
Perennial Ryegrass in the Great Plains 
 

We always are looking for that perfect grass, and some folks seem to think they have found it with perennial 

ryegrass. People often ask me to suggest grasses to plant for their pasture. After I tell them what I think 

would work best, sometimes they ask "Why didn’t you suggest perennial ryegrass?". 

 

Good question. Some magazine articles sure make you think ryegrass is the best grass ever. And, in some 

ways, they are right.  Perennial ryegrass is the highest quality forage grass throughout the world. Wherever 

it’s adapted and grows well, nothing produces more beef or milk or wool per acre than perennial ryegrass. 

So in pasture-dominated regions, like New Zealand, Ireland, and England, perennial ryegrass clearly is the 

species of choice. 

 

So why aren’t we using it here? Well, the key word is "adapted". Perennial ryegrass thrives in a moist, mild-

temperature climate. It can survive quite cold winter temperatures, but it hates hot weather, especially if it 

also is dry. With its shallow root system, lengthy periods of dry soil, both summer and winter, cause severe 

stand loss.  In our region, it’s our hot, dry summers and sometimes the dry, exposed winters that cause 

persistence problems for ryegrass. 

 

That means ryegrass won’t last long in our dryland pastures. But, it might work as part of the mix in 

irrigated pasture, especially where high quality for yearlings or dairy cows is needed. At least for a while. If 

you use it, though, be prepared to reseed every few years. 

 

I think it’s too risky to try pure stands of perennial ryegrass around here. But in a mix, with well-managed 

irrigation, and willingness to reseed occasionally, it might work. 
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