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Canada bluegrass 
Poa compressa L. 

 
Synonyms: None 
Other common names: flat-stem blue grass 
Family: Poaceae 
 
Invasiveness Rank:  The invasiveness rank is calculated based on a species’ ecological impacts, biological 
attributes, distribution, and response to control measures. The ranks are scaled from 0 to 100, with 0 representing a 
plant that poses no threat to native ecosystems and 100 representing a plant that poses a major threat to native 
ecosystems. 
 
Description 
Canada bluegrass is a rhizomatous, perennial grass that 
grows from 15 to 61 cm tall. The entire plant is blue-
green. Culms are bent (geniculate), smooth, and 
strongly flattened. Leaf blades are 1 to 4 mm wide and 
flat or folded. Ligules are ½ to 2 mm long. Sheaths 
remain open near their bases. Panicles are compact and 
63 ½ mm long with short, ascending to spreading 
branches. Spikelets are flattened and green to purple 
(Hultén 1968, Welsh 1974). 
 

 

 
 
Similar species: Canada bluegrass can be distinguished 
from all other bluegrasses in Alaska by its flat, two-
edged stem. 
 

Ecological Impact 
Impact on community composition, structure, and 
interactions: In Alaska, Canada bluegrass is restricted to 
anthropogenically altered habitats. It does not appear to 
change species composition or structure in native 
communities (I. Lapina – pers. obs.). 
Impact on ecosystem processes: Canada bluegrass 
seems to have little impact on native plant communities 
or successional processes (Rutledge and McLendon 
1996, I. Lapina – pers. obs.). 
 
Biology and Invasive Potential 
Reproductive potential: Canada bluegrass reproduces by 
seeds and rhizomes (Rutledge and McLendon 1996). 
Role of disturbance in establishment: Canada bluegrass 
establishes better in disturbed sites with bare soil than in 
areas with established vegetation (Turkington 1994). 
Potential for long-distance dispersal: Cattle and deer 
can carry seeds of Canada bluegrass large distances 
(Dore and McNeill 1980). 
Potential to be spread by human activity: Canada 
bluegrass is planted as a pasture grass and for erosion 
control (Hitchock and Cronquist 1973, Rutledge and 
McLendon 1996). It is a common contaminant in 
commercial seed (USDA, ARS 2005). 
Germination requirements: Seeds germinate well at 
temperatures between 20°C and 30°C. Pre-chilling at 
10°C or alternating temperatures increases germination 
rates (Sprague 1940, Rutledge and McLendon 1996). 
Growth requirements: Canada bluegrass is adapted to a 
wide range of soil types and textures with pH levels 
between 5 and 7. It grows on nutrient-poor soils and 
tolerates shade. This species requires 30 ½ to 114 cm of 
precipitation annually. Canada bluegrass can withstand 
winter temperatures as low as -39°C. It requires 90 
frost-free days for successful growth and reproduction 
(USDA 2002). 
Congeneric weeds: Annual bluegrass (Poa annua), fowl 
bluegrass (P. palustris), Kentucky bluegrass (P. 
pratensis ssp. pratensis), spreading bluegrass (P. 
pratensis ssp. irrigata), and rough bluegrass (P. 
trivialis) are known to occur as non-native weeds in 
Alaska (Hultén 1968, Royer and Dickinson 1999, 
Whitson et al. 2000, USDA 2002). 

 

Poa compressa L. Photo by R. Old. 
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Legal Listings 

Has not been declared noxious 
Listed noxious in Alaska 
Listed noxious by other states (CT) 
Federal noxious weed 
Listed noxious in Canada or other countries 

 
Distribution and abundance 
Canada bluegrass is a weed of waste places, roadsides, 
and yards (Hultén 1968, Gubanov et al. 2003). It can 
also be found in open woods, meadows, and beaches 
(Hitchcock and Cronquist 1973, Welsh 1974). This 
species is a poor competitor with Kentucky bluegrass 
and rough bluegrass. It is most successful on dry, sterile, 
and acidic soils that do not support the growth of 
Kentucky bluegrass or rough bluegrass (Rutledge and 
McLendon 1996, Gubanov et al. 2003). 
Native and current distribution: Canada bluegrass is 
native to Europe, West Asia, and North Africa (USDA, 
ARS 2005). It has been introduced to North America, 
South America, New Zealand, and East Asia. It has 
been documented from all three ecogeographic regions 
of Alaska (Hultén 1968, AKEPIC 2010). 
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Distribution of Canada bluegrass in Alaska 
 
 
Management 
A combination of mechanical and chemical methods can 
successfully control infestations of Canada bluegrass. 
Eradication efforts will likely damage coexisting species 
because Canada bluegrass is able to grow in close 
proximity to other plants (Butterfield et al. 1996, 
Rutledge and McLendon 1996, Sather 1996, Wisconsin 
DNR 2004). 
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