A Conservation Plant Released by The Natural Resources Conservation Service
Elsberry Plant Materials Center, Elsberry, Missouri

SOUTHERN MISSOURI
GERMPLASM

little bluestem

Schizachyrium scoparium (Michx.) Nash

Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) is
a source identified ecotype of little bluestem released in 2004 by the Natural
Resources Conservation Service Elsberry Plant Materials Center in
cooperation with the Missouri Department of Conservation.

Description
Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem is a medium-tall, warm Figure 1. Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem.
season, perennial bunch type grass. As a warm season perennial, it begins

growth in late spring and continues through the hot summer period until the

first killing frost, and is easily mistaken for common broomsedge, Andropogon virginicus. It has coarse, slender stems and
basal leaves (Fig. 1). Plants are 130 to 150 cm tall, with an erect form that is freely branching in the upper half. Leaf blades
are 3 to 6 mm wide, light green with a blue cast, and smooth except for some sparse hairs near the base where the leaf meets
the sheath. The ligule is white or tan, with a fringed margin. Stems are very hairy and are flattened near the base. Spikelets
appear on 10 cm-long racemes on the tops of branched stems in late summer and are typically deep purple or bronze while
flowering. Sessile spikelets range from 4 to 8 mm long and are rough in texture; the awn ranges from 5 to 10 mm long. The
pedicellate spikelet is typically reduced, short-awned, and spreading. As spikelets mature in mid to late fall, they turn
whiteish-tan and hairs covering the spikelet spread, giving the seed head a feathery, arched appearance. Seeds are brownish
red, oblong, and taper into a pointed tip. Little bluestem develops full stands with sufficient moisture but gets clumpy on drier
sites. It has value as a persistent low-maintenance cover plant and as a summer forage.

Source
The accessions were collected from native prairie remnants within Missouri counties south of the Missouri River in the
Ozarks region.

Conservation Uses

Southern Missouri Germplasm can be used for range seeding, pasture
seeding, prairie restoration, prairie landscaping, roadside restoration,
and cover for wildlife.

Area of Adaptation and Use

Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem was collected from
native prairie remnants within the southern counties of the Missouri
Ozarks region, south of the Missouri River. It is adapted for MLRAS
116a and 116b and is found in USDA plant hardiness zones 6a to 7b
(Fig. 2). Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem is adapted to a
wide variety of soil. It grows well on deep to shallow, sandy to fine-
textured and rocky soils. It tolerates low rainfall and is often found on
droughty sites. It is not tolerant of heavy shade.

Figure 2. Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem area of
adaptation.



Establishment and Management of Conservation Plantings

Southern Missouri Germplasm averages 241,000 seeds per pound and is most successfully established with a native grass
drill. A solid stand can be planted at a base rate of 40 pure live seeds (PLS) per ft.2 or 6.5 PLS lb. per acre. Little bluestem is
generally planted in a mixture for forage production with other native warm season species like big bluestem, Indiangrass and
sideoats grama. In forage mixtures, little bluestem typically makes up 10 to 25% of the total mix and seldom more than 50%.

Plant seed in the spring when the soil reaches 55 to 60 degrees F into a firm weed-free seedbed at a depth of ¥ inch. A
dormant seeding can be made in late November through February, with moderate to good success. Reduce weed competition
by mowing over the height of the little bluestem plants or cultivating between rows. Little bluestem responds well to
prescribed burning. Do not use fertilizer during the establishment year unless a soil test indicates a deficiency of phosphorous
(<15 PPM) and/or potassium (< 90 PPM), as this can encourage weed competition. Newly seeded areas should be deferred
from all grazing for the first year to allow for stand establishment. For forage and conservation purposes, a minimum soil pH
of 5.5 is adequate and does not require lime.

Ecological Considerations

Southern Missouri Germplasm is a collection of naturally occurring germplasm and does not differ in rate or spread, seed
production, and vigor from naturally occurring little bluestem. No insect or disease issues have been noted at the Elsberry
Plant Materials Center.

Seed and Plant Production

Southern Missouri Germplasm should be planted in the early spring into a firm, weed-free seedbed at a ¥ inch depth as a
solid stand or in rows with spacing ranging from 12 to 36 inches. Seeding rates for rows are 40 PLS per foot. For example,
36-inch row spacing would require 2.2 PLS Ib. per acre; 24-inch row spacing would require 3.2 PLS Ib. per acre, and 6.5 PLS
Ib. per acre is required for 12-inch row spacing and solid stand plantings.

Availability
For conservation use: Contact the Elsberry Plant Materials Center for a list of commercial growers that may supply Southern
Missouri Germplasm little bluestem.

For seed or plant increase: G2 seed of Southern Missouri Germplasm is produced in limited supply by the Elsberry Plant
Materials Center. Contact for availability.

For More Information
USDA-NRCS Elsberry Plant Materials Center, 2803 North Hwy 79, Elsberry, Missouri 63343.
Phone: 573-898-2012, Website: https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/plant-materials/mopmc

Citation
Release Brochure for Southern Missouri Germplasm little bluestem (Schizapyrium scoparium). 2025.
USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service, Elsberry Plant Materials Center. Elsberry, Missouri.

For additional information about this and other plants, please contact your local USDA Service Center, NRCS field office, or
Conservation District <http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/>, and visit the PLANTS Web site <http://plants.usda.gov> or the Plant
Materials Program Web site <http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov>
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