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Switchgrass Production

Switchgrass is a summer perennial grass that is native to North America. It was a natural component of the tall-grass prairie which covered must of the Great Plains, as well as the southern and eastern United States. Because it is native, switchgrass is resistant to many pests and plant diseases. This means that the need for agricultural chemicals to grow switchgrass is relatively low. Switchgrass is also very tolerant of poor soils, flooding and drought. There are two main types of switchgrass: upland types, which usually grow 5 to 6 feet tall and are adapted to well drained soils, and low land types, that grow up to 12 feet tall and which are typically found on heavy soils in bottomland sites. Varieties of switchgrass that would be adapted to areas of Wisconsin would grow up to five or six feet. Establishing plantings of switchgrass can be challenging. The seed of switchgrass is very small, and much of it is dormant (will not germinate) right after it is harvested. However, aging, treating it with water and chilling temperatures (stratification) or storing it in warm conditions will break dormancy. Partly because of the small size of the seed, switchgrass seedlings tend to be slow to develop, and are susceptible to weed competition. Because switchgrass seedlings place most of their roots near the surface, they are very vulnerable to dry conditions for several weeks after germinating. Unfortunately, there are no herbicides approved for weed control during establishment of switchgrass. However, it can still be successfully established by no-till planting and other strategic approaches. Switchgrass reaches full yield only in the third year after planting; it produces a quarter to a third of full yield in the first year, and about two thirds of full yield in the second year. When managed for energy production it can be cut once or twice a year with regular hay or silage equipment. Switchgrass has a huge, permanent root system that penetrates over 10 feet into the soil, and weighs as much (6-8 tons/acres) as the above-ground growth from one year. The production of alternative crops such as switchgrass has the potential to be used as an alternative fuel to “soften” the decreasing availability of oil based fuels. Research conducted in Iowa has shown yields from production fields for one-cut systems of 1 to 4 tons per acre. Switchgrass yields harvested from research plots in two-cut systems ranged from 2 to 6.4 tons per acre. Possible concerns for the production of switchgrass in our area would be that we have predominately sandy soils which would pose challenges to getting acceptable stands of switchgrass established. Potential yields for switchgrass grown on sandy soils would likely be significantly lower than stands grown on silt-loam soils. Switchgrass is a grass and does not have the ability to fix or produce nitrogen. Iowa has some research studies in which the plantings of switchgrass have received applications of 77 to 150 pounds of nitrogen per acre. The fertilization needs for long-term, annually harvested switchgrass have not yet been determined, but applications of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium would likely be needed on a yearly basis.
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