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Japanese Stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum)

By Victoria Wallace, Alyssa Siegel-Miles, and Klaudia Sowizral
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e OVERVIEW: Annual grass. 1-3 ft in height. Arching,
delicate habit (Figure 1). Similar in appearance to
young bamboo.

e LEAVES: Alternate, lance-shaped, and 1-3 in long.
Bright green. Upper blade sparsely hairy (silver hairs
down the center) (Figure 2). Sheath margin and col-
lar hairy. Asymmetrical (off-center, shiny mid-rib).
Broader and shorter than the leaves of most other
annual grasses. Leaves are smooth when rubbed in
both directions. Leaves become purple/reddish and
pale yellow in late fall. Auricles absent.

e STEMS: Stoloniferous, which can increase the densi-
ty of the infestation. Young stems may be reddish.
After plants die back in late fall, dead, straw-colored
stems persist through winter.

e FLOWERS: Flowers on 1- to 3-branched spikes
formed at the top of each stem in late summer/early
fall (Figure 3). Inflorescences can either require polli-
nation or self-pollinate.

e ROOTS: Shallow, fibrous root system. Adventitious
roots extend from the nodes, creating the appear-
ance of “stilts” at the base of the plant (Figure 4).

e REPRODUCTION: Annual plant; reproduction by seed
only (between 100 and 1,000 seeds per plant). Com-
pared to crabgrass, seeds germinate earlier in early
spring and mature later in fall (mid-Sept.-Oct.). Seeds
remain viable in the seed bank for five or more years
and spread through soil and water movement. Soil
disturbance enhances germination.

Japanese stiltgrass is most commonly found in flood-

plains, stream banks, moist woodlands, and areas that -

t il disturb h lli . From top: 1) an infestation of Japanese stiltgrass forms a broad mat
are prone O.SOI |s_ur e_mces,. suc .a.S g, mowm_g, (Photo by Alyssa Siegel-Miles); 2) close up of foliage; 3) flowers
and deer traffic. It thrives in moist, acidic to neutral soils  (photos 2-3 by Leslie J. Mehrhoff, University of Connecticut, Bug-
that are relatively high in nitrogen. While the plant wood.org); 4) (inset) distinct stilted roots (Photo source: Ohio State
readily invades shaded areas (Figure 5), it is also able to 5;%2r;/n://5)c($n510n); 5) an infestation in a forest area (Photo by
tolerate full sun and a low height of cut, enabling it to '
persist in a lawn environment.
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Control:

Early detection and control is critical to prevent severe infestations. As seeds are viable in the seed bank for five years
or more, all control methods listed must be completed and monitored for multiple years. Reclaimed areas may be
seeded with native or non-invasive nurse grasses. Contact your local extension specialist for recommendations.
MECHANICAL CONTROL:

¢ Hand-pulling may be feasible for small populations. The plant’s shallow root system makes it easy to pull. Plants
can be left on site if they have not yet flowered. However, if the infestation includes flowering plants, they should
be properly disposed of in garbage bags and disposed in municipal waste. If logistics permit, pulling after July (but
before flowering) is preferred because, with earlier pulling, the soil disturbance may allow seeds in the seed bank
time to germinate and establish.

e Mowing is an effective option to reduce seed production, either regularly at a low height of cut or once in late
summer after plants have flowered, but before the seeds have set. Tilling may also be effective when done
following the same precautions and timing as mowing.

¢ Flame weeding has been shown to be effective in moist sites where fire hazard can be mitigated.

e New York State Parks & Recreation has had success with several experimental methods, including covering
stiltgrass infestations with 4-6 inches of mulch and seeding directly into the decomposing layer. Their experiments
also indicate that using dry ice in late August can kill the plant, due to its lack of cold tolerance, and may prevent
reinvasion for a few years while allowing native plants to re-emerge (nyis.info).

CHEMICAL CONTROL: Follow label direction when using all chemical treatments.

e While pre-emergent herbicides for grassy weed control can control the majority of germination, pre- and post-
emergent herbicides are most effective when used in combination. Pre-emergents can be applied at intervals
throughout the growing season to prevent germination, while post-emergents are applied when the plant is in full
leaf, before seed set.

e When treating stiltgrass in wetland areas, ensure that an herbicide suitable for wetlands is used.

Distribution:

Japanese stiltgrass currently has been recorded throughout much of the east coast, with a reported presence in 16
states. Populations of stiltgrass can be observed from New England south to Florida, and west to scattered counties
in Texas.

Background and Common Look alikes:

Japanese stiltgrass is native to Asia, including China, India, Japan, Korea,
and Malaysia. It was introduced to Tennessee in 1919 as material used
to package porcelain. Japanese stiltgrass is commonly mistaken for the
native perennial Virginia cutgrass (Leersia virginica) or some of the
Smartweeds (Persicaria spp.). Proper identification is crucial to effec-
tively manage its spread.
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