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Weed of  Interest

Unintended consequences of a popular 
ornamental: Fountaingrass
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County 

Fountaingrass (Pennisetum alopecuroides) has been 
a popular accent ornamental grass for many years . Its 
popularity stems from its short stature (1-3 feet), attrac-
tive upright but gracefully bending culms and leaves, 
and the feathery, bristly seadheads that form above 
the foliage and begin to ripen toward the end of sum-
mer . Other synonyms for this species are; Cenchrus 
purpurascens and Panicum alopecuroides . Also, it is 
sometimes called swamp-foxtail, and Chinese foun-
taingrass . As this last name suggests, this species of 
fountaingrass is native to China, East Asia and western 
Australia . Several fountaingrass cultivars are popular, 
some featuring reddish foliage and seedheads . Two 
very widely planted cultivars are the dwarf ‘Hameln’ 
and the purple ‘Moudry’ . 

Despite, or rather because of its popularity, fountain-
grass is not without its problems . The main problem is 
its prolific production of viable seed that is easily shed 
at maturity . The seed will begin to ripen and drop in 
August on Long Island and some of this seed will start 
to germinate and grow right away . The rest will be-
come dormant and germinate in the spring . Often the 
seed will not spread too far from the parent plant and 
start to grow in bare patches of nearby turf . One might 
say; ‘So what? It is a grass like the grasses in the lawn 
and shouldn’t be noticeable if it grows there’ . How 
wrong that is! The seedlings of fountaingrass are very 
upright and will not normally grow like Kentucky Blue-
grass and other cool season turf grasses . The leaves 
of even small plants are extremely tough, and they 
will not be sheared by rotary mower blades . Instead 
they shred and tear and the remnants of the leaves are 
noticeable and look very ragged . These clumps stand 
out in the lawn and once established, they will not be 
controlled or managed by mowing . In addition to this, 
fountaingrass seed is easily transported by animals or 
environmental factors (wind, rain) to new areas such 
as pastures, grasslands and the edges of woods . It is 
in these areas where it will compete with native plants 
and become invasive .

Management considerations:

If fountaingrass is a problem in lawns or nearby natural 
areas, it is time to remove any existing plants from the 

landscape . There are several commercially available na-
tive grasses such as little bluestem and shorter culti-
vars of switchgrass that can offer similar horticultural 
value .

When small patches of fountaingrass become notice-
able in the summer and fall, get out the shovel and 
dig the fairly shallowly rooted weedy clumps out . The 
holes should be immediately filled with soil and either 
re-sodded or overseeded with an appropriate turfgrass 
that will match the rest of the lawn . This is the simplest 
and most reliable solution if there only a dozen or so 
clumps . If there are many more and too many to be re-
moved, then the solution to this weed becomes more 
problematic .

Fountaingrass (Pennisetum alopecuroides) seed sheds 
starts to shed in August. Photo by A. F. Senesac
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Because fountaingrass is an occasional weed of fairly 
recent importance, there are no current herbicide labels 
that claim it as a weed that is controlled . In addition, 
there is only one scientific journal article that has been 
written about this problem1 . In that, the two authors lo-
cated in Illinois and Indiana, conducted some research 
evaluating a number of postemergence selective her-
bicides that might manage fountaingrass with minimal 
injury to the surrounding turf. Of the herbicides they 
tested, they found that none completely provided reli-
able control over two years and two locations . How-
ever, they found that spot applications of Drive (quin-
clorac) and wiper (selective application) treatments 
with glyphosate provided very good control . In 2020, 
we hope to be able to confirm these findings under 
Long Island growing conditions . An update will be post-
ed when available .  Certain quinclorac products can be 
used for spot treatment on Long Island and others can-
not . To remain up to date, check the NYS DEC website: 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/nyspad/products?1 . 
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Fountaingrass escapes into nearby turf. The leaves are 
torn rather cut by mowers. Photo by A. F. Senesac

Fountaingrass clumps are easily removed 
from turf. Photo by A. F. Senesac

The seed is easily moved to nearby natural areas 
as well as turf. Photo by A. F. Senesac


