Supina Bluegrass for Sports Fields
JOHN SOROCHAN & JOHN ROGERS, DEPARTMENT OF CROP/SOIL SCIENCES, MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
For many years in Germany and other areas of
Europe, supina bluegrass
oS'>-"'PQ5\0""
(Poa sup ina Schrad.) has
been recognized as a species for athletic
fields because of its aggressive competitiveness as well as its exceptional wear
tolerance and disease resistance (Berner,
1980; Pietsch, 1989). Unlike other cool
season turfgrasses used for athletic fields,
supina bluegrass
is a stoloniferous
turfgrass. This provides for a more aggressive recovery as well as superior turf cover.
Previous evidence from Germany suggests
that supina bluegrass seeded at less than
10% in a mixture with other cool season
turfgrass will in time dominate the
turfgrass stand after several years of heavy
traffic (Pietsch, 1989). Being able to seed
supina bluegrass in a mixture of less than
10% also helps to alleviate the high cost
of supina bluegrass seed (about $80 Cdn/
kg). This information known, much of the
other information about the performance
of supina bluegrass has been hearsay or
otherwise researched in Germany.
Supranova
A series
of
- studies have been
conducted
at
Michigan
State
University since 1996
to determine how the supina
bluegrass "Supranova" performed in a cool season climate. These
studies include the investigation of different seeding ratios of supina bluegrass with
Kentucky bluegrass, optimal nitrogen fertilizer requirements, mowing heights and
shade tolerance for athletic field conditions.
An objective of the sup ina bluegrass
and Kentucky bluegrass seeding mixture
study was to determine the competitiveness of supina bluegrass over time when
seeded at different ratios. The seeding ratios investigated were 0,5, 10,25,50, and
100% supina bluegrass. The experiment
was conducted on a sand based root zone
(80: 10: 10, sand:soil:peat), and was established in June 1995. Each of the seeding
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ratios were fertilized with two levels of
nitrogen fertilizer (4 and 6 lbs. N/l,OOO
fe/year), and then were either subjected
to traffic or not. The Brinkman Traffic
Simulator (BTS) was used for traffic applications. Traffic applications were done
in the fall of each year (1996-99). Typical
wear associated during a National Football League game between the 40-yard
lines and hash marks was simulated. A
total of approximately 25 games per season was applied using the BTS. Fertilizer
regimes began during the 1996 growing
season and went through 1999. Spring
plant counts were taken in 1997-99 to determine the change in percent composition
of each species following fertilizer and
traffic treatments.
After only one season of simulated
football traffic, the percent composition
of supina bluegrass increased significant
in the 5, 10, 25, and 50% seeding ratios.
After three years of simulated football traffic, supina bluegrass was the predominant
species for most of the seeding ratios investigated. In addition, as long as there
was some Kentucky bluegrass present in
the turf composition (even 5%), there were
no significant differences that occurred in
turfgrass shear strength (stability) compared to a 100% Kentucky bluegrass
stand.
Investigations to determine the optimal
nitrogen fertilization and mowing height
were conducted at Michigan State University from 1996-99 on a loamy soil. Results
determined that under athletic field conditions, fertilizing at 41bs. Nil ,000 ft2/year
was optimal; while, 21bs. NIl,OOOfe/year
was too little. Mowing supina bluegrass
at 30 mm (1.25 inches) provided the best
and most uniform cover. When mowed at
14 mm (9116 inches), the supina bluegrass
provided a dense uniform cover, but would
not tolerate simulated athletic field traffic
at this low height. Mowing at a higher
height of 57 mm (2.25 inches), the supina
bluegrass provided excellent cover when
trafficked; however, at this higher mowing height the overall uniformity and
appearance of the turfgrass was not acceptable.

Added Benefits
Supina bluegrass is a true cool season
turfgrass. It continues to grow late into the
fall when most other turf species have
stopped growing. This ability to continue
late fall growth makes supina bluegrass a
desirable turf species for athletic fields,
especially for fall sports like football.
Therefore, the aggressiveness of supina
bluegrass makes it a very desirable turf
species for heavily trafficked situations in
cool season climates. Conversely, because
supina bluegrass is such an aggressive
turfgrass by stolons there may be a decrease in some sand root zones for
stability. This is due to the fact that supina
bluegrass lacks the rhizomes and therefore the stability associated with Kentucky
bluegrass, or the deep rooting of perennial ryegrass. However, when the ultimate
goal is to sustain a uniform playing surface, the combination of supina bluegrass
with an alternate cool season species is
favored.
In addition to the aforementioned benefits of supina bluegrass, it also has
excellent shade tolerance. Studies at
Michigan State University have consistently shown this to be true (Stier, et al.,
1996). Research investigating the optimal
turfgrass species for indoor athletic stadia determined supina bluegrass was the
superior turfgrass (Stier, et al., 1997). The
adaptability to shade can also be applied
to home lawns and golf courses where
shade problems exist. Supina bluegrass is
a species native to the mountain regions
of central Europe, and its cold tolerance
is very evident by its ability to continue
to grow during adverse growing conditions. It is usually the last turfgrass to go
into fall dormancy, and is the first to begin actively growing in the spring. In
Michigan, the only turfgrass disease found
to be associated with supina bluegrass is
pink snow mold. However, the symptoms
of pink snow mold are typically no longer
evident by the time the other cool season
turf species have begun to actively grow
in the spring. This is because the sup ina
bluegrass has already grown out of any
effects incurred by the pink snow mold.

When the goal is to sustain high quality turfgrass stands that can withhold the
vigor of athletic field conditions, any advantage a turf manager can implement is
always beneficial. Therefore, using supina
bluegrass alone or in a mix in order to have
a uniform and green cover will only add
to the success of a turf manager.
Currently, there are two commercial
varieties of supina bluegrass available
(Poa supina 'Supra' and P. supina
'Supranova' - available as Icon Turf in
Canada). Both of these varieties are from
Saatzucht Steinach in Germany. Please see

the seed chart on page 10 - Supranova is
also available from EroGreen. A third variety is being released in the near future
by Philipp Berner (Saatzucht Steinach)
who does the supina breeding in Germany.
With the recent success of supina
bluegrass in North America, supina
bluegrass breeding is underway in the
United States to develop even more varieties. The future of supina bluegrass
appears very promising, and its use in the
landscape, whether it is for golf courses,
athletic fields or home lawns, will only
increase .•
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