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hen Hawaii's farmers need alow-growing cover

crop for their coffee, ornamental tree, or macad-
amia orchards, the USDA Plant Materials Center on
Molokai often recommends the cultivar ‘Tropic Lalo’
paspalum (Paspalum hieronymii). This non-invasive
grass grows fairly quickly, forming athick mat of veg-
etation that chokes out weeds and protects val uabl e top-
soil from erosion. Asthe orchard canopy fillsin, ‘ Tropic
Lao’ adjusts to the decline in sunlight. This grass can
also enduretherigorsof farmlife by surviving well under
equipment traffic, and it is often planted on access roads
and other equipment-bearing areas.

Characteristics

‘Tropic Lalo’ isarapidly spreading, stoloniferous grass
that usually attains a height of about 12 inches (30 cm)
but may reach aheight of 24 inches (60 cm) under moist,
fertile conditions. The plant originated in Brazil and was
introduced to Hawaii in 1968. The leaves arelinear, ap-
proximately 3-9 inches (8-23 cm) long and ¥z inch (13
mm) wide. Coarse hairs about 16— inch (1.6 to 3 mm)
long cover the leaves and stems. The flowering stems
are semi-erect and 1224 inches (30-60 cm) high, de-
pending upon soil fertility. The plant produces many sto-
lons that readily root at the nodes, resulting in a dense
mat. Seed reproduction is minimal, and only about 1—
2% of the seed produced isviable, so the plant is propa-
gated vegetatively.

‘Tropic Lalo’ is dower growing and requires less
management than kikuyugrass. It provides a better
ground cover than bahiagrass and hilograss, and it grows
faster than bahiagrass.

_____________________________________________________|
Benefits provided by ‘Tropic Lalo’

ExceLLENT low-maintenance ground cover for
erosion control

Goop for quick growth and establishment, for
suppressing weeds, for access roads

ToLeraTEs shade, acidic and low fertility soils

Use In plantation and orchard cropping systems
including macadamia, coffee, and papaya

Environmental requirements

‘Tropic Lalo’ is adapted to awide range of soil textures
from coarse to fine, and it tolerates soil pH from 4.5 to
7.0. It issomewhat tolerant of infertile soils. This grass
iswell adapted to subtropical areas that have an annual
rainfall of 40-100inches (1000-2500 mm). ‘ TropicLalo’
does not tolerate long dry periods. It is somewhat toler-
ant of low-lying, wet soils but not of waterlogged con-
ditions. Newly established plants are susceptible to
drought. ‘Tropic Lalo’ tolerates 50-60% shade with
slower growth and less dense mat formation under
shaded conditions. In Hawaii, ‘ Tropic Lalo’ growsyear-
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round at elevations ranging from sea level to 4000 ft,
according to the USDA Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service (NRCYS). It is adapted to a wider environ-
mental range than seashore paspalum, acrop that isusu-
aly planted around backish water.

Establishment

‘Tropic Lalo’ is vegetatively propagated from sprigs
(stem cuttings) or stolons planted on gridsranging from
12 x 12 inches up to 36 x 36 inches. The closer spacing
is recommended when the field has a history of weed
infestation. The propagul es are either broadcast onto the
soil surface and lightly covered by disking or buried in
shallow furrows 1-3 ft apart. The minimum planting rate
should be 40 bushels of sprigs or stolons per acre; use
morefor closer spacings. In 12 x 12 inch plantings, com-
plete cover may be achieved in six weeks.

If propagation materia islimited and the areato be
planted islarge, it may be necessary to establish anurs-
ery as asource of planting material.

Use herbicides, disking, or both to control weeds
before planting. Seedbed preparation can be minimal,
but establishment of ‘ Tropic Lalo’ is usually most suc-
cessful in awell prepared seedbed.

The sprigs and newly established plants are suscep-
tibleto drought, so the planting may haveto beirrigated
to keep the soil moist. Mow the crop frequently during
establishment to control weeds.

Uses

Weed control

Once established, ‘Tropic Lalo’ smothers weeds with
its thick, mat-like growth habit, making it a good low-
mai ntenance tool for reduced-chemical or nonchemical
weed control.

Erosion control on slopes

Farmerscanrely on an established cover of ‘ TropicLalo’
paspalum as a sustainable soil conservation tool to pre-
serve valuable topsoil on sloping fields and prevent
waterwaysand roadsidesfrom gullying. Thisgrass' thick
mat and strong root system effectively holds soil in place.
The mat will trap large amounts of sediment from water
runoff.

Access roads

Plantogrow ‘Tropic Lal0’ in areasthat experience heavy
equipment use. This strong, rugged grass has proven its
hardinessinfield accessroadsand in other heavy traffic
zones.

Soil quality improvement

Significant soil quality benefits such as improved soil
structure, better water infiltration rates, and increased
water-holding capacity result from using permanent
cover crops such as‘ Tropic Lalo’.

Grass/legume mixtures

Sustainable farmers often mix two or more cover crops
to combine the agronomic benefits of grasses and le-
gumes. When well designed, this method of crop diver-
sification tends to reduce the farmer’s risks from soil,
pest, and weather problems. Try combinationsof ‘ Tropic
Lalo’ with white clover (Trifolium repens), big trefoil
(Lotus pedunculatus), or non-invasive desmodiums.

Cover crop maintenance

‘Tropic Lalo’ responds to nitrogen (N) fertilizer appli-
cations at levels of up to 200 Ib/acrelyear (224 kg/hal
year), but once the cover is established, N fertilizer ap-
plications may not be necessary. In orchards, fertilizer
applied to the trees should provide sufficient nutrients
for the companion cover crop. ‘Tropic Lalo’ may be
grown in mixture with legumes to benefit from their N
fixation.

Mowing

‘Tropic Lalo’ does not need frequent mowing unless a
closely cut turf is required, such as for a lawn or for
macadamia nut orchards, to facilitate harvesting. Mow-
ing may be necessary 6-30 times a year, depending on
the use and location. The cutting height can be lessthan
linch (2.5 cm).

Management cautions

The fact that ‘ Tropic Lalo’ cannot be grown from seed
and must be sprigged is considered a negative factor by
some farmers in Hawaii. The initial cost of establish-
ment is high due to the labor involved. In some loca-
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tions, the crop may not persist for long, and disease in-
cidence may increase under conditions of partial shade
and high humidity. ‘ Tropic Lal o’ ispalatable and readily
grazed, but its slow regrowth makes it a poor pasture
plant.

Pest problems
‘Tropic Lalo’ can be damaged by the grass webworm,
Terpetogramma licarsisalis (Walker).

For assistance:

Contact your nearest Cooperative Extension Service of -
fice for additional assistance in selecting appropriate
cover crops and green manures for your farm and crop-
ping situation. Help can a so be obtained from the USDA
Natural Resources Conservation Servicefield officeslo-
cated on each island.

Visit CTAHR's Sustainable Agriculture for Hawaii
Program Website at <http://www.ctahr.hawaii.edu/
sustainag> to find additional information about green
manure and cover crops. The site also includes refer-
ences and links to other useful on-line resources.

Sustainable Agriculture in Hawaii . . .

. . . Integrates three main goals—environmental
health, economic profitability, and social and eco-
nomic equity. Sustainable farms differ from con-
ventional ones in that they rely more on manage-
ment practices such ascrop diversification and crop
rotation, agroforestry, integrated pest management,
rotational grazing, and innovative marketing strat-
egies. For further information on SustainableAgri-
culturein Hawaii, contact:

Dr. Richard Bowen,

Hawaii SARE Program Coordinator
phone (808) 956-8708

e-mail: <rbowen@hawaii.edu>
<http://www.ctahr.hawaii.edu/sustainag/>
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