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Maintenance Program Tweaks for Growing Turf in Shade 
 
What are the effects of shade on turf that may require changes in turf maintenance? 
 

Shortened roots  
Reduced wear tolerance 
Reduced shoot density (thinning) 
Decreased vigor 
Elongated, skinny stems 
Increased disease 
 

 
What is the best turf for dry soil in shade?  What seeding rates should I use? 

 
Fine fescues: 5 lbs seed/1000 sq ft 
Red: 3.5-5 lbs/1000 
Chewings: 3.5-5 lbs/1000 
Sheep: 3-4.5 lbs/1000 
Hard fescues: 3-4.5 lbs/1000 

 
What things do I need to keep in mind when I use fescues? 

 
FINE FESCUES DO NOT TOLERATE CONSISTENTLY WET SOILS, DO NOT 
TOLERATE FOOT TRAFFIC, AND DO NOT TOLERATE MORE THAN 2 LBS 
ACTUAL NITROGEN/1000 SQ. FT /YEAR WELL. 

 
What else should I know about individual fescues? 

 
Creeping red fescue: Festuca rubra trichophylla or littorallis; dense turf, weakly 
rhizomatous: varieties FORTRESS, RUBY, ENSYLVA. PREFERS SHADY, COOLER 
areas than other cool season turf.  DOES NOT TOLERATE WET. Does not tolerate high 
fertility. 
 
Strong creeping red fescue: Festuca rubra rubra, less dense, better rhizomes, spreads well. 
 
Chewings fescue: Festuca rubra communata: no rhizomes, very dense, not as temperature 
extreme tolerant but considered most attractive.  Varieties: JAMESTOWN, BANNER, 
SEVEN SEAS.  Very drought tolerant, not as wear tolerant as other fescues, germinates in 14 
days, can be mowed at 1.5 inches. 

 
Hard fescue: Festuca longifolia: non-creeping bunch type, better disease and drought 
resistance than creeping fescue, slow growing and well adapted to shade and poor soils: 



varieties: BILJART, RELIANT.  Salt tolerant, does not tolerate high heat, cannot be mowed 
as low as other fescues. 
Sheep fescue: Festuca ovina: used for soil stabilization, makes a clumpy turf; very drought 
tolerant and does well on gravelly or sandy soil; does not need to be fertilized: variety: 
BIGHORN. 

 
What is the best turf for wet soil in shade?  What seeding rates should I use? 
 
For shade and consistently moist or wet soil, try Rough bluegrass: Poa trivialis var. Sabre or Poa 
supina.  The seeding rate for both: 1-2 lbs/1000 sq. ft. 
 
TIP: both of these grasses may keel over similarly to bentgrass so both need to be cut at 2.5 
inches even in shade. 
 
What is the best turf for moderate soil in shade?  What seeding rates should I use? 
 
The best choice is Tall Fescue: Varieties Rebel Century, Rembrandt, Millenium, Wolf Pack, 
Cross Fire II, Rebel II, Falcon, Mustang, Arid, Jaguar, Cimarron, Bonanza. 
 
The tall fescue seeding rate: 7-9 lbs/1000 sq. ft. 
 
TIP: Tall fescue needs to be mowed FREQUENTLY because it grows rapidly.  Frequent 
mowing helps the tall fescue to remain drier and have less humidity in the canopy PLUS it 
stimulates dormant buds and helps turf to remain more dense. If you want to mow once a week 
or more frequently as a money making service, tall fescue is a great choice 
 
My boss says we have to plant Kentucky bluegrass even though it does not do well in shade.  
What should I do? 

 
Light shade, moderate soil: try varieties of Kentucky bluegrass Glade, Bensun. 
Less than 70% shade, try Kentucky bluegrass America, Chateau, Explorer, Nuglade, Princeton 
105, SR 2000, Birka, Touchdown, Bristol, Nugget…but do better the more light they get. 
 
Kentucky Bluegrass Seeding Rate: 1-2 lbs/1000 sq. ft 
 
But how do I judge the amount of shade? 
 

Grade A = 8 or more hours 
Grade B = 6-8 hours 
Grade C = 4-6 hours 
Grade D = 2-4 hours 
Grade F = less than 2 
Heavy shade = less than 25% daily sun 
If shade above 85% just can’t grow turf 
4 hours sun daily for turf to survive, 6 hours to thrive 

 
How should I fertilize turf in shade? 



GO back to the idea that shaded turf has shorter roots BUT there are also tree roots that will 
compete for food and for water. 
 
The solution: light, frequent, spoon fed fertility that will not bug the tree, will not cause an 
increase in disease or turf canopy that cannot be supported by short weak roots or be washed 
beyond roots by irrigation that also must be changed. 
 
Are there specific BMP for fertilizing FINE FESCUE turf in shade? 
 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of April 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 70% slow release N the third week of May 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 50% slow release N the second week of September 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of October 
 
 
Are there specific BMP for fertilizing TALL FESCUE turf in shade? 
 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of April 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 50% slow release N the third week of May 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 50% slow release N the third week of August 
1 pound actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of October 
 
Are there specific BMP for fertilizing KENTUCKY BLUEGRASS turf in shade? 
 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of April 
0.5 pounds actual N of at least 50% slow release N the third week of May 
0.75 pounds actual N of at least 50% slow release N the third week of August 
0.5 pound actual N of at least 30% slow release N the third week of October 
 
Do I need to think about potassium in shade? 
 
Yes.  Look at N-P-K ratio.  The N number and potassium number should be the same 
(roughly) or the N number twice the K number.  Postassium at the correct level will help 
increase drought and disease tolerance.  Drought and disease are major issues for weaker 
grass in shade. 
 
Moss is associated with potassium deficiency in soil. 
 
Why do I have so much moss in shade? 
 
Inadeqate potassium, high calcium to magnesium ratios (STEP for improvement: switch to 
DOLOMITIC LIMESTONE), and heavy soil all contribute to moss as does acid soil. 
 
TIP:  Correct fertility can reduce the occurrence of moss in shade grown turf. 
 
Moss lifecycle: normally starts with fall rains and peaks in early spring. Because grasses 
grow poorly in winter, moss invades and outcompetes grass at this point.  This more easily 
done when turf is already poor from being shaded.  Moss encroachment is associated with 



thin turf, low fertility, high acidity, shade, wet soils, turf injury from disease, insects, 
chemicals or cultural practices. 
 
How should I fertilize in shade? 

 
Bluegrasses require more N than fescues, and fescues will be thinned by excess N fertility.  
Fertilize slightly higher than the rate you would use for that species in a sunny area if you 
have lots of foot traffic.  The general recommendation is that you should fertilize at HALF 
the normal rate in shade EXCEPT if you have heavy traffic in these areas.  See specific 
recommendations for specific grass species types above. 

 
How should I irrigate turf in shade?  What are the concerns? 

 
Concerns are as follows:  humidity including irrigation contributes to disease which is greater 
in shaded areas anyway, tree roots that compete for water, grass roots are shorter in shade, 
and the tree canopy tends to shed natural rainfall like an umbrella leaving area beneath where 
turf is located water stressed. 
 
Tree roots and grass roots need to be watered SEPARATELY without over watering one and 
underwatering the other 
 
Begin with the tree: 
 
Start with depth of water to penetrate soil: Most tree roots are in the top 18 inches of soil.  
One inch of water penetrates 12 inches so you can use a depth of 1.5 inches  of irrigation.  
How long will this take your system to deliver?  Multiply from chart. 
 
To wet soil 6-9 inches, run this long: 
 
If in 15 min. 
Your system 
applied 

Sandy soil Intermediate Clay soil 

1/8 inch 30 minutes 60 minutes 120 minutes 

¼ inch 15 minutes 30 minutes 60 minutes 

3/8 inch 10 minutes 20 minutes 40 minutes 

½ inch 7-8 minutes 15 minutes 30 minutes 

        

Grass may need an in-between drink. 
 
Go back to the chart and choose a length of time directly from the chart.  Give this to your 
grass as a top off between once weekly 1.5 inch depth tree irrigations.  



This SHOULD keep grass and trees adequately hydrated and not overhydrated no matter 
what the status of your irrigation system.  Just make sure you install a rain sensor on your 
system. 

 
What time of day should I water? 

 
Water between midnight and 8:00 AM.  Never water in late afternoon or in evening before 
midnight in order to reduce disease. 

 
How should I mow in shade? 

 
Mowing height should be a FULL INCH higher in shade than in sun, or even up to two 
inches higher except for Tall Fescue which should be no taller than 4” and Poa supina or Poa 
trivialis which needs to be kept at 2.5”.  The higher mowing height also makes the turf more 
traffic resistant.  This allows the plant more surface area to make food. 
 
Mow with a VERY sharp blade because grass grown in shade is “soft” and will rip out easily 
with a dull mower blade. 
 
Dull mower blades also increase disease and water loss. 
 
Are there tips to help me renovate turf in shade?   
 
Shade grown turf usually needs to be renovated every five years no matter what. 
 
If overseeding shade grown turf, meticulous attention to leaf removal is needed.  Rather than 
raking leaves off grass in shade, blow leaves off to avoid ripping weak plants. 
 
Do not bury seed more deeply than 1/8” because it will not germinate. 
 
Make sure newly seeded areas stay moist until the seedlings have put down sufficient roots to 
fend for themselves. 
 
This means light and frequent irrigation.  Light and frequent means enough to keep the upper 
1 inch of soil moist.  You can decrease irrigation to once a day at the level of 0.25” depth of 
water once turf is 2 inches tall (or if sod no longer lifts easily by hand).  Keep this level up 
for 3-5 days. THEN skip a day between irrigations, applying 0.3-0.5” depth of water to wean 
the turf off light frequent irrigation.  Do this for about 1.5-2 weeks then continue to provide 
deep, infrequent irrigation as you would for mature turf 
Could you give me some specific ideas for proportions of grass seed types in shade seed 
mixes? 

 
DRY MIX: 
> 50% fine fescues 
< 40% Kentucky blue 
< 15% rye 

 
 



MOIST MIX: 
>  20%rough bluegrass 
>  10% supina bluegrass 
< 40% fine fescues 
< 40% Kentucky bluegrass 
< 15% rye 

 
 
 
 


