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Figure 1. Healthy, ungrazed Tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa) meadow, Table Mountain
Wilderness Area, Monitor Range, Nevada. July 2017.

Characteristics and Geographic Range
Tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa) is a large perennial bunchgrass of moist or marshy soils, or
in ecotones with drier soils in the temperate zone. Leaves are slender and culms can be tall—to 120
cm, with open panicles. The species is circumboreal in the Northern Hemisphere, with many ecotypes
from sea level to alpine elevations.
Tufted hairgrass meadows can grow along streams, in areas with springs and seeps, and in moist
valley bottoms and swales with a high water table.
This grass is common in meadows in the Sierra Nevada and Cascade Range, as well as mountains in the
Great Basin such as the Monitor Range in central Nevada. It grows to Alaska and Canada. In the North
Coast Ranges of California it enters Oregon oak (Quercus garryana) and California black oak (Q.
Kelloggii) savanna and woodland, and range ecologist Beecher Crampton (1974) said it was once
found in the Central Valley of California in vernal meadows, low areas, marshes and along river edges.
The subspecies D. c. holciformis was reported by Jepson (1911) in wet meadows and stream borders
on the Oakland Hills and in San Francisco. Watson (1880) went further to say this large robust
bunchgrass furnished good yields of hay in moist meadows of Oakland and San Francisco -- this must
be a lost habitat, dug up and covered with concrete and asphalt now. In coastal prairie it grows in
moist swales and peaty coastal bogs, as in relict areas in Point Reyes National Seashore, and
northwards to British Columbia.
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Figure 1. Tufted hairgrass is a facultative wetland species. It is found in seasonally flooded areas,
montane and alpine wet meadows, and coastal bluffs and terraces with deeper soils in full sun usually.
Soils are often moist, muddy, or with surface water--seeds are dispersed by water. Some forms are
salt-tolerant.
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Healthy Tufted Hairgrass Communities

Figure 2. Tufted hairgrass meadow at 8,000 ft in the Table Mountain Wilderness Area, Monitor Range,
Nevada. Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Lightly grazed by Rocky Mountain elk, occasional light
cattle grazing, and occasional pack stock. July 2017.
Ungrazed or very lightly grazed tufted hairgrass show 100% ground cover, dense thatch, lush green
summer growth, tall culms to hip or waist height, and usually wet spongy soils.
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Figure 3. Late season dry appearance: coastal form of tufted hairgrass in late summer, “potrero”
meadow on Mount Tamalpais State Park, North Coast Range, California.

Grazing Impacts
Tufted hairgrass is relished by all classes of livestock, especially cattle and horses. Sawyer et al. (2009)
say that continued grazing and other disturbance can impact tufted hairgrass stands by introducing
non-native plants, and by increasing stream down-cutting that impact riparian areas. Stands can
eventually covert to dry meadows.
Grazing practice can lower the water table in these meadows, which eliminating pools, bogs, and wet
meadow complexes. Continued grazing will extend the process of drying meadows. The irrigation
ditch-digging and manipulation of channel flows to increase livestock also possibly contributes to the
demise of wetland habitats.
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Figure 4a. Ungrazed Tufted hairgrass meadow at 8,000 ft in the Table Mountain Wilderness Area,
Monitor Range, Nevada. Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Lightly grazed by Rocky Mountain elk,
occasional light cattle grazing, and occasional pack stock. July 2017.
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Figure 4b. Heavily grazed tufted hairgrass meadow. Taylor Meadow allotment, Sequoia National
Forest, Sierra Nevada CA. August 2018.
Desired conditions for range management in the 1988 Sequoia National Forest Plan require that the
forest “maintain or enhance the productivity of all forest ranges through adequate protection of the
soil, water, and vegetation resources” (Sequoia National Forest LRMP at 4-3).
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Figure 4c. Upper Taylor Meadow in Sequoia National Forest. The ecological status of the meadow
vegetation is supposed to be late seral (50 percent or more of the relative cover of the herbaceous layer is late
seral with high similarity to the potential natural community). Cattle grazing and trampling have impacted
this meadow, and most seedheads of the tufted hairgrass here have been removed. This meadow is still in
late seral stage but evidence of severe erosion and cheatgrass invasion are signs of degradation to earlier
seral stages of disturbance. August 2018.
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Figure 4d. Cheatgrass invasion in cattle-disturbed part of Upper Taylor Meadow tufted hairgrass
community. August 2018.

Figure 4e. Heavily grazed tufted hairgrass meadow next to willows in Trail Canyon, inside Boundary
Peak Wilderness Area, Inyo National Forest NV. Cattle present. September 2018.
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Figure 4f. Destroyed tufted hairgrass meadow next to willows in Trail Canyon, trailhead a mile outside
Boundary Peak Wilderness Area, Inyo National Forest NV. Cattle present. Bare dirt dominant,
cheatgrass increasing. September 2018.

Erosion and Headcuts
With respect to Proper Functioning Condition, we disagree that riparian areas and livestock use are on
an upward trend. SCI and PFC surveys done in 2012-13 found no severe channel destabilization from
hoof shear or trampling (EA at 19), yet on our 2018 site visit we found erosion, bank chiseling and
trampling from hoof shear, turbidity in stream flows, algae growing in Taylor Meadow streams, and
trampling that was causing headcuts (see photos below and in Appendix). This indicates a downward
trend and the need to rest these meadows.

10

Figure 5a. Ungrazed. Tufted hairgrass meadow at 8,000 ft in the Table Mountain Wilderness Area,
Monitor Range, Nevada. Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest. Lightly grazed by Rocky Mountain elk,
occasional light cattle grazing, and occasional pack stock. July 2017.
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Figure 5b. Heavily grazed tufted hairgrass meadow. Taylor Meadow allotment, Sequoia National
Forest, Sierra Nevada CA. August 2018.

Figure 5c. Heavily
grazed tufted
hairgrass meadow.
Taylor Meadow
allotment, Sequoia
National Forest,
Sierra Nevada CA.
August 2018.
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Figure 5d. Heavily grazed tufted hairgrass meadow. Taylor Meadow allotment, Sequoia National
Forest, Sierra Nevada CA. August 2018. This headcut has orange temporary fencing around it, hay
bales and burlap placed in the erosional gully in an attempt to halt the cut. Yet cattle had trampled the
fence down and grazed and trampled the headcut further.
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Figure 5e. Heavily grazed meadow with growing headcut—repairs do not appear to be working to
restore this drying meadow. Long Meadow Sequoia National Forest, Sierra Nevada CA. August 2018.
In Long Meadow, the entire meadow was severely dry on our August 2018 site visit, with invasive nonnative crested wheatgrass (Agropyron cristatum), a seeded forage grass, growing on the upland edges
of a native dry sedge meadow (Carex sp.) with a headcut eroding into the meadow. Further
degradation and drying could allow crested wheatgrass to take over the meadow community.
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Figure 5f. Heavily
grazed meadow with
growing headcut—
repairs do not appear
to be working to
restore this drying
meadow. Long
Meadow Sequoia
National Forest,
Sierra Nevada CA.
August 2018.
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Utilization

Figure 6a. This photo shows a currently ungrazed tufted hairgrass meadow at 0% utilization, at 8,000
ft in the Table Mountain Wilderness Area, Monitor Range, Nevada. Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest.
Note the hiker wading through thigh-deep tufted hairgrass culms. Some other native grasses are
present as well. Light occasional grazed by Rocky Mountain elk, occasional light cattle grazing, and
occasional pack stock. July 2017.
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Figure 6b. Tufted hairgrass meadow in grazing lease owned by Los Angeles Department of Water and
Power, Whitmore Hot Spring, Long Valley, Mono County CA. August 2018. Management prescriptions
indicate the removal of cattle here when 30% utilization is reached.
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Figure 6c. Taylor Meadow utilization is supposed to be limited to 40%, but this is closer to 80%
utilization of tufted hairgrass. Active headcuts are growing and conditions are trending downwards.
Recommendations would be to rest, reduce, limit, or suspend until the 40 percent utilization
requirement in Sequoia National Forest Standard and Guideline 120 has been met.
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Range management goals are not being met here.
The Riparian Conservation Objective (RCO) states that “the 2004 SNFPA Record of Decision (ROD)
includes the following strategy for Riparian Conservation: RCO #2 is to maintain or restore: (1) the
geomorphic and biological characteristics of special aquatic features, including lakes, meadows, bogs,
fens, wetlands, vernal pools, springs; (2) streams, including in stream flows; and (3) hydrologic
connectivity both within and between watersheds to provide for the habitat needs of aquaticdependent species.”
The Standards and Guidelines in the 2004 SNFPA ROD to achieve this goal are to “prevent disturbance
to stream banks and natural lake and pond shorelines caused by resource activities (for example,
livestock) from exceeding 20 percent of stream reach. Disturbance includes bank sloughing, chiseling,
trampling, and other means of exposing bare soil or cutting plant roots.”
Standard and Guideline 120 from the 2004 SNFPA ROD states:
For meadows in late seral status: limit livestock utilization of grass and grass-like plants
to a maximum of 40 percent (or minimum 4-inch stubble height). Determine ecological
status on all key areas monitored for grazing utilization prior to establishing utilization
levels. Use Regional ecological scorecards and range plant list in regional range
handbooks to determine ecological status. Analyze meadow ecological status every 3 to
5 years. If meadow ecological status is determined to be moving in a downward trend,
modify or suspend grazing. Include ecological status data in a spatially explicit
Geographical Information System database.
Under intensive grazing systems (such as rest-rotation and deferred rotation) where
meadows are receiving a period of rest, utilization levels can be higher than the levels
described above if the meadow is maintained in late seral status and meadow-associated
species are not being impacted. Degraded meadows (such as those in early seral status
with greater than 10 percent of the meadow area in bare soil and active erosion) require
total rest from grazing until they have recovered and have moved to mid- or late seral
status.
We observed at least 60% of the reach of the braided stream channels in Upper Taylor Meadow with
such livestock sloughing, trampling, and cutting of plant roots. And utilization was regularly as high as
80% in August. A 4-inch stubble height should not be included as a standard since tufted hairgrass
often grows much higher, to 61 inches. So a 4 inch stubble height could be equivalent to 6% utilization,
far below healthy functioning standards for this grass.
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Figure 6d. Heavily grazed tufted hairgrass meadow next to willows in Trail Canyon, inside Boundary
Peak Wilderness Area, Inyo National Forest NV. Cattle present. September 2018.
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Figure 6e. Destroyed tufted hairgrass meadow next to willows in Trail Canyon, trailhead a mile outside
Boundary Peak Wilderness Area, Inyo National Forest NV. Cattle present. Bare dirt dominant,
cheatgrass present. September 2018. This represents 90-100% utilization.
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