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Turfgrass Identification
Dr. Eric Lyons, Assistant Professor, Turfgrass Science, University of Guelph

A lmost every introductory turf-
grass management course 
emphasizes the importance 
of proper turfgrass identifica-

If you were to ask most end users of athletic fields what kind of turfgrass is present on a field, they will likely say that 

there is one type of grass with the remainder of the vegetation being weeds. Turfgrass professionals, however, know this 

is not the case. There are many turfgrass species with each having an ideal growing condition and optimal use. With this 

in mind, you may be able to guess the significance of being able to identify the different species of turfgrasses that are 

found on athletic fields and parks. 

tion. Although emphasized, too often the 
reasons “why” are not explicitly stated. 
Generally, most sports field managers 
have little opportunity to see the fields that 
they manage on a regular basis. Municipal 
parks managers are often in charge of 
many fields frequently spread across large 
geographical areas. The ability to identify 
turfgrass species will help the sports field 
manager better understand what has oc-
curred at a field between visits, as they 
observe a change in species.

Three primary reasons to be able to 
properly identify turfgrasses on an ath-

letic field are: 1) to assess the success of 
an overseeding program, 2) to aid in the 
identification of potential problems, and 
3) to determine interactions between turf-
grass species and alternative management 
practices. The purpose of this article is to 
discuss these reasons in detail and explain 
how the ability to identify the turfgrass 
species present on an athletic field will 
provide sports turf managers with an in-
valuable tool to better manage their fields. 

Overseeding
One important management practice cur-
rently employed by athletic field managers 
is overseeding. With municipal pesticide 
bans, it has become apparent that fields 
that have been part of a consistent over-

seeding program faired much better than 
fields that were not. However, the expense 
of both seed and labour hours involved in 
overseeding athletic fields has resulted in 
a need to measure the success of overseed-
ing programs. 

As most overseeding programs are 
implemented through the use of perennial 
ryegrass, one of the ways to determine 
the success of these programs is to assess 
the percentage of ryegrass and Kentucky 
bluegrass in the turf stand. This makes 
the identification of perennial ryegrass 
as opposed to Kentucky bluegrass very 
important, a task that is not so simple as 
these are two of the hardest grasses to tell 
apart. Many students in turfgrass programs 
will pull the sample apart looking for the 
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rhizomes that make Kentucky bluegrass 
so wear tolerant. 

While that works in a classroom, it may 
cause considerable damage to an athletic 
field. Thankfully, there are other ways to 
differentiate the two species. All blue-
grasses have a boat-shaped tip, although 
with mowed turfgrasses this is not always 
easy to identify. In addition, the leaf blade 
of Kentucky bluegrass is relatively flat 
with two prominent lines. Perennial rye-
grass has similar lines, but they are less 
prominent when compared to the parallel 
lines across the entire leaf blade. Two 
of the biggest tell tale signs of perennial 
ryegrass are the shiny underside of the 
leaf surface and a reddening at the base 
of the plant. These are often the quickest 
ways to pick out perennial ryegrass in a 
Kentucky bluegrass stand although they 
are not always completely reliable. 

Identifying or Avoiding Problems 
Using Turfgrass ID
The turfgrass species that are used on 
athletic fields have varying tolerances to 
cold and winter injury. Both a knowledge 
of the species that are present on the field 
and an understanding of the relative sus-
ceptibility of each species to winter injury 
will help a turfgrass manager to predict 
winter damage.

The previous section discussed over-
seeding with perennial ryegrass and the 
importance of differentiating between 

ryegrass and Kentucky bluegrass to assess 
whether or not an overseeding program 
is successful. Knowing the amount of 
perennial ryegrass in a field can also 
help a manager predict winter damage. 
Perennial ryegrass is more susceptible to 
winter injury and damage from ice cover-
age. Knowing which fields are at greater 
risk for winter injury allows a manager to 
schedule early season events around pos-
sible repairs. 

In recent years, some fields have been 
planted to turf-type tall fescue. This rhi-
zomatous tall fescue has shown promise 
as a grass that continues to grow without 

lateral shoots. Usually considered weeds 
on athletic fields, creeping bentgrass and 
rough bluegrass are both stoloniferous 
turfgrasses and indicators of saturated 
soils. When deciding to allow play after 
a significant rainfall, or even when deter-
mining the mowing schedule when fields 
may be wet, the presence of these grasses 
will tell a turfgrass manager which fields 
are most likely to remain saturated the 
longest and therefore be most susceptible 
to compaction and wear injury. 

Finally, turfgrass species can be a good 
indicator of how much wear a field is ex-
periencing and a predictor of how much 

Under the microscope (slide 2). A leaf blade of perennial ryegrass with 

predominant veins running along the length of the blade.

Under the microscope. A leaf blade of Kentucky bluegrass with a 

relatively flat surface with a visible midrib.

All bluegrass species have a boat-shaped tip and a relatively flat 

leaf blade with two prominent lines. Perennial ryegrass has similar 

lines, but they are less prominent. More telling are the shiny under-

side of the leaf surface and a reddening at the base of the plant.

supplemental irrigation in the heat of the 
summer. One of its drawbacks in Canada, 
however, is that it is very slow to “wake up” 
in the spring. If a turfgrass manager knows 
that a field is predominately tall fescue, then 
she or he can attempt to limit traffic on the 
field in the early spring and increase field 
use in the heat of the summer.

One of the best indicators of a drain-
age problem or a field that has been 
constructed in an area with a high water 
table is the presence of stoloniferous 
turfgrasses, those with above-ground 

wear a field will be able to withstand. In an 
effort to reduce management costs, some 
municipalities have begun establishing 
athletic fields with low-input turfgrasses, 
or they have just created fields on areas 
that were originally planted with low-input 
turfgrasses. Turfgrass species such as fine 
fescues and bentgrass may be good low 
input grasses, but they do not have the 
growth rates to recover from the wear 
athletic fields must endure. The ability 
to identify turfgrass species allows the 
turfgrass manager to better select sites for 
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new fields, and anticipate field failures as 
well as the need for renovation in advance 
of the event. 

Turfgrass ID & Interaction With New 
Pest Management Products 
With the ban on traditional pest manage-
ment products, a number of new alterna-
tives are appearing on the market. Many 
of these products have been fast tracked 
through registration and are only tested 
on common turfgrass species such as Ken-
tucky bluegrass and perennial ryegrass. In 
general, relying on data from these two 
grasses is not a problem with our tradi-
tional pest control products as they often 
target hormonal pathways that are spe-
cific to the pest or weed being eliminated. 
Newer products are less specific and we 
may see significant damage to commonly 
found species such as annual bluegrass on 
athletic fields.

is that it is very susceptible to damage by 
line paint. 

Often, with as few as two applications 
of coloured turf paint, significant injury 
to annual bluegrass can occur. This ex-
ample illustrates that not all turfgrasses 
respond to all products in the same way. 
Just because a product works well on a 
Kentucky bluegrass field does not mean it 
will be safe for a field that has been taken 

athletic field manager. It has not taught 
you how to identify turfgrasses. In 
actuality there is only one way to get 
good at turfgrass identification: practice 
repeatedly. In addition, you need to ask 
questions and access resources available 
to you. There are many good turfgrass 
identification keys available on the inter-
net or in print format. Utilize them and try 
to improve your skills at differentiating 
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Annual bluegrass is a weedy turfgrass 
that is a prolific seed producer. Its high 
seed production and resistance to mowing 
make it a great candidate for invasion into 
highly disturbed environments like athletic 
fields. Annual bluegrass is not very wear 
tolerant but it is constantly overseeding 
itself so it can become pervasive. One is-
sue with annual bluegrass on athletic fields 

over by annual bluegrass. If you know a 
field is a different species, you can test a 
product in a small area out of play to assure 
that it will not damage your predominant 
turfgrass species on the field. In order for 
the test application to be effective, you 
have to make sure the area that is being 
tested actually represents the species that 
are on the field.

Learning Turfgrass ID
This article has focused on the impor-
tance of turfgrass ID as a tool for the 

among turfgrass species. Once you can 
tell them apart, you can confirm that you 
are identifying them correctly by asking 
colleagues and double checking using 
multiple resources.

The pressures on our professionals 
to provide safe athletic fields on limited 
budgets without traditional pest control 
products makes it more important than ever 
to use all of the tools that we can to provide 
better athletic fields for our communities. 
Turfgrass ID is one of those tools that can 
help you achieve that goal.

Both Photos. Patches of creeping bentgrass in a Kentucky bluegrass field on a high water table.
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