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Black-grass biology 
 
Understanding black-grass (Alopecurus myosuroides) biology is essential to tackle the problem effectively. Here are some key points to remember through the season. 

 

Aug  Sep  Oct  Nov  Dec    Jan     Feb  Mar  Apr  May  Jun  Jul 
 
Seed shed  Emergence         Spring emergence    Flowering    Maturity Seed shed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Light and moisture 
stimulate seed 
germination (15C 
optimum) 

80% emerges in 
autumn (Sep-Nov) 
– emergence 
pattern depends 
on moisture, 
temperature and 
dormancy 

Fine, hairless 
leaves, twisted 
leaf blade with 
blunt tip 

Most emerges 
from seed in 
the top 5cm 
of soil 

Average seed 
decline 70-
80% per year 
if undisturbed 

Ligule 2.5mm, 
blunt, finely 
serrated 

Narrow, dark 
purple flower 
head packed 
with single-
flowered 
spikelets 

One head 
can contain 
80-150 
seeds, shed 
before 
harvest 

Seed viability 
varies – 40-60% 
may germinate. 
Longevity is 1-5 
years 

Black-grass competes 
for light, water & 
nutrients: 12 plants/m2 
typically causes 5% yield 
loss in winter wheat 

Conditions during seed 
maturity affect dormancy 
Hot, dry = low dormancy 
Cool, damp = high 

Black-grass 
tillers in early 
spring. One 
plant typically 
produces 2-20 
tillers (can be 
>100) 

Herbicide-
resistance can 
be passed on 
in seed  

Mild, damp winters can 
extend germination 

Some seed 
is lost to 
natural 
predation 

97%+ control needed to 
prevent populations 
building 

Black-grass thrives on 
heavy, poorly drained soil 
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