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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

GRASS BUR CONTROL

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


You are wearing sandals and one has jumped between your toes. OUCH! In shoes and socks, you look down to see your shoes are covered with them and they have leapt upon your ankles. As we walk, our clever dog moves from the grass and walks the curb like a wary tightrope walker as we approach certain properties. She has these dangerous areas memorized. Insect pests? No – it is those pesky grass burs!

Grass bur plants, also commonly called sand burs, depend on a piggyback ride with man or animal to disperse their seeds. Anyone who has tried to pull the spiny hooked travelers from socks, shoes, clothes and the feet of our poor pets is probably ready to fight back. This is the time of year to begin your first assault.

Seeds have fallen to the ground and are ready to sprout when conditions are right. To keep the seeds from sprouting, the early spring weapon of choice is a pre-emergent herbicide. The best months to apply are January and into February. However apply the pre-emergent before you put down spring fertilizer and your grass is actively growing.

This herbicide is only effective when a seed sends out its first roots. Once the seed has fully germinated the chemical won’t work. Pre-emergents can’t tell a grass bur from a lettuce seed so don’t use them where “good” seeds are planted. Pre-emergents must be applied to lawns before grass is actively growing and using fertilizer. It is best to apply the two products separately. Some weed and feed formulations contain pre-emergent herbicides but be careful with weed and feed products. They are not always the best choice in our climate.  Weed and Feed formulations should never be used anywhere close to trees and shrubs.  They can damage or eventually kill them.

Contact local nurseries for specific product recommendations. As with all chemicals, read the label carefully and follow directions.

Close mowing will help reduce the number of grass burs but as warm weather arrives that is not the best way to manage the grass itself. Longer mowing heights are desirable in warm weather. Therefore the best and ultimate solution is to develop a lawn that is thick and well maintained. A thick, well-maintained stand of grass can easily crowd out these and other weeds. Herbicides will not need to be in your arsenal. The healthy lawn will fight your battle against the grass burs and other weed pests for you.

If burs or other weeds do invade grass after spring and active plant growth is upon us, post-emergent herbicides can be used. Post-emergent herbicides work on growing plants. Several types are available for turf grass – ones that kill broadleaf weeds, others that kill grassy weeds and specific products for nut grass. Check with your nursery. This cannot be said enough. Of all the chemicals used in the landscape, herbicides have the most potential for damage.

Not all post-emergent herbicides are approved for use on all types of lawn grasses, so follow nursery personnel recommendations and read the labels closely. These post-emergent herbicides are also nondiscriminatory. The can wipe out desirable plants as well as weeds. If you use them incorrectly, you can harm valuable trees and shrubs.

Some herbicides can be taken up by the roots of shrubs and trees and hurt their leaves. High doses can cause complete loss of leaves. In normal use, the effects of such damage wears off in a number of months and the plant will recover. However, if herbicide users mistakenly think, “If a little is good, a lot is better”, a great deal of damage can be done.

Texas State Urban Forester, Karen Woodard, has a territory that covers Aransas, San Patricio and four other counties. Karen says that most people will be surprised to learn that only two of the trees that grow here have taproots. All of the others are anchored in the soil by large horizontal root zones. These horizontal root systems mean the tree can better withstand high winds and other assaults.

Since a large tree’s feeder roots extend for very long, horizontal distances, improper use of herbicides in the lawn can damage trees both near and far away from the treated area – even into neighbor’s yards. Plants can also be harmed if herbicide spraying is done on a windy day.

Here is the final alternative to consider, when thinking about your weedy enemies. There is always another option to using herbicides – Pull those weeds! This will get you out in the sunshine for a little exercise and it’s free!

A free Master Gardener sponsored Brown Bag is scheduled Tuesday, March 20th, “Turf Grass Maintenance”, noon – 1:00 PM at the Aransas County library.

Questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County? Contact a Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension Office, phone 790-0103, M-F, 8-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is co-located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension Service. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

