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Cape May Plant Materials Center, Cape May Court House, New Jersey 

 

TIMBER GERMPLASM 
switchgrass 
Panicum virgatum L. 
Timber Germplasm switchgrass is a selected class composite germplasm released by the 
USDA-NRCS Cape May Plant Materials Center (PMC) in 2009. 

Description 
Timber Germplasm switchgrass is a native, perennial, warm-season bunchgrass that 
appears genetically to be a lowland type similar to the cultivar ‘Kanlow’ (Cortese et al., 
2010). It grows to 6–8 feet tall with foliage heights on mature plants reaching 5–6 feet. It 
has round stems and a many-branched, open, 21–24 inch indeterminate inflorescence. It 
spreads by seed or by short rhizomes. It produces an average of 90 stems/ft2 with stems measuring 0.2 inches in diameter on 
average. 

Source 
Timber Germplasm switchgrass was developed from six experimental germplasms acquired from North Carolina State 
University in 1991. The experimental lines are the progeny of a selected group of 11 parent germplasms, the constituents of 
which include three named germplasms (Pangburn [AR], Kanlow [Wetumka, OK], and Stuart [Stuart, FL]) and eight 
unnamed germplasms originating from Pinehurst, NC; Wilmington, NC; and Jasper County, SC (Burns, et al., 2008; Casler, 
2012). Individual plants from the experimental germplasms that displayed high biomass production were selected to establish 
a polycross nursery at the Cape May PMC in 1994. Seed harvested from the polycross block is the source of Timber 
Germplasm.  

Conservation Uses 
Timber Germplasm switchgrass was selected primarily for biomass production; it has the potential to produce approximately 
10 tons/ac of biomass under ideal growing conditions. If site conditions are appropriate and specific criteria for the 
conservation practice standard are met, Timber Germplasm could have beneficial applications for NRCS Conservation 
Practice Standards Critical Area Planting (342), Vegetative Barrier (601), and Contour Buffer Strips (332). Timber 
Germplasm meets the required minimum vegetative stiffness index (0.10) for concentrated flow area applications of the 
Vegetative Barrier Standard (USDA-NRCS, 2021).  

Area of Adaptation and Use 
Timber Germplasm switchgrass was developed for use in Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states from Massachusetts south to 
North Carolina covering USDA Plant Hardiness Zones 5b-8a and 11 Major Land Resource Areas: Southern Coastal Plain 
(133A), Southern Piedmont (136), Carolina and Georgia Sand Hills (137), New England and Eastern New York Upland, 
Southern Part (144A), Connecticut Valley (145), Northern Piedmont (148), Northern Coastal Plain (149A), Atlantic Coast 
Flatwoods (153A), Tidewater Area (153B), Mid-Atlantic Coastal Plain (153C), and Northern Tidewater Area (153D). Timber 
Germplasm is adapted to both wet/poorly-drained and dry/droughty soil conditions throughout the Mid-Atlantic region.  

Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings 
Drill seed into a well-prepared conventional seedbed or no-till into a killed sod at a depth of 0.5 inches. If broadcast, lightly 
rake and cultipack the site to provide good seed to soil contact. It can be no-tilled into a cool-season crop and mixed with 
partridge pea for wildlife planting. The recommended seeding rate for a solid stand is 5–8 pounds of pure live seed (PLS) per 
acre. In a mixed seeding with other warm-season grasses, lower the rate to 1–3 pounds PLS per acre. There are approximately 
732,000 seeds of Timber Germplasm switchgrass in a pound. The optimum seeding time is mid-April to mid-June. If early 
cool-season weeds are a problem, suppress weed competition and plant towards the later end of the seeding window. On sites 
where weeds are not a problem, an early spring seeding (April) is best. If needed, fertilize moderately as determined by a soil 
test; however, fertilization will also increase weed competition. Amendments may be applied prior to, during, or after 
seeding. Nitrogen should only be applied after green growth has begun in the second growing season. Optimal soil pH is in 
the range of 5.5‒6.5. The optimum soil type is a loamy to sandy, well-drained soil. 

Switchgrass seedlings are slow to establish relative to cool-season grasses such as fescue and ryegrass. Stands that appear 
poor the first year will most likely improve the second growing season. To control weeds, mow to the height of 4‒6 inches 

Timber Germplasm switchgrass in a 
seed production field. 



three to four times the first year after planting. Pre- and post-emergent herbicides for broadleaf and grassy weeds may be 
applied, however do not apply post-emergent herbicide until switchgrass has developed at least four leaves. 

Newly seeded areas should not be grazed the first year. Begin grazing in a rotational system when switchgrass plants are 18–
24 inches tall. Graze no lower than 8–10 inches and allow the plant to recover to 24 inches before utilizing again.  

Ecological Considerations 
No severe insect or disease problems have been observed in Timber Germplasm switchgrass once established. Timber 
Germplasm switchgrass can be negatively affected by insects and disease such as grasshoppers, flea beetles, and leaf/stem 
rust. Spot blotch and anthracnose can be problematic in New Jersey, but Timber Germplasm switchgrass has displayed better 
anthracnose resistance than other common switchgrass varieties (Bonos et al., 2008; Cortese & Bonos, 2012). 

Switchgrass can spread and compete with other native warm-season grasses such as big bluestem, Indiangrass, and little 
bluestem. This can be a particular problem with cultivars used in wildlife plantings and restoration sites. Please consult with 
your local NRCS Field Office, Cooperative Extension Service office, state natural resource, or state agriculture department 
regarding its status and use. Weed information is also available from the PLANTS Web site at http://plants.usda.gov. 

Seed and Plant Production 
Seed production fields may require two or more years before the stand becomes productive. Timber Germplasm switchgrass 
seed produced at the Cape May PMC from 2009 to 2024 had an average germination rate of 43.5% based on the results from 
11 seed viability lab tests. Seed production yields averaged 187.0 lb/ac when harvested by combine, 58.4 lb/ac when 
harvested using a flail vac seed harvester, and 109.6 lb/ac when harvested with a hand sickle. Timber Germplasm switchgrass 
seed production fields at the Cape May PMC produced an average of approximately 20,350 lb/ac of biomass from 2009 to 
2013.  

Availability 
For conservation use: Timber Germplasm switchgrass is commercially available. Refer to the New Jersey Plant Materials 
Center Conservation Plant Releases and Suppliers brochure for sources. For more information on the availability, planting, 
and use, contact your local NRCS office or Soil and Water Conservation District. 
For seed or plant increase: Seed production of Timber Germplasm switchgrass will be maintained by the USDA-NRCS Cape 
May PMC. Generation 2 (G2) seed is available to seed producers for increase and to other interested parties, as available. Seed 
produced for commercial sale is restricted to not exceed G3 to maintain satisfactory genetic purity and identity. Timber 
Germplasm switchgrass seed production fields require a minimum isolation distance ranging from 165-900 feet from other 
cultivated varieties and naturally occurring populations of switchgrass. The specific isolation distance required is determined 
by seed production field size and generation (AOSCA, 2016). 
For More Information 
Cape May Plant Materials Center, 1536 Route 9 North, Cape May Court House, NJ, 609-465-5901, 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/plant-materials/njpmc.  
Citation 
Release Brochure for Timber Germplasm switchgrass (Panicum virgatum). 2026. USDA-Natural Resources Conservation 
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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 
References 
AOSCA. 2016. Seed Certification Handbook. Association of Official Seed Certifying Agencies, Moline, IL.  
Bonos, S., Z. Helsel, and W. Hlubik. 2008. Switchgrass production and use in New Jersey. Fact Sheet 1075.Rutgers New 

Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station Cooperative Extension. New Brunswick, NJ.  
Burns, J.C., E.B. Godshalk, and D.H. Timothy. 2008. Registration of ‘BoMaster’ Switchgrass. J. Plant Regist. 2(1): 31-32. 
Casler, M.D. 2012. Chapter 2 Switchgrass Breeding, Genetics, and Genomics. USDA-Agricultural Research Service, 

Lincoln, NE. 
Cortese, L.M., J. Honig, C. Miller, and S.A. Bonos. 2010. Genetic diversity of twelve switchgrass populations using 

molecular and morphological markers. Bioenergy Res. 3: 262-271. 
Cortese, L.M. and S.A. Bonos. 2012. Bioenergy traits of ten switchgrass populations grown in the Northeastern/Mid-Atlantic 

USA. Bioenerg. Res. 6: 580-590. 
USDA-NRCS. 2021. Selecting, Planting, and Managing Grasses for Vegetative Barriers. USDA-Natural Resources 

Conservation Service, Plant Materials Program. Washington, D.C.   
Helping People Help The Land 

USDA IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY PROVIDER, EMPLOYER AND LENDER 

http://plants.usda.gov/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/plantmaterials/njpmcbr13540.pdf
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/plantmaterials/njpmcbr13540.pdf
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/plant-materials/njpmc
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/
http://plants.usda.gov/
http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/

	TIMBER GERMPLASM
	switchgrass
	Panicum virgatum L.
	Description
	Source
	Conservation Uses
	Area of Adaptation and Use
	Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings
	Ecological Considerations
	Seed and Plant Production
	Availability
	For conservation use: Timber Germplasm switchgrass is commercially available. Refer to the New Jersey Plant Materials Center Conservation Plant Releases and Suppliers brochure for sources. For more information on the availability, planting, and use, c...
	For seed or plant increase: Seed production of Timber Germplasm switchgrass will be maintained by the USDA-NRCS Cape May PMC. Generation 2 (G2) seed is available to seed producers for increase and to other interested parties, as available. Seed produc...

	For More Information
	Citation




