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Panicum maximum Jacq.

Common Name: Guinea grass, green panic grass
Synonymy: P. maximum var. hirsutissimum (Steud.) Oliv., P. maximum 
var. trichoglume Robyns
Origin: Africa
Botanical Description: Robust, densely-tufted perennial grass, to 3 m 
tall (9.8 ft), with strong rhizomes that may bear hairy reduced-leaf 
remnants. Stems (culms) stout, erect, glabrous to hairy; nodes often 
densely hairy; leaf sheaths glabrous to stiff-hairy, often with dense 
patches of hair at junction with leaf blade; ligule membranous, to 
6 mm (0.2 in); leaf blades flat, linear, to 90 cm (35 in) long and 
3.5 cm (1.4 in) wide, glabrous to softly or coarsely hairy on up-
per surface, margins may be rough to the touch. Inflorescence a 
many-branched, erect or slightly nodding panicle, to 60 cm (23 in) 
tall and 20 cm (7.8 in) wide, with 3-7 whorled lower branchlets. 
Spikelets (reduced flowers) clustered on branchlets, short-stalked, 
to 4 mm (0.15 in) long, green to purplish, oblong, blunt-tipped or 
with a slight point, lacking awns, glabrous to slightly hairy; first 
glume 1/3 length of spikelet, second glume equal length to spikelet; 
upper floret fertile, developing a dull, white seed.
Ecological Significance: Introduced as a forage crop in Louisiana  
after 1813 (Parsons 1972), and naturalized on south Florida coastal 
plains by 1933 (Small 1933). Now spread throughout the state in 
various habitats including flatwoods, sandy soils (FLAS), coastal 
strands, maritime and xeric hammocks, scrub, and pine rocklands 
(Gann et al. 2001). Naturalized in over 85 conservation areas in 
Florida (Gann et al. 2001). Dominates shady savanna areas in its 
home range (Kinyamario et al. 1995). Successfully invades ripar-
ian and dune communities (Batianoff and Franks 1998a). Noted 
as the “most important cultivated forage grass in tropical America” 
(Hitchcock and Chase 1950), and is now a weed throughout the 
Americas. Displaces native grasses and dominates riparian areas 
along the lower Rio Grande in Texas (Lonard and Judd 2002). 
Widespread in Samoa and Tonga where it forms dense stands in 
open and disturbed areas (IUCN 2002). Replaces native grass com-
munities in Hawaii, resulting in decreased plant diversity (Daehler 
and Carino 1998). One of the most invasive seashore weeds of 
southeast Queensland, Australia, where it forms dense monospe-
cific stands, affects natural succession processes (Batianoff and 
Franks 1998a), and has the potential to increase fuel loads and pro-
mote fire in coastal woodland communities (Batianoff and Franks 
1998a). Herbarium records document Guinea grass spreading 

3,000 kms (1,864 mi) in 80 years, an average of 37 kms/yr (23 
mi/yr) (Batianoff and Franks 1997). May transform native ecosys-
tems and is considered a serious threat to Wet Tropics Rainforests 
of North Queensland (Werren et al. 2002). Alters nitrogen cycling 
in soils (Robertson et al. 1997). Possesses strong allelopathic activ-
ity (Chou and Young 1975). Can be toxic to mammals (Kellerman 
et al. 1988) and causes pollen allergies (Riggioni et al. 1994) and 
contact dermatitis in humans (Koh et al. 1997).
Distribution: Herbarium specimens documented from 34 coun-
ties throughout Florida (Wunderlin and Hansen 2002). Escaped 
in Alabama, Arizona, California, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas (USDA 
NRCS 2002), Mississippi, North Carolina (Luken and Thieret 
1997), and Hawaii. Naturalized in many tropical and subtropi-
cal areas of the world, including the Pacific Islands, China, Japan, 
Korea, Thailand, Malaysia, Philippines, Indonesia, Mauritius 
(HEAR 2002), Central and South America (MOBOT), and the 
Caribbean (Cronk and Fuller 1995). A serious weed in Australia, 
Bermuda, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Africa, 
and Venezuela (Holm et al. 1979).
Life History: Fast growing and produces large amounts of biomass; 
tolerates a variety of climates and soils; does not tolerate exten-
sive waterlogging or heavy frost; drought-resistant (Duke 1983). 
Dense root system penetrates soils and increases survival during 
drought periods (Humphreys and Partridge 1995). Able to harvest 
water from up to 1 m (3.3 ft) below soil surface (Moreira et al. 
2000). Many genetically selected varieties exist, that may be more 
drought-tolerant or tolerant of wet areas, which may aid spread 
(Daehler and Carino 1998). Prefers well-drained soils and high 
rainfall (Humphreys and Partridge 1995). Tolerates temperatures 
from 12-28°C (53-84°F) and soil pH from 3.5 to 8.4 (Duke 1978, 
1979). Thrives in full sun to deep (10%) shade (Paez et al. 1997). 
Survives in highly eutrophic wetlands (Kent et al. 2000). Tolerates 
salt (Saneoka et al. 1997), and may germinate in moderately sa-
line conditions (Martinez et al. 1992). Germination increased when 
planted 1-2 cm (0.5-1 in) below the soil, but decreased significantly 
at increased depth and in flooded conditions (Singh and Sharma 
2001). Sets seed profusely, but seed viability is low and short-lived 
under natural conditions (Duke 1983). Seeds are wind dispersed. 
Regenerates rapidly after fire from underground rhizomes (HEAR 
2002). Tillers profusely and produces tufts to 30 cm (12 in) or more 
wide (Duke 1983).
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