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Non-Native Species 
 

 
Buffelgrass 
Pennisetum ciliare 

Non-native grass introduced as a dry-land range grass that has spread into American and Australian 
desertlands. Leaves are variable, 3 to 50 cm long and wider than most natives, 2 to 13 mm across. 
Mature leaves often have red-purple coloration. The spikelike inflorescence and bristly flowers and 
seeds help separate it from native bunchgrasses. Seedlings appear flattened; leaves emerge at 180 
degree angles to each other.  

How to ID: Wide leaves; spikelike inflorescence; bristly flowers; when dry, yellowish coloration 
from a distance 
 
 

 
Fountain Grass 
Pennisetum setaceum 

An ornamental grass that has escaped landscaped areas. A tall, dense plant to 1.5 meters. Leaves are 20 
to 65 cm long and 2 to 3.5 mm wide. The lateral margins of the leaves are serrate. Running a finger 
along the edge indicates how rough they are. They are capable of cutting skin if not handled carefully. 
Flowers and seeds are located on the terminal 8 to 32 cm of the flowerstalk. Seeds have numerous long 
bristles and red-purple coloration, fading to beige with age. Typically grows in boulder piles and along 
washes.  

How to ID: Narrow, long leaves, rough on edges; long flowerstalk; tall, dense, grass from a 
distance; beige when dry  
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Native Species 
 

 
Arizona Cottontop 
Digitaria californica 

Bunchgrass to 1 meter tall with conspicuous white seedheads, these with 4 to 10 finger-like branches 
atop a long stem. Stem is often bent at the base. Short leaves 2 to 12 cm long and 2 to 5 mm across. 
Seed 3 to 5 mm long with dense white hairs. Usually found on north slopes and in boulder piles. 

How to ID: Showy white, cottony seedheads 
 
 

 
Big Galleta 
Hilaria rigida 

Large bunchgrass that bears some resemblance to buffelgrass. Leaves are short, 2 to 10 cm long and 2 to 
5 mm wide. The flowers and seeds, if present, differ from buffelgrass in that they have only a single 
bristle on each seed. Seeds do bear hairs, though. Look for the wide bract below the flower or seed. Also 
look for fine, cobwebby hairs on the stems and leaves. (If the plant is hairless but otherwise fits the 
description, it may be big galleta's cousin tobosa grass.) From a distance, note the whitish appearance of 
the plants, compared to the yellowish coloration in buffelgrass.  

How to ID: Single bristle on each seed; fine hairs on stems and leaves; when dry, whitish 
appearance from distance 
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Bullgrass  
Muhlenbergia emersleyi 

The plant is over 1 meter tall, with leaves to 50 cm long; leaves can be flat or folded, 2 to 6 mm across. 
Flowering and fruiting heads are dense with some reddish color. Short, fine awns on the seeds give the 
inflorescence a feathery appearance. 

How to ID: Tall grass with dense, soft inflorescence 
 
 

 
Bush Muhly 
Muhlenbergia porteri 

Bushy, weak-stemmed grass often growing with support of shrubs. It can reach 1 meter tall or more. It is 
a very fine, feathery plant. Leaves are short, 2 to 8 cm long and 0.5 to 2 mm wide. Fresh growth is green, 
but it turns red-purple with time, fading after maturity to beige. The inflorescence branches stiffly at 
right angles from the stem; flowers and seeds are found at the ends of long stalks.  

How to ID: Dense, weak-stemmed grass with short leaves 
 
 
















