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THE TRUTH ABOUT THE DWARF CHARACTERISTIC IN 
SEASHORE PASPALUM 

 
 

 

What is the real story behind the dwarfness trait? 

If you try to compare seashore paspalum (Paspalum vaginatum Swartz) with the 
hybrid bermudagrasses, that comparison is similar to comparing apples and 
oranges. They are different grasses under the warm season grass umbrella, and 
genetically they are radically different. Those two grass species also differ 
significantly in growth rate and other key traits that require site-specific 
management; imposing salinity into the management equation only creates 
additional challenges in trying to explain the differences between the two warm 
season grasses. 

 
The super- or ultra-dwarf hybrid bermudagrasses 

 
When you look at the historical development of bermudgrass cultivars, beginning 
with the initial common ecotypes and advancing to the first development of triploid 
(sterile) hybrids such as Tifway 419 and Tifdwarf, those were significant genetic 
improvements in the quality traits needed in turfgrasses. 
 
The next genetic advance was development of the ultra-dwarf hybrid cultivars such 
as TifEagle and Champion. This genetic advance brought with it a significant 
reduction in growth rates compared with earlier hybrid bermudagrass cultivars. 
Management challenges included increased thatch problems, a radical change in 
management programs involving irrigation water scheduling and fertility 
adjustments, cultivation, and much tighter canopy densities just to achieve 
acceptable growth rates and surface canopy performance. Recovery from ball marks 
and traffic/wear problems required additional management changes to sustain 
acceptable playability. 
 

Several marketing brochures are touting a seashore paspalum cultivar as being ‘THE 
ONLY TRUE DWARF PASPALUM’ cultivar on the market. To make such a statement 
indicates that the people involved with that cultivar do not know what they are talking 
about and obviously do not have the genetic and plant breeding background to make 
that statement scientifically valid. 



When saline irrigation water was included in the management package, these ultra-
dwarf types exhibited very low salinity tolerance. These ultra-dwarf types 
traditionally have low rates of growth and since salt is a gibberellin-inhibitor just 
like Primo®, shoot growth rates are reduced even more, and recoverability from 
traffic or pathogen attack is very slow. Salts also are desiccants and will kill the root 
system on these ultra-dwarf types quickly. And the root volume on these ultra-dwarf 
types is small compared with other turfgrasses such as seashore paspalum. 

 
 

Genetic discussion 
 

Platinum TE™ (or any other paspalum cultivar) is not a true genetic dwarf warm 
season grass cultivar in the same context of the super- or ultra-dwarf 
bermudagrasses. Platinum TE exhibits a significant dwarf-like transformation as 
height-of-cut is reduced below 0.125 inches (3.1 mm), forming shorter internodes, 
shorter leaves in length, and narrower leaves with proper grooming. When managed 
properly, canopy density of Platinum TE will rival the hybrid bermudagrasses like 
Tifdwarf, but not necessarily the ultradwarf hybrid bermudagrass cultivars. 
Height-of-cuts down to 0.067 inches (1.68 mm) have been performed on Platinum TE 
greens, but most courses are now keeping mowing heights at or near 0.100 inch or 2.5 
mm or higher. 

 
The significant advantages that Platinum TE has over the ultra-dwarf bermudagrass 
cultivars include: twice the total root volume, an extremely high tolerance to salinity, 
much higher inherent growth rates, less tendency for thatch accumulation when 
managed properly, and exceptional wear/traffic tolerance. The correct terminology is 
that Platinum TE has a dwarf-like aggressive growth habit, but not the dwarf-like 
slow growth rates that are indicative of the ultra-dwarf hybrid bermudagrass 
cultivars. 

 
Nitrogen is used to escalate growth rates in the ultra-dwarf hybrid bermudagrasses 
but should not be used to enhance paspalum growth rates since paspalum cultivars 
have a very low requirement for nitrogen plus an extremely high storage and 
utilization capacity for any absorbed N residuals. Growth rates in Platinum TE should 
be escalated by applying manganese, since that micronutrient activates 35+ enzymes 
for growth and development. 

 
Will there ever be a true ‘ultra-dwarf’ paspalum cultivar? 

 
During a collection trip, an ecotype that was thought to be very close to a true ultra-
dwarf paspalum cultivar was found. This specific ecotype had all the positive traits 
of a more dwarf-like morphology (very small leaves, very short internodes, a slower 
growth rate than other paspalum cultivars yet much faster rates than the ultra-dwarf 
hybrid bermudas, and an exceptionally dark green color). However, this particular 
selected ecotype in initial evaluation trials was quite susceptible to diseases 
because of the very, very tight canopy density. 
 
There is always a genetic trade-off when developing any new and improved turfgrass 
cultivar. You seldom find all traits to be positive in one ecotype or potential 
cultivar—there are always limitations. But this particular ultra-dwarf-like paspalum 
selected ecotype did not meet the ‘true excellence’ goals for new and improved 



paspalum cultivars. So the search for the so-called ‘ultra-dwarf paspalum’ continues, 
but that ecotype must meet all the criteria for ‘new and improved’ and not just add to 
the number of paspalum cultivars that are currently on the market. 

 
When looking at all the paspalum cultivars that are currently on the market, all 
major cultivars could technically be classified as ‘dwarf’ types, just as you would 
label Tifdwarf, or Tifway 419, or TifSport as dwarf-type hybrid bermudagrass 
cultivars. But the ultra-dwarf or super-dwarf categorization should not be included 
when comparing any of the current paspalum cultivars. 


