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Erosion is a natural process, but ground disturbance can accelerate the rate of soil loss. To retard this effect, the soil 

surface should be protected by some form of cover. Erosion usually begins with raindrop impact. The energy released 

by the raindrop causes soil particles to go into suspension and move with the water. As flowing water accumulates, it 

forms rills and gullies that further accelerate soil erosion. Once flowing water slows, the energy dissipates and soil is 

left behind as sediment. This is called deposition. 

 

In landscapes, we usually want to retard erosion. However, bare areas are inevitably left behind following construction 

or other major disturbances. In many cases, erosion can be mitigated by using mulches. Rock, gravel, wood chips, and 

bark dissipate the energy of raindrop impact and allow the water to infiltrate the soil surface and percolate through the 

soil. Soils have a limited capacity for absorbing water and during intense rainfall events we can expect some overland 

flow. 

 

Anytime unoccupied growing space is made available, some plant will eventually occupy this space. In ecology, this 

growing space is called a “niche”. Weeds are the pioneer species of ornamental landscapes and gardens. By anticipat-

ing these ecological processes, you can choose desirable plants that will occupy these niches instead of undesirable 

weeds. 

 

Perennial native grasses are a good choice for erosion control because they have fibrous root systems that bind soil 

together and will require little or no irrigation once they are established. Leaves and litter from grasses protect the soil 

from raindrop impact. Perennial grasses also increase soil organic matter and water infiltration rates. As roots die, their 

decomposition leaves behind organic matter and the empty spaces create voids where water can more easily flow into 

and through the soil profile. 

 

Grasses are usually classified as warm-season or cool-season species. This refers to the season in which they grow 

most readily. They are also classified into bunch grasses or sod forming species. Bunch grasses are frequently sold as 

ornamentals and create attractive accents in the landscape. Sod forming grasses spread horizontally through stolons 

(above ground shoots) and/or rhizomes (below ground shoots) and are preferable for erosion control due to their 

spreading growth habit. Warm season species are best planted during summer and cool season species are best 

planted in the fall.  

 

Choosing the correct species for your site and soils is another matter. Different soil types can affect the success (or 

failure) of native grass plantings. Since native grass seed can be expensive, do some research on the native species 

that are present in your area. In Yavapai County, some desirable sod-forming grasses are buffalograss (Bouteloua 

dactyloides), vine mesquite (Panicum obtusum), and blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis). Deergrass (Muhlenbergia ri-

gens), sideoats grama (Bouteloua curtipendula) and sand dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus) are native bunchgrass-

es. Deergrass has become very popular for use in landscapes and is widely available in nurseries. 

 

You can transplant and divide individual grass plants of desirable native species to new locations from elsewhere on 

your property. Provide some irrigation to help them for the first year. It is important to transplant grasses during their 

season of active growth.  
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You may also collect seed from native grasses. Collect seed heads only after they have cured (dried) on the plant. Shat-

ter the seed heads in your hands and spread the shattered material in areas where you want that grass species to be-

come established, then rake the soil to ensure contact with the soil surface. Supplemental irrigation will promote better 

germination and establishment. Germination and subsequent growth is slow, but this process works and, over time the 

desirable grasses should predominate. 

 

Additional Resources 
 
Yavapai County Native and Naturalized Plant Database  
 
Establishing/Re-establishing Native Grasses in Yavapai County  
 

https://cals.arizona.edu/yavapaiplants/
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/extension.arizona.edu/files/attachment/NativeGrasses-HowtoEstablish.pdf

