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

DUNE CREST GERMPLASM 

shore little bluestem

Schizachyrium littorale (Nash) E.P. 
Bickn.

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is a source identified 

class composite germplasm released by the Cape May Plant Materials 

Center (PMC), Cape May NJ, in 2007. 

Description 

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is a short, native, 1–2 foot 

warm-season bunch grass with coarse blue green stems and basal 

leaves which often appear purplish. Leaves are smooth but frequently 

are covered with hair at the base next to the sheath. Leaves tend to fold with maturity. Seed head clusters are approximately 3 

inches long and consist of a number of short, silvery hairs when the seeds are ripe. These seed heads give the plant a frosted 

appearance in early fall. After frost, the entire plant has a reddish cast. The stems persist through winter and turn brownish 

tan. Shore little bluestem can be distinguished from inland little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) as the former has bent 

stems at its base, while the latter has erect stems. 

Source 

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem was developed from six accessions collected from naturally occurring shore 

little bluestem populations in New Jersey and Delaware. Constituent accessions originate from five New Jersey collection 

sites (Sea Bright, Barnegat Light, Brigantine, Avalon, and Cape May) and a single collection site in Delaware State Park near 

Savage Ditch Road. The six accessions were planted into a block of randomized rows, to encourage cross pollination, at the 

Cape May PMC. The seed harvested from this planting was the source of Dune Crest Germplasm. No selection was made on 

the six accessions in order to maximize the genetic adaptability of the release. 

Conservation Uses 

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is useful for adding plant diversity to 

frontal back dune and secondary dune systems. It is especially well-suited for stabilizing 

back dune “blow- out” areas. It also provides cover for ground birds and small 

mammals. It is tolerant of hot, dry, nutrient-poor soils and would make and excellent 

choice for “low- input” sustainable landscape planting. 

Area of Adaptation and Use 

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem was developed for use in the Mid-Atlantic 

coastal regions from New Jersey south to Delaware. The collection locations in USDA 

Plant Hardiness Zones 7b and 8a define the areas of anticipated use. 

Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings 

Seeding method trials examining planting depths and rates for Dune Crest Germplasm 

shore little bluestem back dune establishment have been conducted using a single row 

garden push seeder. Greatest establishment success is achieved at a planting depth of 1 

inch at a rate of 5-8 pure live seeds (PLS) per row foot. Trial plantings with good 

emergence and establishment were planted from mid to late April in Cape May County, 

NJ. There are approximately 506,000 seeds of Dune Crest Germplasm shore little 

bluestem in a pound. Chopping stems with mature seed attached into the sand may result 

in some natural recruitment. However, the most reliable method of establishment is 

Figure 1: Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is 

source-identified germplasm released by the Cape May Plant 

Materials Center in Cape May, NJ. 

Figure 2: The collection locations of 

Dune Crest Germplasm shore little 

bluestem.  



planting plugs on 2–3 foot spacing between rows of 

American beachgrass (Ammophila breviligulata). One 

bare root or potted plant should be planted 2 inches below 

the nursery container depth. The stem should be 12–24 

inches tall. 

Apply fertilizer in accordance with soil test 

recommendations from the local county extension 

service. If the soils lab does not maintain 

recommendations specifically for this species, use 

guidelines for similar species such as little bluestem or 

other native warm season grass. 

Ecological Considerations 

No severe insect or disease problems have been observed 

in Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem once 

established. Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is a composite of naturally occurring germplasms and has 

undergone no purposeful selection. It does not differ significantly in rate of spread, seed production, or vigor from naturally 

occurring shore little bluestem. 

Seed and Plant Production 

Seed can be harvested very effectively using multiple passes with a flail-vac sweeper stripper harvester which allows for 

mature seed to be harvested while leaving immature seed on the plant to further develop. A small seed production field 

(0.183 acres) at the Cape May Plant Materials Center produced an average of 63 lb/ac of clean Dune Crest Germplasm shore 

little bluestem seed per year from 2008-2024 when harvested with multiple passes using a flail-vac harvester (Woodward 

Flail-Vac Seed Stripper, Ag-Renewal Inc., Weatherford, Oklahoma) from mid-September to mid-December. The average 

germination rate of seed produced at the Cape May Plant Materials Center was 24.9% from 2006-2023.  

Availability 

For conservation use: Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem is available from several Mid-Atlantic nurseries. Refer to 

the New Jersey Plant Materials Center Conservation Plant Releases and Suppliers brochure for commercial 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 Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem will be maintained by the USDA-

NRCS Cape May PMC. Generation One (G1) seed is available to seed producers for increase and to other interested parties, as 

available. Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem seed production fields require a minimum isolation distance ranging 

from 900-165 feet from other cultivated varieties and naturally occurring populations of shore little bluestem if located outside 

of the Dune Crest Germplasm geographic source area. The specific isolation distance required is determined by 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 Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem (Schizachyrium littorale). 2026. USDA-Natural Resources 

Conservation Service, Cape May Plant Materials Center. Cape May Court House, NJ.  

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. 

Helping People Help The Land 

USDA IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY PROVIDER, EMPLOYER AND LENDER 

Figure 3: A row of direct seeded Dune Crest Germplasm shore little bluestem 

successfully established adjacent to vegetatively established American 

beachgrass.  
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