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What About Shade and Turf? 
 
 
Can I grade the amount of light my turf gets in a way that I will be able to know how well it 
will do? 
 
Yes.  Grade it in the following manner with A being the best quality turf.  If your turf is in shade 
don’t renovate until the shade issue is taken care of.  Turf needs at least 50% sunlight=minimum 
4 hours daily for turf to survive, 6 hours to thrive. 
 
 
Grade A = 8 or more hours of sun 
Grade B = 6-8 hours 
Grade C = 4-6 hours 
Grade D = 2-4 hours 
Grade F = less than 2 
 
Can I prune trees to provide more light to my turf? 
 
Yes.  Prune for open, dappled light.  Prune interior branches of the canopy back to the trunk.  Do 
not root prune. 
 
I want to remove fallen leaves from turf that is in shade.  Can I rake them? 
 
Rather than raking leaves off grass in shade, blow leaves off to avoid ripping weak plants. 
 
What should my mowing height be on grass in shade? 
 
Use a full inch higher mowing height than grass in sun. 
 
Can I use herbicides to get rid of weeds in shaded turf? 
 
It is best not to use them because the weaker grass in shade may be affected by your herbicide 
applications. 
 
Is there a kind of fencing that is better for turf grown in shade? 
 
Open fencing is better for grass growth because it lets in more light. 
 
Is shade different in winter? 
 
YES.  The angle of the sun in winter is lower.  Turf is under greater stress where shading occurs 
in winter---for example objects on north side of turf cast long shadows, and  turf never really 



dries out.  Take photos of problem areas through the season and you may be surprised at what 
the shadows can tell you. 
 
Is morning or afternoon light better? 
 
Morning light is better. 
 
How well do different kinds of grass tolerate shade? 
 
Warm season Zoysia is moderately shade tolerant.  Of the cool season grasses, fine fescue is 
more tolerant than bentgrass which is more tolerant than rough stalk bluegrass which is more 
tolerant than Poa supine, which is more tolerant than tall fescue which is more tolerant than 
shade tolerant Kentucky bluegrass.  Most Kentucky bluegrass is NOT tolerant of shade and rye 
grass NEVER tolerates shade. 
 
Is there anything I should look for in a grass seed “shade” mix? 
 
Make sure your shade mixes are NO MORE than 15% perennial rye or rye will out compete the 
other grasses and then die because it can’t make it for long in shade. 
 
Are there any trees I can plant grass under and still get a decent stand of turf? 
 
Avoid turf under dense canopied, shallow rooted trees such as maples, oaks, magnolias, elms, 
sweet gums, willows.  A better choice for growing turf underneath are poplars, ginkgos, birches, 
or locusts. 
 
Should I fertilize differently in shade? 
Yes.  Fertilize at half the normal rate in shade EXCEPT if you have heavy traffic in these areas. 
Increase potassium in shady areas. 
 
Is it alright to walk on grass in shade? 
 
Try not to walk on grass in shade. Reduce traffic due to shallow root systems and low 
recuperative ability. 
 
Turf growing in shade does not need as much water, right? 
 
Wrong!  Turf under trees tends to be water stressed because the tree canopy excludes rainfall and 
the water that makes it through is used by tree roots before turf can get it. 
 
Will I have to renovate grass grown in shade more often? 
 
Yes.  Any grass grown in shade will have to be renovated in about five years. 
 
If I have shade, what grasses should I use? 
 
If you have less than 70% shade, try: 
 



Kentucky bluegrass Birka, Touchdown, Bristol, Glade, Nugget, Eclipse, Bensun, Princeton 105, 
America, Chateau, SR 2000 but these varieties do better the more light they get 
 
Tall fescues: Rebel II, Falcon, Mustang, Arid, Jaguar, Cimarron, Bonanza 
 
Fine fescue: Bighorn sheep fescue, hard fescues Biljart and Reliant, Chewings fescue Jamestown 
and Banner, creeping fescue Fortress, Ruby, Ensylva 
 
At what point of shade is it pointless to try to grow turf? 
 
If shade above 85% you can’t grow turf.  If shade is 70-85%, you will be limited to moisture 
loving Poa trivialis. 
 
 
 


