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Indicator Plants for Site Conditions 
 
 

Can I look at plant types on a site and know something about site conditions? 
 
Yes.  Try to rely on the presence of more than one indicator species, and use healthiest plants as 
indicators. 
 
How could I tell if a site is too dry? 
 
Look for bird’s foot trefoil, crabgrass,quackgrass, silvery and other cinquefoils, rabbit foot 
clover, pigweed, speedwell, leafyspurge, prostrate spurge, yarrow, yellow woodsorrel, 
goosegrass, and curly dock. 
 
How can I tell if a site is too wet or has poor drainage? 
 
Look for algae on the soil surface (algae also indicate pythium root and crown rot in turf), 
nutsedge, barnyard grass, rushes, false green kylinga, smartweed, creeping bentgrass, buttercups, 
corn chamomile, coltsfoot, docks, lady’s thumb, and plantains. 
 
How can I tell if a site has excessive surface moisture where water sits in a thin lens right at 
the top? 
 
Look for algae, moss, creeping bentgrass, annual bluegrass, and cinquefoils. 
 
Can I tell by the plants if a site may have a low pH? 
 
Absolutely.  Look for sheep sorrel and its fleur de lis or lance shaped leaves particularly.  Also 
look for moss, rabbits foot clover, coltsfoot, docks, english daisy, wild strawberry, hawkweeds, 
knawel, lady’s thumb, common mullein, wild parsnip, wild radish, foxtail and mallow. 
 
How can I tell if soil fertility is low? 
 
Look for cinquefoils, common mullein, mallow, moss, and wild carrot. 
 
How can I tell if nitrogen is low in particular? 
 
Look for lots of chickweed, and ESPECIALLY lots of clover species, as well as bird’s foot 
trefoil, black medic, and vetches. 
 
 
 
 



Can I tell if soil is compacted by looking at plant types? 
 
You will see lots of prostrate knotweed, goosegrass, pineapple weed, corn speedwell, annual 
bluegrass, broadleaf plantain, prostrate spurge, aujuga, moss, chickweed, crabgrass, ground ivy, 
and pineapple weed. 
Are there plants that indicate that the mowing height is too low? 
 
Yes.  Lots of annual bluegrass, chickweeds, speedwell, moss, creeping bentgrass, purslane, 
crabgrass, dandelions, and ground ivy indicate scalping or low mowing height. 
 
Are there plants that indicate that turf is in too much shade? 
 
Yes.  Moss, mouse ear chickweed, common chickweed, creeping speedwell, violets, and ground 
ivy can all indicate a shade intolerance problem for turf. 
 
Can trees be indicator species of soil moisture conditions? 
 
Yes.  In wet areas you will see large populations of sedges, willows, alders, and red maples.   
 
If you see lots of oaks and sugar maple this means drainage is excellent. 
 
If you see lots of happy tulip tree and sour gum this indicates that soils are consistently moist. 
 
 


