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are less prone to injury due to water deficiency 
stress during droughts, and they generally require 
less water, fertilizer, and pesticides. They are also 
more tolerant of shade and low pH than are all 
other California mowed lawn grasses. No-mow 
fineleaf fescues are aesthetically pleasing and can 
significantly reduce the cost of labor, fuel, water, 
fertilizers, and pesticides. Nevertheless, no-mow 
fineleaf fescue (or any other no-mow grass) is not 
suitable for sites where human traffic is common; 
they are not a replacement for typical backyard 
lawns, nor are they suitable for sport fields or 
playgrounds. 

The following establishment and management 
recommendations are based on many years of field 
research and field observation. As new species 
and cultivars come to the market, more research 
and field experience will accumulate, and these 
recommendations may require modification.

Establishment
For both seeding and sodding of fineleaf fescue 
throughout California, best results are achieved 
if planting occurs from mid-September through 
October. Seeding fineleaf fescue from November 
through February is not recommended, as rain is 
likely to wash out the slow-germinating seed. The 
second-best time to seed fine fescue is in March 
and April, although higher temperatures in spring 
may increase the amount of water required for 
stand establishment. Seeding is not recommended 
from May to mid-September, as the slow-growing 
seedlings will be subjected to stress and possible 
injury from heat and drought during these warm 
months.

Spring is also the second-best choice for 
sodding. However, fineleaf fescue sod could also 
be laid during winter (recognizing that growth 
will be slow due to low temperature) or summer 
(accommodating the increased water need and 
increased likelihood of disease).

A seeding rate of 4.5 pounds per 1,000 square 
feet is recommended. Application of a starter 
fertilizer containing 1 pound each of nitrogen, 
phosphorous, and potassium lightly raked into 
the soil is required at seeding; topical application 
(followed by thorough irrigation) of the same kind 
and rate of fertilizer is appropriate immediately after 
the sod is laid.

Seeding fineleaf fescues on slopes can be 
challenging. Slow germination and seedling 

growth mean that the young seedlings are prone 
to �wash out� from rains or even irrigation. If 
possible, prepare a good seedbed by tilling-in an 
organic amendment and provide a balanced starter 
fertilizer to speed seedling growth. Depending on 
slope steepness, it is advisable to use hydroseeding, 
mulching, or erosion-control blankets. On slopes 
where neither good seedbed preparation nor the use 
of an erosion control blanket is practical, seeding a 
fast-growing �nurse� crop such as annual ryegrass 
(Lolium multiflorum) along with the fineleaf fescue 
seed is an option, although only in fall. (Annual 
ryegrass germinates quickly in fall or winter and 
grows fast enough to protect the soil from erosion 
from the rain.) One disadvantage of this method is 
that the annual ryegrass should either be mowed 
before seed head production or after fineleaf fescue 
establishment during the second or third season 
after planting. Furthermore, preemergent herbicides 
must be applied to prevent the perpetual presence 
of annual ryegrass. In addition, the fairly heavy 
biomass left on the stand after annual ryegrass dies 
in summer will slow establishment of the fineleaf 
fescue stand and should be removed, if practical.

Soil preparation for both seeding and sodding 
is similar to that for any type of lawn seeding and 
sodding: tilling, adding organic matter and fertilizer, 
leveling, raking, rolling, etc. Perennial weeds must 
be eliminated as much as possible; nonselective 
herbicides are the most effective tools in this effort.

After seeding and sodding, the site must 
be irrigated immediately. The top 1�4 to 1�2 inch 
of soil must be kept moist until the grass is well 
established.

Irrigation
Although no-mow fineleaf fescues require less 
water than typical mowed lawns, to survive in 
California they must be irrigated during summer 
months. Currently, no research-based information 
is available on the irrigation requirements of 
no-mow fineleaf fescues. Field observations, 
however, suggest that at any location, no-mow 
fineleaf fescue stands will do well and exhibit an 
acceptable green color when irrigated at about 85 
percent of what is needed to keep a mowed tall 
fescue lawn green in the same area. That translates 
to a watering requirement of roughly 70 percent of 
the reference evapotranspiration (ETo). Although 
there is no research to substantiate these figures, 
field experience suggests that they are good starting 
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prolonged water deficit stress, fineleaf fescue may 
die. However, at least a couple of severe water deficit 
summer seasons may pass before the entire stand 
dies. Since fineleaf fescues produce relatively deep 
and extensive root systems, no-mow stands are able 
to tolerate longer periods of drought stress than are 
mowed stands.

Irrigating fineleaf fescue stands on slopes is 
a challenge. Overhead irrigation water often runs 
off the surface of foliage and thatch before reaching 
the soil and accumulates at the bottom of the slope, 
resulting in very wet areas at the bottom and dry 
areas at the top. As a result, the grass is prone to 
drought-induced injury (dormancy) at the top of 
the slope and diseases at the bottom. The most 
effective solution to this problem is installing low-
volume sprinkler heads at the top of the slope and 
running them longer while applying water at a low 
rate. Another option is to lay several parallel lines 
of drip tubes (such as Leakey Pipe) perpendicular 
to the slope on the surface of the soil at the time 
of planting. After the grass is established, these 
irrigation lines will disperse water at low rates on 

points at any location. It is important to emphasize 
that the 70 percent ETo watering requirement 
specified here is not research based and is offered 
only as a rough estimate. In regions of California 
with very hot, dry summers, no-mow fineleaf 
fescues may require more water to keep the stand 
green and to prevent dormancy. On the other hand, 
stands established in shady or foggy areas may need 
less water than 70 percent ETo.

Irrigation of no-mow fescues may be stopped 
after the first significant rain of the fall-winter 
season and should be restarted only after the chance 
of further rain disappears in spring. In mountainous 
regions of California, where soil freezes in winter, 
no-mow fineleaf fescue (like all other cool-season 
grasses) will be dormant and brown. Irrigation is not 
needed during this dormancy period.

If fineleaf fescue stands are irrigated at deficit 
irrigation (i.e., less than 70% ETo) during summer 
months, the grass stand may induce dormancy, 
the severity of which depends on the extent of 
the deficit (fig. 3). At very low or no irrigation, a 
stand may turn completely brown. Under severe, 

Figure 3. During summer months and under deficit irrigation, no-mow fineleaf fescue stands will go dormant. 
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the soil at the base of turf plants, and while the 
water is slowly moving downhill, it will have a 
chance to percolate into the root zone. Calculating 
the duration and frequency of irrigation for 
these approaches would best be done by local 
maintenance personnel.

Another challenge in irrigating no-mow 
fineleaf fescue is the operation of pop-up irrigation 
heads as the grass grows taller. At maturity, a 
no-mow stand may have a turf canopy 6 to 12 
inches tall; low-rise pop-up irrigation heads do not 
rise to that height. Irrigation volume and uniformity 
can be significantly disrupted as progressively taller 
grass interferes with the throw of water leaving 
sprinkler nozzles. It may therefore be necessary for 
the irrigation design to specify high-rise irrigation 
heads at the outset, or to specify conversion of low-
rise heads to high-rise after stand establishment 
(fig. 4).

Fineleaf fescues are not recommended for 
planting on sites where soil stays wet for a long 
time. They cannot tolerate standing water for more 
than a couple of consecutive days and are prone to 
diseases if wet for an extended period.

Mowing
The recommended mowing height for fineleaf 

fescue lawns in shady sites under trees at parks, on 
golf courses, cemeteries, etc. is 21�2 inches. Mowing 
once every 2 to 3 weeks may be sufficient. Most 
fineleaf fescue species and cultivars left unmowed 
will grow to a height 6 to 12 inches, with most 
leaves drooping to one side or the other. Some 
species and cultivars may produce seed heads, 
though these tend to be inconspicuous and low in 
number and generally add to the �natural� look of 
the stand. Seeds are generally not viable and will 
not reseed a thinned spot, nor will they significantly 
contaminate adjacent landscaping. If seed heads are 
objectionable, they can be removed annually using 
hand-held string trimmers. If, for either practical or 
aesthetic reasons, it is necessary to keep a shorter 
turf canopy than that of completely unmowed 
grass, the site may be mowed 1 to 4 times per year 
with the mower set at the highest setting. In this 
case, the abundant clippings must be removed to 
prevent them from interfering with regrowth of the 
stand. Also, the aesthetic value of the stand after 
such drastic mowing events may not be high for 2 
to 4 weeks, (i.e., until new green growth masks the 
scalped grass). The best time for seasonal mowing 
is in the fall; the second best time is early spring. 
Where annual weeds are plentiful, it is advisable to 

Figure 4. It is necessary to install high-rise irrigation heads for 
no-mow fineleaf fescue stands. The low-rise pop-up heads do 
not operate properly when the grass reaches its mature height.  
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