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Coastal Bend Turfgrasses

Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

Aransas County is known for its windblown live oak trees and its September Hummer/Bird Celebration, but most people are more concerned year round with the grassy areas around their houses that are counterproductive as far as the first two issues are concerned.  Hummingbirds need flowers and live oaks do better with an understory than with turf.  Live oaks are also detrimental to turfgrass growth, creating shade and producing chemical compounds that adversely affect grass growth.

Since everybody has turfgrass areas and spends lots of time and money maintaining them, here’s some information about the most common turfgrass, St. Augustine, and a not so common but potentially very useful native one, seashore paspalum, Paspalum vaginatum.
There are many varieties or cultivars of St. Augustine grass.  ‘Raleigh’ is probably the most common one in Texas because it has the greatest cold tolerance and hence the greatest range.  Here in the Coastal Bend, the cultivar ‘Floratam’ is better suited, even though it may be more expensive.

Because it is more expensive, purchasers need to know how to tell they are getting Floratam, instead of a cheaper cultivar without Floratam’s features.  Floratam is distinctly different visually in five ways from other St. Augustine varieties. It has a wider and longer leaf blade when grown under the same conditions.  The internode, the length of the stolon between each set of leaves and roots, is longer.  It should be about three inches.  The stolon will also be larger diameter.  The roots and leaves will be healthier.  Lastly, but most importantly, Floratam stolons and nodes will be purple or reddish purple in color.  This purple coloration is the dead giveaway that it is or isn’t Floratam.  If you don’t see this, don’t pay the price.

The real advantages to Floratam that make it worth the price are the genetic improvements.  Floratam is resistant to St. Augustine Decline (SAD).  This virus disease devastates common St. Augustine and just about wiped it out as a turfgrass in areas where it is present.  Floratam is also resistant to southern chinch bugs.  It is probably the most drought tolerant St. Augustine grass based on AgriLife research in Bexar County.  It is also resistant to the herbicide Atrazine at normal usage rates.  (Read the label and don’t use within twelve feet of valuable trees or other landscape plants.)

Floratam is not as cold tolerant as other St. Augustine grasses and requires more sun, at least five hours a day of full sun.

Because of its more vigorous roots, Floratam should be watered no more than once a week and given at least an inch of water at a time.

More information on Floratam St. Augustine grass can be found at  http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/lh010 and http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/archives/parsons/turf/publications/staug.html.

An under utilized, but potentially highly useful grass for the Coastal Bend is seashore paspalum, Paspalum vaginatum.  This is a native grass species that occurs in sandy or sandy loam soils with brackish water.  Seashore paspalum tolerates, even thrives in, salty soil with salty irrigation water.  Cultivar development has been done at the University of Georgia and University of Florida.  Several named cultivars have been released and are available through licensed distributors, mostly located in Georgia, Florida, and Hawaii.

Some of the nice features of seashore paspalum are its aggressive, prostrate, spreading growth habit.  It spreads from both stolons and rhizomes.  It is fine textured, similar to Bermuda grass.  It is tolerant to salt spray, salty soil and salty irrigation water.  It will grow on most soil types and will tolerate a wide range of soil pH, 4.0 to 9.8. It requires little fertilizer, has few pests, and will tolerate water logging and periodic inundation.

Seashore paspalum is usually grown from sod, but one cultivar, Sea Spray, can be grown from seed.  Seeding rates are one pound per 1000 sq. ft.  Seed cost is roughly twice that of improved Bermuda grasses.

Advantages of seashore paspalum are a uniform, moderately dense turf with a bright green color and medium blade texture that can be maintained on salty soils and watered with saline water.  Mowing height should be 1 inch.  This grass requires full sun.  

Because it can be grown with saline water, nutrient availability has to be monitored more closely than with other turfgrasses.

A thorough discussion of seashore paspalum variety selection and cultural practices can be found at http://turfgrass.ctahr.hawaii.edu.
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