
‘CANBAR’ 

Canby’s bluegrass 
Poa canbyi (Scribn.) Howell 

 
‘Canbar’ Sandberg bluegrass (Poa secunda) is a cultivar released in 1979 in cooperation with the Washington, Oregon, and 
Idaho Agricultural Experiment Stations. 

 Description 
Canbar is a cool season-perennial bunch grass associated with bluebunch 
wheatgrass and ponderosa pine plant communities. It is small with culms 
that sometimes grow up to 28 inches. The leaves are mostly basal, flat and 
less than 0.25 inches wide. Stems rarely reach a height over 24 inches. It has 
a narrow panicle, 3 to 5 inches long, with short, appressed branches. 
Spikelets are three to five-flowered. Lemmas are crisp pubescent on the 
lower part of the back. Canbar is apomictic. It produces vigorous early 
growth, sets seed in mid-spring, and plants become dormant in late spring. 
Dormant plants are extremely drought resistant which enables Canbar to 
survive on dry, shallow, rocky sites.  

Source 
Canbar was originally collected from native stands at moderate elevations in 
the Blue Mountains of southeastern Washington.  It was tested as P-851 and 
selected from 72 other strains of Canby bluegrass for drought tolerance and 
performance on dry sites.  

Conservation Uses 
The primary use of Canbar is in seed mixtures for roadsides, ditch banks, 
burn areas, borrow pits, mined areas, cheatgrass-infested ranges and other  
sites that need an early spring perennial grass to compete with annual 
weeds. It helps prevent weed invasion by occupying shallow sites where 
larger seeded bunchgrasses do not establish. On these sites, it is most 
effectively seeded as an understory with a mixture of other grasses. It thrives 
on short-season moisture sites but where season-long moisture is available, 
it is crowded out by other species. Canbar may provide diversity to 

reclamation or range improvement seedings, increase total groundcover, and provide wildlife habitat. Once established, 
Canbar reportedly suppresses cheatgrass in the Columbia Basin (annual precipitation 8-13 inches) on droughty, shallow, silt 
loam loess, disturbed soils. It has been used in low rainfall areas for erosion control, as an understory grass and will provide 
groundcover in scabrock areas. Canbar has a shallow root system that withstands some trampling. In livestock plantings, it is 
one of the first species to green up in early spring and is grazed by all classes of livestock. Canbar dries down in early June 
yet provides some dry summer grazing and is relished when it regreens in the fall.  

Area of Adaptation and Use 
Canbar is adapted to thrive as an understory grass on shallow soils where short season moisture is available. In its native 
habitat in the Blue Mountains, this species actively grows during the late spring and matures by early July. It grows best in 
areas with less than 24 inches of annual precipitation and on droughty locations with winter and spring moisture available. 
Canby bluegrass can grow on soils ranging from sand to clay and shallow to deep. Canbar can withstand extensive moisture 
on rocky sites during the winter and early spring yet prefers well drained sites where moisture lasts until seed is set.  

Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings 
Canbar can be established by broadcasting and shallow fall drill seeding or very shallow spring seeding. It should be planted 
at 0.5 inch deep or less. Fall seeding (late October-mid-November) is necessary in low rainfall areas. It may be spring seeded 
for seed production or under irrigation. For mixes at 6-inch row spacing, 4 pounds Pure Live Seed (PLS) per acre are 
recommended and for 12-inch row spacing, 2 pounds PLS per acre of Canbar in a mix is recommended. In single seed 
plantings 5 pounds PLS is recommended. 

A Conservation Plant Released by the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Plant Materials Center, Pullman, Washington 

 Mature Canbar plant in the field at Pullman, WA Plant 
Materials Center.  



Ecological Considerations 
No significant insect or disease problems have been noted. 

Seed and Plant Production 
For seed production, rows should be spaced 24-36 inches apart and sown with 1-pound PLS per acre of Canbar. It is a good 
but erratic seed producer. This variability may be due to its early maturity. At Pullman, WA, seeds mature by late June and 
seed production may be between 180-270 lb/acre (dryland production) with proper treatment. Seed are small, averaging 
926,000 seeds per pound. Because Canbar is apomictic, cross-pollination is not a serious problem. The seed is easily cleaned 
due to its early maturity that is prior to weed seed maturity.  

Availability 
For conservation use: Certified seed of Canbar is readily available in the commercial market.  
 
 
For seed or plant increase: Breeder seed is maintained by the Pullman Plant Materials Center. 
 

Citation  
Release Brochure for Canbar Canby Bluegrass (Poa canbyi). 2022. USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service, Pullman 
Plant Materials Center. Pullman, WA.  

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> 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Helping People Help The Land 
USDA IS AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY PROVIDER, EMPLOYER AND LENDER.   

 

For more information, contact: 
Pullman Plant Materials Center, 4900 SE Terre View Dr Bldg. 195A 

Pullman WA 99163, 509-330-5636 
https://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/wapmc 
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