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PUWTS FOR CONSERVATION IN TBE IWRTBEAST 
USDA - SOIL CONSERVATION SERVICE 

CONSERVATION PLANT SHEET NE- 76 I 

BIG BLUESTEM 
(Andropogon gerardi Vitman) 

- Uses: 
l i f e ,  and mid-summer forage  production. 

Big bluestem is  used f o r  c r i t i c a l  a r e a  p l an t ing ,  n e s t i n g  cover fo1 

Big bluestem i s  a top  choice f o r  e ros ion  control. p l an t ings  on s i tes  with 
a t e l y  w e l l  d ra ined  t o  excess ive ly  w e l l  drained s o i l s .  General ly ,  i t  i s  1 
i n  comblnation wi th  o the r  w a r m  season g r a s s e s  on t h e s e  sites. 

Big bluestem i s  one of t h e  most p a l a t a b l e  warm season  g r a s s e s  and is prel  
over swi tchgrass  by l i ve s tock .  Therefore  i n  pas tu re s  i t  should be plantc 
f o r  b e s t  management. 

Birds and mammals use b i g  bluestem f o r  n e s t i n g  and escape cover i n  summei 
winter .  It  resists lodging under snow cover almost as w e l l  as switchgra! 

Descr ipt ion:  
pe renn ia l  grass. 
a rhizomatous r o o t  system. Big bluestem 
is t a l l ,  reaching a he ight  of 6 to  8 f e e t  
on most s i tes  where i t  is pro tec ted  from 
g raz ing ,  
wi th  some leaves  c a r r i e d  up on the  stem. 
The seed heads normally have 3 s p i k e l e t s  
which appear l i k e  a ' tu rkey  foo t . '  

Big bluestem is a n a t i v e ,  
It forms a sod with 

It is  very  l e a f y  a t  the  base ,  

Varieties: There are s e v e r a l  midwestern 
v a r i e t i e s  a v a i l a b l e  as c e r t i f i e d  seed. 
An e a s t e r n  v a r i e t y ,  'Niagara'  i s  supe r io r  
i n  t h e  no r theas t  and seed should be ava i l-  
a b l e  i n  l i m i t e d  quan t i t y  by 1988. 
then ,  'Kaw' i s  t h e  v a r i e t y  of choice.  

Un t i l  

Sources: Seed is a v a i l a b l e  from midwest 
commercial growers and through l o c a l  seed 
companies. 

Adaptation: B i g  bluestem is  c l i m a t i c a l l y  
adapted throughout t h e  no r theas t  on s u i t -  
a b l e  s o i l s  i.e. dra inage  classes moderate- 
l y  w e l l  d ra ined  through excess ive ly  w e l l  
drained.  
o the r  s o i l  l i m i t a t i o n s  such as shal low 
depth ,  low pH and low f e r t i l i t y .  

It i s  adapted t o  a range of 
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P l an t ing :  Big bluestem should be seeded as e a r l y  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  as poss: 
Conventional t i l l a g e  should be used where practical i n  New York and New 
When n o- t i l l  must be used due t o  s lope ,  s t on ines s  o r  o t h e r  reasons ,  t he  
c o n t r o l  should be performed i n  t h e  f a l l  t o  p e r m i t  e a r l y  sp r ing  p l an t ing  
seeding rate f o r  broadcast  o r  n o- t i l l  methods should be 10-12 Pure Live 
pounds p e r  acre. When d r i l l s  are used t o  p l an t ,  debearded seed must b e  
un l e s s  t h e  d r i l l  has a chaf fy  seed box. 

O E B E A R D E D  W I T H  A W N S  

When the  seed i s  broadcas t ,  a packer should b e  u t i l i z e d  t o  f i r m  t h e  see( 
inco rpo ra t e  t h e  seed 1 /4  t o  1/2  inch  (3/4 inch on very droughty s i t e s )  i 

a l f a l f a  w a s  being planted.  No n i t rogen  f e r t i l i z e r  should be app l i ed  dui 
es tab l i shment  year un l e s s  =weed competit ion i s  expected,  i.e. on bare  
g r a v e l  mines. I f  pH is below 5.5, two tons of l i m e  is recommended d u r i i  
p r epa ra t i on  or t h e  f a l l  p r i o r  with n o- t i l l  p lan t ings .  

Establ ishment:  Big bluestem has r e l a t i v e l y  weak seed l ing  v igo r  compare1 
and cool  season grasses .  This c o n t r o l  of competit ion i s  necessary.  Hi1 
(above t h e  bluestem seed l ings )  is a common method of weed c o n t r o l .  Se l l  
h e r b i c i d e s  may have a p p l i c a t i o n  when forage  ha rves t s  are n o t  a n t i c i p a t e (  
t h e  year. When t h e  bluestem is  dormant during t h e  f a l l  and s p r i n g ,  app 
of Paraquat  o r  Roundup can assist i n  g r a s s  con t ro l .  Banvel and 2,4-D a 
t i v e  on broadleaf  weeds, but  should not  be appl ied  u n t i l  t h e  s t a n d  is WI 

l i s h e d ,  as seed l ings  may be adverse ly  a f fec ted .  Grazing of competing c 
g r a s s e s  a f t e r  f r o s t  i n  t h e  f a l l &  before  the  bluestem is 1 inch  t a l l  
s p r i n g  i s  h ighly  d e s i r a b l e ,  un less  s o i l  condi t ions  are too w e t .  

Management: No harves t  of t he  bluestem during t h e  es tab l i shment  season 
allowed. During t h e  second growing season, ha rves t i ng  by c o n t r o l l e d  pa 
haying is p o s s i b l e  on good s tands.  The f i rs t  ha rves t  should not  commen 
t h e  bluestem i s  20 inches ta l l .  It should be grazed (5 days maximum du 
c u t  no lower than 8 inches and then pro tec ted  from u s e  u n t i l  20 inches  
i s  reached again.  No cropping should occur  below 8 inches or wi th in  1 
a n t i c i p a t e d  f r o s t s .  Af t e r  a k i l l i n g  f r o s t ,  t h e  area may be grazed t o  8 
forage  q u a l i t y  i s  g r e a t l y  reduced and supplementation i s  recommended f o  
animals.  

David Lorenz 
NENTC, Ches te r ,  PA 
January 1986 

le. 
ngland. 
od 

eed 
t i l i z e d  

The 

ed and 

ng t h e  
and and 
s i t e  

i f  

t o  weeds 
i mowing 
. t ed  
du r ing  
. ca t i ons  
! e f f ec -  
.1 estab-  
,1 season 
L t h e  

ihould be 
: w i n g  o r  
! u n t i l  
t t i on )  o r  
i he igh t  
m t h  of 
, but  
growing 


