Carex pansa (Pacific Dune Sedge): The sedge with the other name
By David Amme

An expansive meadow of Pacific dune sedge growing with coyote brush (Baccharis pilularis) and
sand reedgrass (Calamagrostis nutkaensis) surrounds a six foot wind blown Monterey Pine at
Asilomar, Pacific Grove, CA.
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Carex pansa (Pacific Dune Sedge): The sedge with the other name
Carex pansa (Pacific dune sedge), a native creeping, meadow-forming sedge is grown in
the horticultural trade in California as a meadow or lawn substitute (Amme 2003). Pacific dune
sedge is also known as sand-dune sedge and in the horticultural trade as Western or California
meadow sedge in order to distinguishes it from “meadow sedges” known in the eastern United
States. Carex pansa is a strong creeping sedge that grows intermittently along the Pacific coast
in sand dune swales and meadows immediately beyond the shore. It ranges from British
Columbia south to central California dunes complexes north of Point Conception including the
Oceano and Guadalupe dunes south of Pismo Beach, and on Santa Rosa Island in the Channel
Islands off the coast of Santa Barbara (Howitt and Howell 1964, Eastwood 1941). Carex pansa
was first identified as a distinct species in 1888 by Liberty Hyde Bailey Jr., the renowned Cornell
University botanist and horticulturist, who collected specimens near the mouth of the Columbia
River in Oregon and Washington Territory (Bailey 1888, Curto and Fross 2006).
C. pansa is closely related to Carex praegracilis (clustered field sedge), which inhabits
seasonally moist alkaline or serpentine soils in the prairies and plains throughout most of North
America from Alaska, through Canada and the Midwest, and from Washington and Oregon east
of the Cascades south throughout California to Mexico and South America (Wilson et al. 2008,
Hickman 1993). Carex praegracilis was named earlier than C. pansa in 1884 by botanist
William Boott, from material collected near San Diego (Boott 1884). In California C.
praegracilis is commonly found in wet swales in the valleys and mountain meadows west of the
Sierra crest, in moist coastal strand sites, notably along the shore and serpentine soils of San
Francisco Bay near Tiburon (Penalos 1963), and along the shores areas of California’s central
and south coast (Howitt and Howell 1964, Hickman 1993). It is found in mesic areas in Death
Valley and in the desert mountains.

Carex pansa (Mackenzie 1940a)

Carex praegracilis (Mackenzie 1940b)

The two species are distinguished by a number of characters. Carex pansa has slightly
wider leaves and is shorter in stature than C. praegracilis. In the wild, C. pansa rarely exceeds 8
inches in height, but may be slightly taller in protected areas, in wet, mesic areas or in the shade.
Natural stands of Carex praegracilis are more erect and normally reach 16 to 24 inches in height
(Curto and Fross 2006). Carex pansa seeds have a glossy dark brown color while the slightly
larger C. praegracilis seeds are a dull yellow brown in color. The inflorescence of C.
praegracilis is generally narrower than the more compact C. pansa inflorescence. Gene flow is
sure to exist between these two closely related species, especially in the Oceano and Guadalupe
dune areas (Hoover 1970). In their article “A sedge by another name . . . is confusing”, Curto
and Fross (2006) lament that the proper name for Carex pansa should be Carex praegracilis. At
some point the fickle rules of nomenclature may submerge C. pansa into C. praegracilis with a
footnote or possibly variety status. The real question is: what does L.H. Bailey’s epithet “pansa”
mean? According to the Latin translation pansa means “splay-footed”, which suggests a
meaning of “to lay flat” or “flat/spreading”. The Latin epithet praegracilis means “very
slender”.

Carex pansa sweeping up the white sand dunes windward of the Asilomar State
Park surrounding a Monterey pine and overtopping coyote brush.

The most well-known and best example of native California Carex pansa habitat along
California’s coast is on the northwest facing exposure of the Monterey Peninsula in the granitewhite sands and mesic depressions of Asilomar State Park and Spanish Bay between Point Pinos
and just beyond Point Joe. Here, Carex pansa grows with stunted, wind blown Monterey pines
almost identical in appearance to similar settings in Oregon’s sand dunes where Carex pansa is
associated with shore pine and Sitka spruce. It is important to note that Carex praegracilis was
also identified in the dunes near Elkhorn Slough and on Monterey Peninsula shore dune habitat
near Asilomar and in more inland (mesic pine forest) sites (Howitt and Howell 1964). This
reflects Robert Hoover’s (1970) observations regarding C. praegracilis’ great variation in the
shore dune sites in the Guadalupe dune complex of Monterey County.

Before the street curbs were installed around the Asilomar State Park Campus in the
1980’s, vehicles parked on the flat road shoulders clothed with the durable Carex pansa. A few
cuttings were collected (by the author) on the roadsides and increased through divisions.
Eventually the divisions were given to John Greenlee, California’s legendary graminoid
horticulturist, to be further divided and tested. Greenlee had also selected the taller ‘Laguna’
cultivar of Carex praegracilis from the Laguna Mountains of San Diego County (Curto and
Fross 2006). The first ‘Asilomar’ C. pansa meadow was created at Greenlee’s coastal test
garden in Malibu, California in the late 1980’s. Eventually, enough seed was collected to grow
and sell many thousands of plugs. Nurseries in the north and south coast area purchased the
Asilomar selection and increased their own stocks. The numbers of C. pansa plants have been
growing exponentially ever since. Carex pansa container pots and plugs are currently being
produced by well over 22 nurseries and growers from San Diego to Northern California,
Washington State and British Columbia (Calflora 2008).
The Asilomar ‘ecotype’ has been planted in all kinds of sites and settings from Las Vegas
to San Diego to the Napa and Sonoma valleys. It is largely untested in the Eastern US but has
proven durable in Texas and Colorado and grows well in all parts of California below 3500 ft.
(Greenlee 1992). The Asilomar variety has been proven hands-down to be one of the finest
sedges for making a lawn substitute or an unmowed natural meadow. Meanwhile, plants with
similar characteristics identified as Carex praegracilis collected in the South Coast area, have
also proven to be extremely effective as unmowed meadows and mowed ‘lawns’. One of the
oldest and most dramatic examples of a C. praegracilis lawn exists in the Leaning Pine
Arboretum on the campus of California Polytechnic State University in San Luis Obispo (Curto
and Fross 2006). Around the same time an Asilomar C. pansa meadow was planted at Sonoma
State College on the north side of the campus near the Environmental Technology Center.

A healthy sod of Carex pansa ‘Asilomar’ at the Sonoma State College Environmental
Technology Center in Rohnert Park, south of Santa Rosa, CA.

C. pansa is well adapted to the garden setting. Unmowed, it grows up to 8 - 10 inches
high. It tolerates a variety of soil types and temperatures, from sandy, exposed seacoasts to clay
soils and hot, inland valleys. It tolerates moderate traffic. Like most sedges, it grows well in
partial shade. Mowing two to three times per year at 3-4 inches keeps the foliage low, healthy
and lawn-like. Unmowed, it makes an attractive natural deep green meadow and remains
evergreen in all but the coldest climates.
Establishing Carex pansa by broadcast seeding is very difficult because the seed is
difficult to collect in large enough amounts, it is very slow to emerge in field conditions, and
establishes sporadically with the increasing competition from weeds, fickle irrigation, and dry
spells. Pacific dune sedge is established quickly from plugs that are grown from seed or
divisions in controlled conditions and planted 6 to 12 inches on center (Greenlee 2000). If
planted in the winter and spring with adequate moisture and fertilizer, the plugs will generally
close canopy by the end of the first summer. Once established Carex pansa will stay green
yearlong with occasional irrigation (Greenlee 1992). Plan ahead and reserve or have plugs
contract grown.

An unmowed meadow of Carex pansa ‘Asilomar’ in the Napa Valley at the Long Meadow
Ranch Rutherford Gardens on Hwy 29.

When planting C. pansa plugs for a meadow or lawn it is important that top 5-10 inches
of soil is not severely compacted. This is often the case with new home sites after construction.
In heavy clay soils, organic amendments and a little extra moisture will be required for
successful establishment. Towards the end of the summer C. pansa is susceptible to occasional
rust. This can be prevented by applying a light application of a soluble NPK fertilizer, mowing,
and/or curtailing the irrigation. C. pansa grows more slowly and has a lower transpiration rate
than turf grass. Occasional deep irrigation during the California dry season is necessary to keep
C. pansa looking good and prevent dormancy. A Carex pansa meadow or lawn only needs a
fraction of the water that it takes to support a thirsty transpiring grass lawn.

An unmowed meadow of Pacific dune sedge growing on a partially shaded hillside above a patio
in a San Rafael garden.
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