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Commons' Panic-grass

Dichanthelium ovale
(Ell.) Gould & C.A. Clark

ssp. pseudopubescens

(Nash) Freckmann & Lelong

State Status: Special Concern
Federal Status: None

DESCRIPTION: Commons’ Panic-grass
(Dichanthelium ovale ssp. pseudopubescens) is a short
(15-60 cm; 6-24 in.), hairy perennial in the Grass family
(Poaceae). It grows in small clumps and becomes more
branched and bushy through the summer. Similar to
other panic-grasses, Commons’ Panic-grass has an open,
branched cluster of small spikelets, and each spikelet
contains a single floret (a small individual flower). In
Commons’ Panic-grass, the inflorescence is 3 to 10 cm
tall. The lower stems and leaf sheaths (the lower part of
the leaf surrounding the stem) of Commons’ Panic-grass
are hairy. The upper leaf blades are 2 to 6 mm wide and
somewhat hairy on both the upper and lower surfaces.

AIDS TO IDENTIFICATION: To positively identify
Commons’ Panic-grass and other species of
Dichanthelium, a technical manual must be used.
Commons’ Panic-grass is distinguished from other
members of the genus in part by its distinct ligules of
hairs that are 1 to 4 mm long extending from the top of
the leaf sheath. Commons’ Panic-grass is also
characterized by its spikelets, which are 2.1 t0 2.6 mm
long. Hairs on the vegetative structures of Commons’
Panic-grass do not have a small blister (pustule) at the
base of each hair.
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Commons’ Panic-grass growing with other sand plain vegetation on
the coast of Massachusetts. Photo by Bruce Sorrie.

SIMILAR SPECIES: In Massachusetts,
Commons’sPanic-grass must be distinguished from
Dichanthelium ovale ssp. villosissimum, which has
pustulose-based hairs on the leaf sheaths and larger
leaves that are 6 to 10 mm wide. Commons' Panic-grass
can be distinguished from other common Dichanthelium
species by spikelet length. Both Round-fruited Panic-
grass (D. sphaerocarpon) and Auburn Panic-grass (D.
acuminatum) have smaller spikelets while Few-flowered
Panic-grass (D. oligosanthes) has larger spikelets.

POPULATION STATUS IN MASSACHUSETTS:
Commons’ Panic-grass is listed under the Massachusetts
Endangered Species Act as Special Concern. All listed
species are protected from killing, collecting, possessing,
or sale, and from activities that would destroy habitat
and thus directly or indirectly cause mortality or disrupt
critical behaviors. Commons’ Panic-grass is currently
known from Barnstable and Dukes Counties, and was
documented historically from Nantucket County.
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RANGE: Commons’ Panic-grass occurs on the coastal
plain from Massachusetts to Florida and locally at inland
locations from Pennsylvania to Illinois. It also occurs in
Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin.

HABITAT: Commons’ Panic-grass is typically found
in dry, sandy habitat on the coastal plain and in sand
barrens. It can also be found in dry pine-oak woods in
sites with moderate disturbance. Sandy areas along
roadsides and power line cuts may provide ongoing
disturbances needed to maintain habitat for Commons’
Panic-grass. Plants found in association with Commons’
Panic-grass include Auburn Panic-grass, Little Bluestem
(Schizachyrium scoparium), and Pitch Pine (Pinus
rigida).

THREATS AND MANAGEMENT
RECOMMENDATIONS: Known habitat locations for
Commons’ Panic-grass should be protected from
dramatic changes in light or moisture conditions.
Moderate disturbance may be needed periodically to
maintain sandy habitat and to prevent competition and
succession. All active management of rare plant
populations (including invasive species removal) is
subject to review under the Massachusetts Endangered
Species Act, and should be planned in close consultation
with the Massachusetts Natural Heritage & Endangered
Species Program.
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