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RECOGNIZING AND IDENTIFYING

Three Invasive Annual Grasses 
in the Great Basin Desert

Downy Brome (Cheatgrass), Medusahead, and Ventenata

Invasive annual grasses are a threat to the Great 
Basin desert ecosystem. They compromise habitat 
diversity for important wildlife species such as the 
greater sage-grouse. They shorten the grazing season for 
livestock, and do not provide as much consistent forage 
biomass and quality as perennial native bunchgrasses. 
They tend to be much smaller, have less overall leaf 
area, and capitalize on early season moisture. In fact, 
one annual grass, medusahead, can reduce livestock 
carrying capacity by 50 to 80 percent. Invasive annual 
grasses typically have a shallow root system. Shallow 
root systems limit forage availability to early season 
use, particularly during drought years. Once these 
grasses gain a foothold, they can progressively dominate 
a system, as they germinate in the fall and generally 
“green up” earlier than our native grasses. Invasive 
annual grasses increase wildfire threat as they can 
provide an abundant source of dry “fine fuels” earlier in 
the season than native bunchgrasses. 

The first step in managing these species is awareness 
of the annual grass and surrounding range conditions 
that are most at risk to invasion. Once an invasive 
annual grass has been identified in an area, strategies to 
limit their impact should be long-term and consistent to 
ensure the health of rangelands and pastures. The three 
major invasive annuals included in this publication are 
downy brome (cheatgrass), medusahead wildrye, and 
ventenata.
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Additional Resources: 

Oregon State University Extension, Pacific Northwest’s Least Wanted List: Invasive Weed Identification and Management 
(EC 1563)

USDA NRCS Plant Materials website: https://plants.usda.gov

Ecologically Based Invasive Plant Management: website, manuals, and information at http://www.ebipm.org/

Medusahead Management Guide for the Western States. University of California, Weed Research and Information 
Center, Davis. www.wric.ucdavis.edu
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