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Rough Fescue in Oregon 

E. William Anderson and David L. Franzen 

Rough fescue (Festuca scabrella) grows in southeastern 
Oregon on Hart Mountain in Lake county at about 42° 28' N 
latitude and on Steens Mountain in Harney county at about 
42° 35' N latitude. We know of no other location in Oregon 
where this species grows. 

Hodgkinson and Young (1973) reported the specific 
occurrence of this species in Washington as being primarily 
north of 47° N latitude and east of the Cascade Mountains. 
Other studies indicate that the main range of occurrence of 
rough fescue is in comparable northern latitudes on both 
sides of the Rockies and north into Canada. Several plant 
manuals report the species to be in Wyoming and Colorado; 
others specifically for Utah, Nevada and California do not 
include it as occurring there. 

Is Hart Mountain the most southerly occurrence of rough 
fescue west of the Rocky Mountains? 

On Hart Mountain rough fescue occurs as individual 
plants or in small sparse stands on north exposures above 
6,000 feet elevation. The most extensive occurrence is above 
7,000 feet elevation on the undulating mountaintop. The soil 
of this site is Hapgood very gravelly loam which is very dark 
brown in color and has an effective rooting zone of more than 
40 inches. The climate on Hart Mountain is cold in winter and 
relatively cool in summer with a lOto 50 day frost free period. 
Based on indicator plant species and observed summer and 
winter storm patterns, annual precipitation is probably about 
12 to 15 inches in the area where rough fescue occurs on 
north (cool) exposures and about 15 to 18 or more inches on 
the mountaintop. Based on local weather data, about 40°h of 
this precipitation occurs during the growing season. 

The best stands of rough fescue on Hart Mountain occur in 
patches which appear as if they might be related to past 
lightning-caused fires. This concept is supported by con- 
trolled burning studies on rough fescue plant communities 
in Alberta by Bailey and Anderson (1978). They reported that 
burning did not harm rough fescue as long as the plant was 
dormant. They also reported (1980) that, in spite of high burn 
temperatures, rough fescue initiated green shoots which 
became conspicuous on the burn about a week after the fire. 
Late summer or autumn lightning fires may have actually 
encouraged the growth of rough fescue on top of Hart 
Mountain. 

In a good stand of rough fescue on top of Hart Mountain, it 
dominates the canopy cover—up to 25% has been 
observed—and, because of its size, it also dominates the 
aspect or physiognamy of the plant community. Associated 
species are the same or similar to those reported from more 
northern latitudes and include Idaho fescue (Festuca ida- 
hoensis), Sandberg bluegrass (Poa sandbergii), prairie june- 
grass (Koeleria cristata), Douglas sedge (Carex douglasii), 
redball avens (Geum ciliatum), arrowleaf balsamroot (Balsa- 
morhiza sagittata), wyeth buckwheat (Eriogonum hera- 
cleoides), pearleverlasting (Anaphalis margaritacea), and 

yarrow (Achillea Ianulosa). Mountain big sagebrush (Arte- 
misia tridentata vaseyana), low sagebrush (A. arbuscula), 
lanceleaf green rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus 
lanceolatus), and prickly gilia (Leptodactylon pun gens) are 
common in the stand. 

Hodgkinson and Young (1973) suggest that rough fescue 
should be managed as the key species when it comprises 
15% of the total forage yield. Stout, McLean and Quinton 
(1981) make the same recommendation with 15% of the total 
plant composition being the criterion. We think that on Hart 
Mountain, which is within the Hart Mountain National Ante- 
lope Refuge, rough fescue is such an important species 
ecologically and from a forage standpointthat special care is 
needed to encourage its expansion to whatever extent can 
be attained as dictated by sitecapability. This does not mean 
eliminating livestock grazing. But it does requirethe applica- 
tion of a grazing system that takes into account the physio- 
logical requirements of the species as reported by Stout et al. 
(1981). The current rotation of deferred grazing system, 
which takes these requirements into account, involves alter- 
nate year early-su mmer/late-summer grazing coupled with 
moderate utilization. This system appears to be expanding 
the occurrence of rough fescue on Hart Mountain. A trial is 
being contemplated to determine if planned autumn burning 
will accelerate this process. 
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