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Grasses in Shade 
Establishing and Maintaining Lawns in Low Light 

David D. Minner and Barbara J. Fick Properly prune trees to improve 
Department of Horticulture light penetration 
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Trees and shade create a naturally pleasing environ
ment in the landscape, however it is very difficult to 
grow grass under trees. Shady areas often have less 
light, tree root competition for nutrients and water, 
phytotoxic responses from alleopathic tree compounds, 
compacted soil from heavy use, and excessive organic 
matter from leaf litter. It's no wonder that growing 
grass is quite a challenge. Sweet gum, maple and 
unpruned pin oak are extremely difficult to grow grass 
under, while locust and poplar plantings are easily 
grassed. 

The success of growing any type of grass in shade can 
be greatly increased if the tree canopy can be selectively 
thinned and if all branches in the lower third of the tree 
can be removed. Trees can sometimes be pruned or 
entirely removed without disrupting the harmony and 
function of a landscape. 

Select and use grasses that have improved shade 
tolerance. The fine fescues (hard, sheep, spreading, 
creeping and chewing fescues) all have excellent shade 
tolerance. Tall fescue and perennial ryegrass have good 
to medium shade adaptation while Kentucky bluegrass 
is the least shade tolerant of the cool season grasses. 
Bermudagrass and zoysiagrass should not be used in 
shady locations. In areas where shade tolerant grasses 
fail you will need to select other shade tolerant ground 
covers or use mulched beds instead of plants. 

Difficult Tree Situations for Grass 
Consider using other tolerant ground covers if you 

have failed with shade-adapted grasses (see Grounds 
for Gardening G-6835). 

• Willow, Maple, Sweetgum, Beech 

• Pin Oaks without lower branches pruned 

• Directly under the canopy of pines and other 
conifers 

• North facing slope with trees. 
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Prune interior and lower branches so that you can 
easily walk under the canopy without stooping. This 
will also make it easier to mow and use the area under 
the tree. On large trees, branches should be removed all 
the way back to the trunk or a main leader so that the 
area under the canopy is clear to walk - don't just lop the 
branches off near their end. When prunning is done 
correctly the appearance of the tree is enhanced and the 
general shape is not changed. 

Lawn management 
under trees: 

• Avoid excessive nitrogen (shade tolerant grasses 
such as fine fescue should receive no more than 2 lbs NI 
1000 sq ft/per year). The idea is to promote grass 
growth in shady areas when there is maximum light 
penetration to the ground. Apply fertilizer in shady 
areas in the fall just as leaves begin to drop. Don't forget 
to rake the leaves right away. Another good time to 
fertilize is in late winter or early spring, about a month 
before trees begin to leaf. 

• Mow tall and avoid turf scalping under any cir
cumstances. Scalped turf does not recover well in the 
shade - turf decline in the shade often begins from a 
single episode of scalp mowing. 

• Avoid using herbicides in shady areas if weed 
problems do not exist. Many weeds, especially crab
grass, will not grow in shade. 

• Test the soil in shady areas to see if there are special 
lime or fertilizer needs. Shady areas are likely to be 
acidic. In the absence of a soil test apply agriculture lime 
(10 lbs/1000 sq. ft.) to areas under trees where you have 
had difficulty growing grass, especially if moss is pres
ent. 

• Avoid dry soil conditions in shady locations dur
ing summer months, especially July and August. Since 
shady areas are usually cool and comfortable it is easy to 
forget that soil is usually dry from water removed by 
trees and grass. 
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The cultivars listed below by specie have shown 
improved shade tolerance. 
Specie Common Name Cultivars Available 

Festuca langifalia *Hard Fescue Aurora, Biljart, Reliant, Scaldis, Silyana, Spartan, Wald 
ina, Tournament 

Festuca avina *Sheep Fescue Bighorn, Azay 

Festuca rubra rubra *Spreading Fescue 

Festuca tricaphylla *Creeping Fescue 

Festuca cammutata *Chewings Fescue 

Flyer, Fortress, Ensylva, Pennlawn, Ruby 

Dawson 

Agram, Atlanta, Banner, Highlight, Jamestown, Koket, 
Shadow, Waldorf 

Festuca arundinaceaTurf-Type Tall 
Fescue 

Falcon, Finelawn, Houndog, Jaguar, Rebel II, Olympic 

Lalium perenne 

Paa pratensis 

Perennial Ryegrass 

Kentucky Bluegrass 

Birdie II, Citation II Fiesta II, Manhattan II, Palmer, Regal 

Good -- Bensun, Nugget, Able I, Chateau, Coventry, 
Estate, Huntsville 

Medium -- Birka, Bristol, Glade, Touchdown 

Paa trivialis Rough Stalk 
Bluegrass 

Saber, Colt 

* These are fine fescues and should not be confused with the newly developed turf-type tall fescues. 

• Limit traffic. Core aerify compacted areas that 
receive heavy traffic. 

In Missouri the hard and sheep fescues are preferred 
over the other fine fescues when using a monoculture in 
shady locations. Turf-type tall fescues seeded at 7 lb/ 
1000 sq. ft. also provides a pleasant turf in moderate 
shade caused by trees. 

Another shade tolerant grass that is listed in the table 
above is rough stalk bluegrass. 

This grass does well in cool wet conditions often 
found in shady locations. It also performs well in the 
spring and fall, but will tum brown and die in the 
summer because of heat, drought and disease. This 
grass should not be used in lawns where only one or two 
large trees are causing poor growth under the trees 
because it is likely that this spreading type grass will 
escape to the rest of the lawn causing patchy unattrac
tive areas, especially in mid-summer. This grass should 
be used in lawn situations where several trees exist and 
fine fescues have been used but were not successful. 
Remember shady areas are generally thought of as a 

cool and comfortable place for people to relax, but 
actually lawns in shady areas can become quite dry from 
June through August-therefore special attention should 
be given to watering lawns in shaded areas during the 
summer to avoid drought stress. 

Recommended Lawn Mixtures 
for Shade 
Shady dry areas: 
1. 100% fine fescue (mix 2 or 3 species). 

Use 3 to 5 lb. of seed per 1,000 sq.ft. 
2. 30 to 50% Kentucky bluegrass plus 30 to 60% fine 

fescue and/ or 0 to 20% perennial ryegrass (blend 
2 or 3 varieties of each grass species). 
Use 4 to 5 lb. of seed per 1,000 sq.ft. 

3. 100% turf-type tall fescue (blend 2 or 3 varieties). 
Use 6 to 8 lb. of seed per 1,000 sq.ft. 

Shady wet areas: 
1. 70% or more rough stalk bluegrass plus fine fescue 

(a mixture of 2 or 3 species). 
Use 2 to 3 lb. seed per 1,000 sq.ft. 
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