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Grasses

Learning Outcomes
Students should be able to:
• Identify a selection of grasses: perennial
ryegrass, timothy, scutch, cocksfoot, white
clover.

Roots are fibrous (mass of short roots that are close to the soil
surface) as opposed to having a taproot (thick central root).
Timothy

What is a grass?
To a farmer, grass is defined as a pasture species which
provides grazing for a wide range of domesticated animals.
It can also be harvested and stored as hay or silage for
fodder over the winter months. Some grasses are harvested
for their grains such as wheat, rice and barley – although
cereals are technically grasses, wheat and barley have been
covered in the fact file on crops. Certain types of specialised
grass species are valued for golf course greens and lawns.
Panicle (‘cats-tails’) of Timothy grass
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The types of grasses you need to know in Unit 1 are perennial
ryegrass, timothy, scutch, cocksfoot and white clover. All these
grasses are perennial (able to live for a number of years).

Timothy is a leafy, tall grass which can grow to over 60 cm
in height. The leaves are green or greyish-green in colour
and taper to a thin point. Inflorescences (groups of flowers
tightly bunched together) form a dense, cylindrical, spikelike structure called a panicle. The panicle is 5 to 15 cm
in length and is often called a ‘cats-tail’- the plant itself is
sometimes called the ‘common cats-tail’.
Timothy has shallow, compact, fibrous roots. Timothy is
an important grass in pasture and can grow well in cooler
climates. It has been a very important grass for hay.
Scutch

Perennial ryegrass

Perennial ryegrass has green stems and narrow, bright
green, blade-like leaves that taper to a point. They are
clearly ridged on the upper surface. The flower spikes are
attached to the flower stem in an alternating pattern as
shown in the photograph above. Perennial ryegrass grows
in clumps with the blades reaching 15 cm tall. It flowers
from May through the summer.
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Perennial ryegrass is an excellent pasture grass in cool
climates such as found in Northern Ireland. It is a very
common agricultural grass.

Rapidly spreading horizontal roots of scutch grass

Scutch grass is a common, tuft-forming grass of pasture,
and rough ground.

Scutch has green, broad, blade-like leaves. Long, thin
flower spikes appear from June to August and develop a
golden hue.
It has long, tough roots and can spread horizontally
through the soil. It is considered a weed as it is difficult to
eradicate. The horizontal roots can form a dense network
through the soil that can out-compete many other plant
species.
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White Clover

White clover is a low-growing plant with distinctive
3-lobed leaves on long-stems. Flowering is from June to
September. White clover forms horizontal stems that creep
along the ground and help the plant spread. It will often
form mats of plants in pasture which is regularly grazed
but is absent in long grass. The characteristic round
inflorescences are about 2 cms in diameter.

Learning Activities/
questions
Identify the grasses in this unit using the information in
this Fact file.
1. State two distinctive features about each of the grasses
in this section.
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2. Give two reasons why it is easier to identify the gasses in
summer rather than winter

Key Terms
Cocksfoot

Soils, Crops and Habitats

Cocksfoot is a common perennial grass which grows in
dense tussocks. The grass blades can be up to 50 cm tall.
It is often the tallest and coarsest grass to be seen among
meadow grasses, with a characteristic branched flower
head which gives the grass its name. Their dark, bluishgreen leaves have a rough texture and are slightly folded.
It begins flowering in May.
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The flowers also form a dense inflorescence (panicle) but
this opens out more (compared to Timothy grass) as the
inflorescence matures – see photograph above.
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