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Fine Fescue for Home Lawns

General Description

Fine fescues (Festuca spp.) are species of flowering plants 
belonging to the grass family. They are cross-pollinated and 
propagated from seed. Fescues are some of the most drought 
and shade tolerant of the cool-season grasses grown in 
temperate regions.

Turfgrass breeders have divided fine fescues into different 
types or classifications, each with different attributes, such as 
creeping habit, quicker germination, or moderate green color. 
Chewing’s fescue (Festuca rubra ssp. commutata), hard fescue 
(Festuca trachyphylla), sheep fescue (Festuca ovina), slender-
creeping red fescue (Festuca rubra ssp. littoralis), and strong-
creeping red fescue (Festuca rubra. ssp. rubra) are the fine-
leaf Festuca species currently used for turfgrass in the United 
States.

Most turf-type fine-leaf fescue species are native to North 
America, including red, hard, and sheep fescues. Fine fescues 
are moderately wear tolerant and can be used in a mixture with 
Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis L.) or perennial ryegrasses 
(Lolium perenne L.) in moderate traffic areas in Washington.

Fine fescues spread mainly by tillers or primary lateral shoots 
that begin within the crown. The lateral shoots have very 
limited internode length. However, the creeping forms do 
spread by underground rhizomes or lateral stems. This gives 
them better sod strength and recovery potential over non-
creeping species. If fine fescue goes dormant because of 
drought, it can recover within a week following irrigation, 
depending upon the cultivated variety.

Adaptation

Fine fescue grows in temperate regions from alpine to polar 
areas in both hemispheres. The fine fescues are well-adapted to 
eastern Washington’s climate and soils and some to areas of 
western Washington. When grown in these regions, fine 
fescues will withstand moderate use, exhibit a medium to dark 
green color, and will quickly fill in bare spots from seed 
(Figure 1). It is a grass that can be grown in full sun areas. It 
can also withstand a medium level of shade where it receives 
at least five hours of direct sunlight (Figure 2).

Fine fescue cultivars (or cultivated varieties) that are adapted 
to Washington and have been tested in the National Turfgrass 
Evaluation Program (NTEP) at the WSU Turfgrass Research 
Center in Pullman, Washington, can be found at www.ntep.org.

Figure 1. Fine fescue close up for grass identification.

Figure 2. Fine fescue used in a home lawn situation

Fine fescues are well adapted to eastern Washington and some 
areas of western Washington where the soil is well drained. 
However, do not plant pure stands of fine fescue for home 
lawns that will receive heavy foot traffic or play most of the 
year. This is because many of the fine fescue cultivars are very 
slow growing at lower soil temperatures, making them slow to 
recover from wear during the cooler parts of the year. They 
also have a tendency in wet winter weather to show symptoms 
of red thread disease and will become thinner until the soil and 
air temperatures rise above 50°F.

Seeding

Fine fescue is usually planted at 3 lb/1000 sq ft for a home 
lawn situation whether in eastern or western Washington. Two 
of the most common mixtures of fine fescue, perennial 
ryegrass, and Kentucky bluegrass planted for home lawns in 
eastern Washington are: 40% fine fescues + 20% perennial 
ryegrass + 40% Kentucky bluegrass, and 60% Kentucky 
bluegrass + 40% fine fescues.
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