selected and tes ted  as 
P-274 - (co var) 
This sheep fescue i s  a densely t u f t e d  dwarf bunchgrass, leaves are 
narrow, i nvo lu te ,  numerous, basal,  s t i f f ,  semierect, and shor t ,  10-20 
cm. long, o r  less than h a l f  as long as the culms. Plants a re  shor t ,  
less  than 30 cm., w i t h  s t i f f ,  IIumerous, f i n e ,  e r e c t  t o  semierect stems. 
Panic les are  narrow, dense, almost sp i ke- l i ke ,  and about 10 cm. long. 
Seeds are  smal l ,  680,000 per pound, bu t  seed product ion  i s  exce l l en t .  
Over 700 pounds o f  c lean seed have been produced per acre. 
velop s low ly  b u t  a re  very tenacious. Above ground product ion  i s  l o w  
b u t  p l a n t s  a re  compet i t i ve  and abundant f i n e  f i b rous  roo ts  a re  pro-  
duced. 

i s  an extremely v a r i a b l e  species. I t  

n 

Plants de- 

Adaptat ion 

Sheep fescue i s  w ide ly  adapted t o  wel l- dra ined,  medium tex tured s i l t ,  
s i l t  loam, and loamy s o i l s  i n  the 10 t o  18" r a i n f a l l  zone o f  the Paci-  
f i c  Northwest. I t  i s  equal t o  Idaho fescue i n  drought res is tance and 
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more drought hardy than hard or  chewings fescue, 
and low f e r t i l i t y  s i t es .  It has some shade tolerance. I t  i s  slow 
t o  become es tab l ished bu t  w i l l  crowd out  crested wheatgrass o r  other 
dry land grasses w i t h  which i t  may be seeded. A t  Pullman, Washington, 
when seeded i n  equal p ropor t ions  w i t h  crested dheatgrass, i t  reduced 
the p ropor t i on  of crested wheatgrass from 80 percent t o  10 percent I n  
4 years and eventua l ly  e l im inated the  l a rge r  grass. 
develop i n t o  complete cover where seed r ipens and shat ters.  

It grows on shal low 

Poor stands o f ten  

Uses 

The pr imary use f o r  sheep fescue i s  as a ground cover grass. 
when establ ished,  p r o t e c t  so i  1 from erosion on roadsides, d i  tchbanks, 
s k i d  t r a i l s ,  campsites, dry land farmsteads, and rec rea t ion  areas. i t  
has been used as a cover i n  dry land t r e e  p lan t ings ,  she l te rbe l t s ,  and 
windbreaks i n  areas over 18" r a i n f a l l  where the grass w i l l  n o t  be too  
compet i t i ve  t o  t r e e  growth. It eventua l ly  suppresses weeds and re tards  
f u t u r e  erosion. Seeded i n  goatweed areas a f t e r  treatment o r  burning, 
i t  completely suppressed weeds and prevented f u r t h e r  seed set.  
s h a t t e r i n g  and volunteer ing,  o r i g i n a l l y  seeded areas increased i n  s izes  
by 100 percent i n  a 5-year period. Seeded as an understory w i t h  a l -  
f a l f a  f o r  hay, i t  provides ground cover and heavy r o o t  product ion. 
s ix- year o l d  stand o f  sheep fescue p lanted alone measured ovdr 10 tons 
o f  a i r - d r y  roo ts  and crowns per acre t o  an 8" plow depth. 
w i l d l i f e  p lan t i ngs  and around water guzzlers, i t  provides low-growing 
p e r s i s t e n t  ground cover. I n  range p lan t ings  i t  i s  a compet i t ive under- 
s t o r y  grass and o f t e n  crowds out  t a l l e r  growing components. This small 
fescue, al though not  a pr imary forage producer, i s  taken r e a d i l y  by 
sheep but  seldom used by c a t t l e  o r  horses. 

It w i l l ,  

By 

A 

I n  woody 

Establishment 

Sheep fescue i s  broadcast o r  seeded very shal low a t  8 t o  10 pounds per 
acre alone f o r  cover. It i s  most o f t e n  seeded a t  5 pounds per acre 
w i t h  an equal amount o f  crested o r  S iber ian  wheatgrass. The la rge r  
grasses e s t a b l i s h  r a p i d l y  and provide ground cover u n t i l  the smal ler  
grasses take over. A we1 1 -packed, mois t , weed-f ree seed bed", i s  
desi rable.  Seed a t  the  optimum t ime o f  the year f o r  the area involved. 
I n  low r a i n f a l l  areas f a l l  seeding shal low i n  c lean s tubb le  o r  f i r m  
s tubb le  mulch f a l l o w  has been very successful .  A l i g h t  s t raw o r  f i b e r  
mulch helps ho ld  moisture and gets a stand establ ished,  
compet i t ion  f r e e  s i t e s  20-30 pounds N may be app l ied  a t  the  t ime o f  
seeding. On o ther  s i t e s  delay f e r t i l i z a t i o n  u n t i l  p l a n t s  a re  w e l l  
establ ished.  Other f e r t i l i z e r s  should be,used as t h e i r  need i s  shown 
by a s o i l  t e s t .  
p rac t i ces  and mulching are essent ia l .  

On weed and 

On steep banks and eros ive  s i t e s  water d isposal  

Management 

Newly seeded areas requ i re  p r o t e c t i o n  f o r  a f u l l  year, o f t e n  2 years, 
be fore  use. 
C l i p  c lose t o  the  ground a t  the Cime major weeds are  i n  the e a r l y  f lower-  
i n g  stage?. 
t i ced .  Correct  t im ing  i s  essent la l  for e f f e c t i v e  c o n t r o l .  I n  c r i t i c a l  

C l i p p i n g  f o r  weed control; should be p rac t i ced  i f  necessary. 

Weed con t ro l ,  us ing approved chemicals, may a l s o  be prac-  
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areas maintenance appl icat ions o f  f e r t i l i z e r ,  add i t iona l  seed, mulch, 
and repa i r  o f  damaged areas may be needed. 
campsites, r o ta t i on  o f  use areas i s  recommended. 

On heavy-use areas such as 

References 

Hefenrichter, A. L., Mullen, L.A., and Brown, R.L.; 1949. Grasses and 
Legumes fo r  So i l  Conservation i n  the Pac i f i c  Northwest. U.S. Dept. 
Agr. misc. pub. 678, 56 p. 

Hafenrichter, A. L., e t  a l ;  1968. Grasses and Legumes f o r  Conservation 
i n  the Pac i f i c  Northwest and Great Basin States. U.S. Dept. Agr, Hdbk. 
339, 69 p. 

Hanson, A.A. 1965. Grass Var le t fes  i n  the United States. U.S. Dept. 
Agr. Hdbk. 170, 102 p. 

Weintraub, F.C. 1953. Grasses Introduced I n t o  the United States Forest 
Service. U.S. Dept. Agr. Hdbk. 58, 78p. 

5; 

i 

State o f  Washington Plant  Science Handbook Plant Mater ia ls Section 
USDA So i l  Conservation Service Spokane, Washington March 1972 

3 


