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Pili Grass = Heteropogon contortus 
 
Introduction of species: Pili grass is a native bunch grass that grows in dry sunny areas. This 
drought tolerant species can dry out and regreen with water. Seeds form large disorganized 
bunches, wind and self-pollinating spikelets with abundant endosperm.  
 
Plant ecology: Pili Grass is part of the ground cover functional group of plants. These plants help 
stabilize soil, infiltrate rainwater into the ground, provide habitat for other species and carbon 
sequestration. Pili grass like other Hawaiian species grows well with other plants and is one of 
the first species we out-plant to help stabilize and rehabilitate degraded landscapes. 
 
Environmental Condition Requirements: Pili grows in a variety of elevations and was found in 
open areas of the leeward side of the Hawaiian Islands. This robust grass is drought tolerant, 
highly salt tolerant, requires no special drainage, and is fire-tolerant. Growing in full to partial 
sun.  
 
Seed preparation: Mature seeds can be collected when seeds are dry, browning, seed spread 
forming a matted cluster (rat’s nest) and the amount of seeds is weighing the grass down closer 
to the ground. 
Keep seeds dry in a paper bag until ready to clean. Seeds should be stored 3 months in ambient 
refrigeration temperature.  
 
Seed Propagation: Soak seeds for a minimum of 24 hours. Surface sow seeds into dry mix. Do 
not plant deeper than approximately 2 milimeters. Plant in dry mix potting soil with perlite 
and/or fine black cinder. Water the seeds in. Native Hawaiian grass seeds will germinate in 2 
weeks to 4 months. 
 
Care: Water daily. Keep pots in covered area protected from heavy rain and winds. Keep 
seedlings in the shade for a few weeks then move to partial sun. Allow foliar feeding. 
 
Transplanting and Outplanting: Transplant to well-draining mix with small amounts of fertilizer 
(8-8-8 NPK).  
 
Traditional Hawaiian Uses: This fragrant grass was used for thatching and mattress filling. In 
addition, it was used as a dye. Word pili means to cling, as the seeds are very clingy. 
 


