PLANT GUI DE
MANAGEMENT AND USE OF

St reanbank and Thi ckspi ke Weat gr ass

Cct ober 1996
DESCRI PTI ON
St reanbank Wheat grass El ynus | anceol atus spp. psanmophilus Gllett & Senn
(formerly Agropyron riparium and Thickspi ke wheatgrass El ymus | anceol atus spp
| anceol atus (Scribn & J.G Sm) Gould (formerly Agropyron dasystachyum are
perenni al sod-formng grasses common to the northern Great Plains and
Internountain regions of the western United States. They are |long-lived coo
season natives with extensive rhizomatous root systens conbined with a few deep
roots.

St reanmbank wheat grass has noderately short stens and seedheads. Thi ckspi ke
wheat grass grows from1l to 3 feet tall and under ideal conditions seed spikes
may be 10 inches long. The auricles of both are pointed and sem -cl asping.
Leaves are 4-8 mmwi de and green to blue-green in color. The | enmas, pal eas and
glumes are generally pubescent. Streanbank wheat grass has no pubescence in the
i nfl orescence.

| MPROVED CULTI VARS

" Bannock' (E. l|anceol atus spp. |anceol atus) was devel oped by the Aberdeen Pl ant
Materials Center and released in 1995. It is a conposite of collections from The
Dal | es, Oregon; Pocatello, |daho; and Quincy, Washington. It is adapted to the
Nort hwest and Internountain regi ons where precipitation averages 8 inches or
above. It prefers noderately deep | oany soils, but does grow in sandy to cl ayey
soils. It is noted for rapid establishnent, noderate formation of sod, high
forage production and ability to survive and thrive under dry conditions.
Certified seed is avail able and breeder seed is nmaintained by Aberdeen PMC.

"Critana’ (E. lanceol atus spp. |anceol atus) was devel oped by the Bridger Plant
Materials Center and released in 1971. The original collection site was in north
central Montana near Havre. It is drought tol erant, has good seedling vigor and
readily establishes on critically disturbed sites. It is especially good as a
sand dune stabilization species. "Critana' is noted for its variable genetic
expression. Certified seed is available and Bridger PMC nai ntai ns breeder seed.

" Schwendi mar' (E. | anceol atus spp. |anceol atus) was devel oped by the Pul |l man
Plant Materials Center and released in 1994. It was collected on wi nd bl own
sands al ong the Col unbia River near The Dalles, Oregon. It is adapted to
northwest sites with 8 inches or greater precipitation and is recomended
primarily for quick stabilization of coarse textured soils. Certified seed is
limted and breeder seed is nmintained by Pull man PMC

"Secar' (E. lanceol atus spp. wawawai ) is a cultivar of Snake River wheatgrass
and was originally identified as a variety of bluebunch wheatgrass. The origina
collection site is along the Snake River gorge near Lew ston, ldaho. It was

rel eased by the Pullman Plant Materials Center in 1980. It is adapted to 8 inch
plus rainfall zones. It is a bunchgrass with good seedling vigor and establishes
wel I under drought conditions. See Bl uebunch Weatgrass Plant Quide for

di scussi on on managenent and use. Certified seed is avail able and breeder seed

i s maintai ned by Pull man PMC.

'Sodar' (E. lanceol atus spp. psamophilus) was rel eased by the Aberdeen Pl ant
Materials Center in 1954, It is a variety of streanbank wheatgrass and is a



subspeci es of thickspi ke wheatgrass. The original collection was nmade in G ant
County, Oregon. Its drought tol erance, excellent seedling vigor, vigorous

rhi zomatous trait once established, and ability to conpete with weeds
characterizes it. It is nmost commonly used for stabilization of critical sites.
Certified seed is avail able and breeder seed is nmaintai ned by Aberdeen PMC.

USES

Grazi ng/ rangel and/ hayl and - Streanbank wheatgrass is not recomended for forage
producti on. Thi ckspi ke wheatgrass is palatable to all classes of |ivestock and
wildlife. It is a preferred feed for cattle, sheep, horses and elk in spring and
is considered a desirable feed for deer and antelope in spring. It is considered
a desirable feed for cattle, sheep, horses and elk in sunmrer, fall and wi nter

In spring the protein |l evels can be as high as 20 percent and decreases to about
4 percent protein as it matures and cures out. Digestible carbohydrates renain
about 45 percent throughout the active growh period. This species is generally
arelatively | ow forage producer (exceptions - 'Bannock' and 'Secar'), but can
be utilized as native hay when planted in association with other species. It has
been noted as one of the highest forage producers in the Red Desert and Big Horn
Basi n of Wom ng.

Erosi on control/reclamati on - Thi ckspi ke wheat grass and streanbank wheat gr ass
are well adapted to stabilization of disturbed soils. They do not conpete wel

wi th aggressive introduced grasses during the establishnent period, but are very
conpati ble with sl ower devel opi ng natives such as Snake River wheatgrass,

bl uebunch wheat grass, western wheat grass and needl egrass species. Their drought
tol erance conbined with rhizomatous - fibrous root systens and good seedling

vi gor nake these species ideal for reclamation in areas receiving 8 to 20 inches
annual precipitation. They are conmonly used for reclamation in the Red Desert
of Wom ng where annual rainfall is 5to 9 inches (50 - 70 percent grow ng
season precipitation). Streanbank wheatgrasses |ow growh form vigorous sod and
| ow mai nt enance requirenents make it ideal for stabilization and ground cover
pur poses. These grasses can be used in urban areas where irrigation water is
l[imted to provide ground cover and to stabilize ditchbanks, dikes and

roadsi des.

ADAPTATI ON

St reanbank and Thi ckspi ke wheatgrasses are simlar to western wheatgrass in
appear ance except they are not as coarse, their rhizomatous trait is not as
aggressive and their coloration is somewhat greener. They are nore drought

tol erant than western wheatgrass. In conparison to western wheatgrass, they
green up and head out earlier and total bionmass production is generally |ower.
Bot h wheat grasses do better on nediumto coarse textured soils. Streanbank

wheat grass can be found on slightly heavy to nmediumto coarse textured soils.
West ern wheatgrass nmay be a better choice on heavy textured soils if rainfall is
hi gh enough. They will tolerate slightly acidic to noderately saline conditions.
They are cold tolerant, can w thstand noderate periodic flooding in the spring,
are noderately shade tolerant and very tolerant of fire. They will not tolerate
| ong periods of inundation, poorly drained soils or excessive irrigation. Snake
Ri ver wheatgrass prefers deep to shallow mediumto course textured soils.

On native sites streanbank, Snake River and thickspi ke wheat grass are nost
abundant in the 8 to 20 inch annual precipitation zones. Seeded varieties do
best with 10 to 20 i nches of precipitation. They have been seeded as low as 5 to
9 inches of precipitation with sone success. The natural geographic range of

t hi ckspi ke wheatgrass is fromnear sea level in the Great Lakes region to 10,000
feet in the Rocky Mouuntains. The natural range of streanbank wheatgrass is
primarily the intermountain west. Thickspi ke wheatgrass is a very pol ynorphic



species and is a conmponent of the vegetation on such diverse sites as stabilized
sand dunes in eastern Washi ngton, glacial outwash fans in Mntana and | oess
(wind blown silt loam) soils in southern I daho. They are conponents of many
native plant communities and generally occupy | ess than 10 percent of the
overal |l conposition. An exception to this nmay be short periods following fire in
Juni per stands, when they may nearly dom nate the site.

Species often associated with these wheatgrasses include: the big sagebrush
conpl ex, juniper, needl egrasses, sand dropseed, prairie sandreed, bluebunch
wheat gr ass, Snake River wheatgrass and | daho fescue.

ESTABL| SHVENT

These species should be seeded with a drill at a depth of 1/2 inch or less on
mediumto fine textured soils and 1 inch or | ess on coarse textured soils.
Singl e species seeding rates reconmended for both grasses are 6 to 8 pounds Pure
Live Seed (PLS) or 20 to 25 PLS per square foot. If used as a conponent of a

m x, adjust to percent of nix desired. For mined | ands and ot her harsh critica
areas, the seeding rate should be increased to 40 to 50 PLS per square foot.

Mul ching and light irrigations are beneficial for stand establishment.

The best seeding results are obtained fromseeding in very early spring on heavy
to nediumtextured soils and in late fall on nediumto |light textured soils.
Late sumer (August - mid Septenber) seedings are not reconmended unl ess
irrigation is available. Prechilling seed aids germination. Seedling vigor is
good to excellent, exceeding that of western wheatgrass but |ess than crested
wheat gr ass.

Bot h wheat grasses establish fairly quickly, more quickly than western

wheat grass. They are the nost rapidly establishing native species next to

sl ender wheatgrass. They are conpatible with other species and can be used in
seedi ng m xtures. They should not be seeded with strongly conpetitive introduced
speci es. Under favorable conditions they can becone a good weed barrier

Stands nay require weed control measures during establishment, but application
of 2,4-D should not be made until plants have reached the four to six |eaf
stage. Mow when weeds are beginning to bloomto reduce seed devel opnent.
Grasshoppers may al so damage new stands and ot her insects and use of pesticides
may be required.

MANAGEMENT

They green up in the spring about 2 weeks after bluegrass species and about 3
weeks earlier than western wheatgrass. They make good spring growh, fair sunmer
growm h and good fall growmh if mpisture is avail able.

St reanbank wheatgrass is not reconmended for forage production. Thickspi ke and
Snake River wheatgrass have good palatability for livestock and wildlife (see
USES). Livestock and wildlife will graze thickspi ke and Snake Ri ver wheatgrass
t hr oughout the grow ng season until they becones too coarse toward fall

Est abl i shed stands can withstand heavy grazing.

St ands of these wheatgrasses should not be grazed until they have firmy
est abl i shed and have headed out. Six inches of new growth should be attained in
spring before grazing is allowed in established stands.

These wheat grasses are | ow nai ntenance plants requiring little additiona
treatnent or care. However, on better sites, stands can beconme sodbound
(exception Snake River wheatgrass) and may need attention in the form of



fertilization and noderate spring/fall deferrnent. Stands may al so benefit from
ripping if sodbound conditions occur to increase forage production. Care should
be taken to avoid excessive tillage because stands may be damaged.

Bot h wheatgrass are conpetitive with weedy species, but can be crowded out by
sonme aggressive introduced speci es.

Thi ckspi ke wheat grass can be used for hay production and will make nutritious
feed, but is nore suited to pasture use.

Envi ronnment al Concerns

St reanbank and thi ckspi ke wheatgrass are long-lived, spread primarily via
vegetative neans (rhizones), but also spread via seed distribution. They are not
consi dered "weedy" or invasive species, but can spread into adjoining vegetative
conmmuni ti es under ideal climtic and environmental conditions. Mst seedings do
not spread fromoriginal plantings, or if they do spread, the rate of spread is
not alarm ng. They will probably cross with each other, but are not noted for
crossing with other natives.

Snake River wheatgrass is long lived and spreads prinmarily via seed
distribution. It is not considered a "weedy" or invasive species, but can spread
i nto adj oi ni ng vegetative communities under ideal climatic and environnental
conditions. Mst seedings do not spread fromoriginal plantings. It is a cross-
pol linating species and is known to cross w th bluebunch wheatgrass, thickspike
wheat gr ass, quackgrass and bottl ebrush squirreltail. These crosses broaden the
gene pool and do not generally donminate a site or crowds out the native ecotype
and in nmany cases are steril

SEED PRODUCTI ON

Seed production of streambank and thi ckspi ke wheat grass has been very successfu
under cultivated conditions. Row spacing of 28 to 36 inches are reconmrended
(al t hough rhi zomat ous, they should be maintained in rows). Cultivation may be
needed to maintain rows.

Seed fields are productive for two to four years. Average production of 100 to
250 pounds per acre can be expected under dryland conditions in 14 inch plus
rainfall areas. Average production of 200 to 400 pounds per acre can be expected
under irrigated conditions. Harvesting is best conpleted by swathing, followed
by conbi ning of the cured wi ndrows. The seed heads readily shatter and require
close scrutiny of maturing stands. Seed is generally harvested in md July to

m d August.

Foundation and regi stered seed is avail able through the appropriate state Crop
| mprovenment Association or conmercial sources to grow certified seed.

Conpiled by: Daniel G Ogle, Plant Materials Specialist, NRCS, Boise, |daho.
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