
 
Grasses         Fact Sheet 3  
Create a healthy lawn by incorporating a mix of appropriate grass species. 
 
Choose cool-season grasses such as fine fescues and perennial ryegrass that do well in our 
climate. Cool-season grasses grow strongly in spring and fall, often remaining green in winter but 
tending to go dormant during the hottest days of summer. 
 
The three most common cold-season grasses in Canadian lawns are Kentucky bluegrass, perennial 
ryes and fine fescues. Other lawn grasses include turf-type tall fescues and so-called weed 
species such as bentgrass. 
 
By increasing your lawn's species diversity with hardy cool-season grasses you increase its 
resistance to pests and pathogens. See fact sheet #1 for more organic lawn care tips. 
 
Grasses can be grouped into two categories: bunch grasses and creeping grasses. Bunch grasses - 
as their name would imply - grow in bunches or clumps. They do not spread vegetatively but 
bunches grow in size with age. 
 
Creeping grasses spread vegetatively by horizontal stems called stolons and rhizomes. They form 
dense turf, filling in or covering small areas where grass has died. 
 
Fine Fescue (Festuca spp.) 
Fine fescues are the second most popular lawn grass. Red fescue, chewings fescue and hard 
fescue grow in clumps of fine-textured, dark green blades. Compared to Kentucky bluegrass, fine 
fescues are more tolerant of shade, acidic soils and infertile soils. They require well-drained 
soils and handle moderate foot traffic. Fescues produce naturally occurring fungi called 
endophytes that grow inside grass plants and provide them with insect resistance. 
 
Relatively low maintenance, they are suitable for overseeding poor lawns and for choking out 
weeds. Some of the newer hard fescues are exceptionally slow growing and therefore require 
minimal mowing. Fine fescues are rarely available as sod and are therefore usually established by 
seeding. Include a high proportion in your seed mix (45 - 60%), especially in shady areas. 



Perennial Rye (Lolium perenne) 
Perennial rye is a dark green, glossy, fast-sprouting grass that grows in clumps. Experts consider 
it one of the most versatile of all improved lawn grasses. Two types of perennial rye are available 
for lawns - common and improved or turf-type. The second is more winter hardy than the first. 
 
Tough perennial ryes are ideal for over-seeding worn lawns or establishing quick cover. However, 
too large a proportion of perennial rye grass in a seed mix may overwhelm slower-growing 
grasses. To prevent this from occurring, include no more than 20 - 30% in your seed mix. 
 
Bentgrass 
Bentgrass is used on putting greens where it is kept below one inch in height. High  
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maintenance and highly susceptible to pests and pathogens, it is a poor choice for 
private lawns. 
 

Kentucky Bluegrass (Poa pratensis) 
Kentucky bluegrass - the most popular lawn grass in North America - forms a rich 
blue-green, fine-textured lawn. It grows best in full sun on well-drained soils and  
does poorly in shade and on acidic or waterlogged soil. 
 
Turf experts consider Kentucky bluegrass to be the most high-maintenance of all 
lawn grasses. It requires more nitrogen and water than perennial ryes and fine 
fescues, is more susceptible to pests and pathogens and less tolerant of excessive 
heat and drought. For these reasons it is best to avoid Kentucky bluegrass or limit 
it to no more than 30% of your lawn. Because sod is almost exclusively Kentucky 
bluegrass, establish and repair lawns with seed instead of sod whenever possible. 

 
Buying and Applying Grass Seed 
Buy seed at a reputable garden center either in bulk or bagged. Buying in bulk 
allows you to customize your lawn mix. Reseed your lawn in early to mid-spring or 
late-summer to early-fall. 
 
Use about 4 pounds for every 1000 square feet. Before applying seed, mow your 
lawn and rake it with a flexible steel rake to remove dead debris and expose the 
soil. Sow thickly, moving across your lawn vertically, horizontally and diagonally. 
Press seeds down so that they are in direct contact with the soil. Water daily until 
germination. Perennial ryes will germinate in a week, while fescues take about two. 
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