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Agrostis capillaris L 
(Agrostis tenuis Sibth, A. vulgaris With.) 
Common bent 
(common bent-grass, brown bent, colonial bent, fine bent, highland bent) 
 
Occurrence 
Common bent is a native rhizomatous, perennial grass with a creeping habit.  It is 
frequent and widely distributed particularly on acid grassland, damp soils, meadows, 
pasture and rough ground (Clapham et al., 1987; Stace, 1997).  It is characteristic of 
upland pasture in short turf.  It is recorded up to 3,980 ft in the UK (Salisbury, 1961).  
Common bent has a preference for poorly drained, fine to medium textured soils of 
pH 6.5 to 7.3 with a moderate level of organic matter (Dale et al., 1965). 
 
Common bent grows on nutrient poor meadows, heathland and in forest gaps (Weber, 
2003).  It is a calcifuge and invades areas of poor acid soils.  It can establish quickly 
after soil disturbance, vegetation clearance and burning.  Common bent is often 
dominant in poor semi-natural pasture on neutral soils (Tansley, 1949a; 1949b).  It 
probably covers a greater area in the UK than any other grass.  The shoots wither in 
late-summer and it is of limited grazing value in many pastures.   However, it is an 
important staple in upland sheep pasture in regions of high rainfall.  In set aside land 
in Scotland common bent was the most abundant grass in unsown fields and 
represented around 10% of the total ground cover (Fisher et al., 1992). 
 
Common bent is highly variable with many cultivars recognised.  It is a widely used 
lawn grass.  There is wide phenotypic and genotypic variation in populations (Grime 
et al., 1988).  Analysis of plants in natural populations using DNA testing revealed a 
higher level of genetic variabil ity than would be expected from a species that 
reproduces vegetatively rather than sexually (Sinclair et al., 1997).  There was no 
correlation between variability and the distance that separated the test plants.  
Common bent forms hybrids with creeping bent (A. stolonifera). 
 
Biology 
Common bent flowers from June to August (Clapham et al., 1987).  The flowers are 
wind pollinated and seed is set from August to October (Grime et al., 1988). 
 
In Petri-dish tests with seeds maintained under high or low light intensity or in 
darkness, seeds gave around 80% germination in the light and 54% in the dark (Grime 
& Jarvis, 1976).  Germination was moderately high at alternating temperatures in 
darkness or under a green ‘safe’ light but was much lower at a constant temperature in 
darkness (Grime et al., 1981).  In the field, seeds germinate in autumn and spring 
(Grime et al., 1988). 
 
Common bent propagates by both seed and rhizomes (Long, 1938).  The rhizomes lie 
just below the soil surface and do not penetrate deeply.  They are much thinner than 
the rhizomes of common couch.    
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Persistence and Spread 
Thompson et al. (1993) suggest that based on seed characters, common bent seed is 
likely to persist for longer than 5 years.  Unlike most grasses, the seeds have been 
recorded in enormous numbers in the soil beneath pastures even though the plant may 
be poorly represented in the vegetation (Champness & Morris, 1948).  In an acidic 
grassland with ant-hil ls present, common bent seeds were far less numerous in the 
ant-hill soil than in the soil under the sward (King, 1976).  Seed buried in mineral soil 
at 13, 26 or 39 cm depth and left undisturbed retained 28, 21 and 3% viabil ity 
respectively after 4 years but none was viable after 20 years (Lewis, 1973).  Seed 
buried in a peat soil at 26 cm for 1, 4 and 20 years retained 18, 3 and 0% viabil ity 
respectively.  Seeds buried at different depths with different water tables gave high 
levels of germination when recovered after 1 or 2 months burial (Lewis, 1961).  Seed 
remained viable for over 7 years in dry storage but in soil all but 1.8% had germinated 
or perished within 7 years (Rampton & Ching, 1970).  The loss was most rapid in the 
first 3 years.  Seed stored under granary conditions exhibited 72% viabil ity after 1 
year, 2% after 4 years and 3% after 20 years.  The few seeds that survived storage for 
20 years produced apparently normal seedlings when germinated. 
 
Common bent seed has been recovered from irrigation water in the USA (Kelley & 
Bruns, 1975).  Seeds are known to be consumed by earthworms but seeds have not 
been recovered from wormcasts (McRill & Sagar, 1973; McRil l, 1974). 
 
Common bent spreads vegetatively by short rhizomes and stolons (Weber, 2003). 
 
Management 
Control is by ploughing, grubbing and harrowing to reduce common bent and prevent 
seeding (Long, 1938).  Hedgerows should be kept free of the weed.  Short rotations 
with extra root crops will help to combat it.  The chief aim is the removal or 
destruction of the creeping stems (Morse & Palmer, 1925).  Isolated patches may be 
forked out and burnt.  Smother crops of maize, vetches or mustard will help in 
choking out the weed. 
 
Under frequent cutting, common bent produces small tillers close to the ground 
(Grime et al., 1988).  Common bent exhibits some tolerance to burning.  In permanent 
grassland, the percentage cover of common bent was reduced following fertili zer 
application (Williams, 1985).  Seed numbers in the soil seedbank were also reduced.  
Under severe grazing, common bent will soon appear in grassland and within 5 years 
it can make up a significant proportion of the sward (Spedding, 1966).  Control is by 
liming, good manuring and cutting before seeding (Morse & Palmer, 1925). 
 
Common bent is grazed by rabbits and this inhibits flowering (Gillham, 1955).  
However, it is relatively tolerant of rabbit grazing (Tansley, 1949a; 1949b). 
 
Acknowledgement 
This review was compiled as part of the Organic Weed Management Project, OF 
0315, funded by DEFRA. 
 
References 
 



http://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/organicweeds 

October 2007 

Champness S S & Morris K (1948).  The population of buried viable seeds in 
relation to contrasting pasture and soil types.  Journal of Ecology 36 (1), 149-
173. 

Clapham A R, Tutin T G, Moore D M (1987).  Flora of the British Isles, 3rd edition, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK.  

Dale H M, Harrison P J, Thomson G W (1965).  Weeds as indicators of physical 
characteristics in abandoned pastures.  Canadian Journal of Botany 43, 1319-
1327. 

Fisher N M, Dyson P W, Winham J, Davies D H K (1992).  A botanical survey of 
set-aside land in Scotland.  BCPC Monograph No. 50 Set-aside, 67-72. 

Gillham M E (1955).  Ecology of the Pembrokeshire Islands: III .  The effect of 
grazing on the vegetation.  Journal of Ecology 43 (1), 172-206. 

Grime J P, Hodgson J G, Hunt R (1988).  Comparative Plant Ecology, Unwin 
Hyman Ltd, London, UK. 

Grime J P & Jarvis B C (1976).  Shade avoidance and shade tolerance in flowering 
plants II . Effects of light on the germination of species of contrasted ecology.   
Reprinted from: Light as an Ecological Factor :II , The 16th Symposium of the 
British Ecological Society, 1974, Blackwell Scientific Publications, Oxford, 
525-532. 

Grime J P, Mason G, Curtis A V, Rodman J, Band S R, Mowforth M A G, Neal 
A M, Shaw S (1981).  A comparative study of germination characteristics in a 
local flora.  Journal of Ecology 69, 1017-1059. 

Kelley A D & Bruns V F (1975).  Dissemination of weed seeds by irrigation water.  
Weed Science 23 (6), 483-493. 

King T J (1976).  The viable seed contents of ant-hill and pasture soil.  New 
Phytologist 77, 143-147. 

Lewis J (1961).  The influence of water level, soil depth and type on the survival of 
crop and weed seeds.  Proceedings of the International Seed Testing 
Association 26 (1), 68-85. 

Lewis J (1973).  Longevity of crop and weed seeds: survival after 20 years in soil.  
Weed Research 13, 179-191. 

Long H C (1938).  Weeds of arable land.  MAFF Bulletin 108, 2nd edition. HMSO, 
London, UK. 

McRrill M (1974).  The ingestion of weed seeds by earthworms.  Proceedings 12th 
British Weed Control Conference, Brighton, UK, 519-524. 

McRill M & Sagar G R (1973).  Earthworms and seeds.  Nature 243, 482. 
Morse R & Palmer R (1925).  British weeds their identification and control.  Ernest 

Benn Ltd, London.   
Rampton H H & Ching T M (1970).  Persistence of crop seeds in soil.  Agronomy 

Journal 62, 272-277. 
Salisbury E J (1961).  Weeds & Aliens.  New Naturalist Series, Collins, London.  
Sinclair W, Finch R P, Marshall G (1997).  A molecular study of species-rich 

grassland ecosystems.  Proceedings of the 1997 Brighton Crop Protection 
Conference – Weeds, 491-496. 

Spedding C R W (1966).  Weeds and animal productivity.  Proceedings of the 8th 
British Weed Control Conference, 854-860. 

Stace C (1997).  New Flora of the British Isles. 2nd edition. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, UK. 

Tansley A G (1949a).  The British Isles and their vegetation.  Volume I, Cambridge 
University Press. 



http://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/organicweeds 

October 2007 

Tansley A G (1949b).  The British Islands and their vegetation.  Volume II , 2nd 
Edition, Cambridge University Press. 

Thompson K, Band S R, Hodgson J G (1993).  Seed size and shape predict 
persistence in soil .  Functional Ecology 7, 236-241. 

Weber E (2003).  Invasive plant species of the world.  A reference guide to 
environmental weeds.  CABI Publishing, Cambridge, UK. 

Williams E D (1985).  Long-term effects of fertili zer on the botanical composition 
and soil seed population of a permanent grass sward.  Grass and Forage 
Science 40, 479-483. 

 
 


