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Cache Creek natural communities are under assault by another wildland weed. A massive 
invasion of an escaped ornamental--Ravenna grass (Saccharum ravennae)--is underway 
along the Cache Creek corridor in Lake and Yolo counties. It is one of the largest exotic 
grasses in the state, with tussocks reaching 5 feet wide and flowering stalks 12 feet tall.  
 
Ravenna Grass occupies riparian sites similar to those inhabited by two other well-known 
invasive plants, tamarisk (Tamarix parviflora) and giant reed (Arundo donax), but has also 
moved into upland areas such as roadsides, cut-banks, and steep slopes in Rumsey 
Canyon. Individual plants produce thousands of seeds that disperse by both wind and 
water.  
 
Sometimes referred to as Hardy Pampas grass, Ravenna grass does resemble Pampas grass 
(Cortaderia selloana) with its large tufts and showy flowers. However, Ravenna grass is 
actually more closely related to sugarcane, and belongs to the same genus, Saccharum, 
which is Latin for sugar. The name Ravenna comes from Ravenna, Italy, a city in 
northeast Italy near the Adriatic Sea. 
 
Effects on Cache Creek Ecosystem 
One of the most serious problems affecting natural ecosystems globally is the invasion of 
non-native, exotic plants and animals. Renowned ecologist Edward O. Wilson, stated that 
invasive species are the greatest threat to biodiversity on the planet, second only to habitat 
loss.  (As native plants are displaced, animal populations that rely on the plants for food 
and shelter also decline.) 
 
While no formal studies have been conducted on the effects of Ravenna grass on the 
Cache Creek ecosystem, field observations indicate that these enormous plants are having 
a pronounced influence on the creek’s native habitats.   
 
Arrival to Cache Creek and Distribution 
Ravenna grass has been used as an ornamental in the United States for over 30 years and 
joins the ever-growing list of plants that were purposely introduced into landscape settings 
and later spread, becoming major weeds. Web sites for this plant show that it is widely 
promoted by the nursery trade for its size, plume-like flowers, tolerance to harsh sites, and 
resistance to disease. Of course, some of the same qualities are the very traits that make it 
an invasive weed.  
 
The original source of Ravenna grass along Cache Creek was the Upper Watershed in 
Lake County. Gregg Mangan, Cache Creek Natural Area manager for the BLM in Ukiah 



recalls seeing this plant in the early 1990’s during field surveys along the north fork of 
Cache Creek. 
 
The late Jan Lowrey, a life-long resident of Rumsey and former director of the Cache 
Creek Conservancy, noted that it appeared in abundance along lower Cache Creek after 
the intense 1995 flood. Ravenna grass appears in all of the Yolo County Parks along 
Cache Creek and also grows at the remote Lake Davis reservoir on Davis Creek, a small 
tributary to Cache Creek. John Watson, vegetation manager with the Conservancy, has 
observed it one mile west of Highway 5 near Woodland and suspects that this weed may 
occur within the Cache Creek basin, a short distance from the Sacramento River.  
 
Thankfully, Ravenna grass still has a limited distribution in the state; the only other 
reported occurrence of this species in California is from Imperial Valley, where it is found 
in marshes and ditches. Based on its behavior along Cache Creek and invasive history in 
Utah and Arizona, however, it appears to have potential to move well beyond Cache 
Creek and into other California watersheds.  
 
Control Programs along Cache Creek 
Clearly a cooperative regional effort between Federal, State, and County entities as well as 
concerned landowners, is needed to address Ravenna grass infestations, as it will continue 
to expand in the watershed without concerted control efforts. To date, no control work has 
been done in the upper watershed. 
 
Along lower Cache Creek, control efforts were first initiated by John Watson, recipient of 
California’s Invasive Plant Council’s “Land Manager of the Year,” who started work on 
this weed back in 2001. Last fall, the Yolo County Resource Conservation District, in 
cooperation with Yolo County Parks, private landowners, Joe Muller and Sons, and the 
Wildlife Conservation Board, began control efforts on parklands and several private 
ownerships.  
 
Unfortunately, decisions about controlling wildland weeds along waterways are not 
always straightforward. Generally, it is advisable to begin work upstream at the source 
and move down. This raises questions about the long-term effectiveness of control 
programs and since efforts began in the lower sections of the creek, Ravenna grass will 
continue to re-colonize downstream sites. Yet, the precise source location has yet to be 
identified and much of the upper creek infestations occur in remote areas on BLM 
property.  
 
At this juncture, practitioners think that downstream control efforts are warranted, 
provided that follow-up measures are included to eliminate seedlings that might re-
establish in future years. Moreover, in many sites, infestations are at low levels where 
effective containment measures could be accomplished at a relatively low cost. The 
alternative is to stand back and witness a further degradation of Cache Creek’s 
biologically-rich natural communities.  
 
In Arizona, Ravenna grass has been subject to control efforts in the Grand Canyon, where 
it was discovered in the early 1990’s. Since then, National Park Service staff and 
volunteers have removed over 25,000 plants and it is now rare throughout the canyon. 



It's unfortunate that Ravenna grass is now a member of the Cache Creek plant kingdom.  
We hope that with more awareness of this plant and the problems that it presents 
eradication can begin as it did in the Grand Canyon.  With a concerted effort the Cache 
Creek region will one day see more native species and less exotic plants like Ravenna 
grass, Arundo and tamarisk. 
 
 
Craig Thomsen is a Rangeland Ecologist with the Department of Plant Sciences, UC 
Davis and Upper Cache (Bear Creek) Watershed Coordinator. Tanya Meyer is the Lower 
Cache Creek Watershed Coordinator with the Yolo County Resource Conservation 
District.  
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