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South Texas Sticker Burs
by Jennifer Thomas, Master Gardener

I’m talking those painful almost purple, super-sharp, make you cry stickers that love this sandy south Texas soil.  This particularly painful sticker’s scientific name is Cenchrus echinatus L. and it is commonly called the mat sandbur.  You may also hear it called matted sandbur, burgrass, field or coastal sandbur, southern sandspur, or longspine sandbur; all of which happen to be common names of other species of bur in the same genus.  This particular sticker is the sharpest and one of the largest, the others vary in degree of stiffness and shape of “sticker” spine.  Most all the stickers prefer sandy soils but will thrive in any poorly maintained setting.  

Sticker burs spread in two ways; most annoyingly by seed pod, which is what the sticker is, and then, unsuspectingly, by branching culms, or stems, that can be up to two and a half feet long.  They propagate quite quickly and break off easily when the main hub is pulled.  Yes, I said pulled because that is the best way to get rid of them.  A little concerted effort, or ‘all out war’ as some might like to put it, is what it takes to get control of a sticker infested yard or pasture. Sure there are some chemicals that will do the job but let’s go at this from an environmentally sensitive, ‘we can do this’ ourselves attitude.  

This scientifically classified grass is mostly referred to as a weed and can be eliminated by treating it as such. A general regimen of regular mowing and some basic fertilizing of your lawn should deter stickers, but won’t get rid of them completely.  Using a bagging mower is optimal as long as you don’t add those clippings back into compost.  Give this method about two years to yield results.

Lucky for us, sticker burs have fairly shallow roots and pull out quite easily, especially from dry sandy soil.  Follow the stalk with stickers to the base plant or hub.  Each stalk can have four to twenty burs so I recommend using gloves and aiming at the base of the plant using a twisting motion in one direction.  This helps identify where the sprawling branches might be rooting offshoots and ensures none of the roots get left behind.  Due to the freeze this winter, new growth will be mostly from seeds, so don’t start to look for sticker burs to be developed until early in May.  Begin pulling while the burs are still developing, before they become stiff and sharp or turn purple.  Dispose of the weeds by burning or putting  in the trash.  Rarely will you hear me say not to compost but I don’t recommend composting sticker burs.   

Another option that is environmentally friendly is using a pre-emergent inhibitor such as corn gluten.  Corn gluten inhibits seed germination by drying out a seed as soon as it cracks open to sprout.  Not recommended for use in or around areas where you might be trying to germinate seeds such as wildflowers, but it does work great as a weed control for vegetable gardens where small plants are used instead starting from seed.  This all natural herbicide contains 10 % nitrogen by weight so it also doubles as fertilizer, yep a natural ‘weed and feed’ of sorts.  Corn gluten has been used for years as a feed supplement to grain raised meat animals and comes in powder form, it can be found at most feed stores and some hardware stores.  

Dr. James McAfee, A & M associate professor and extension turf-grass specialist from Dallas explains; “A dense stand of healthy grass provides the best weed control. Because most weeds are "opportunists" that invade weakened lawns, the fight against weeds starts with good management. All cultural practices such as mowing, fertilizing and watering should be done in a manner and time that will favor the grass rather than the weeds. Height of mowing influences competition against weeds such as crabgrass - the higher the cut, the lower the infestation. Frequent light sprinkling encourages shallow-rooted weeds and seed germination. Less frequent "deep-soak" watering that maintains a dry surface layer provides the grass with a competitive advantage.  Temperature, light, soil moisture and other factors determine the time and extent of weed germination and development.”

A good action plan for this year, following the benefit of a freeze, would be to start in February with a natural pre-emergent treatment of corn gluten.  This should last for four to six weeks depending on rain.  It should be wetted after application to ensure proper activation but repeated rain will cause the need for reapplication sooner rather than later.  Start to look for “stickers” around May and pull them out whenever you see them.  

Another application of pre-emergent would be good in late summer, when most stickers have started to fall.  Continue this process through two seasons and the reward will be noticeable but results are cumulative so stay at it.  Remember to have your soil tested before any major fertilizing program (why waste money on one fertilizer only to find out later you should have used something different) and always follow the directions on the label for application.  If you have any questions about soil testing or fertilizer applications call your county extension office.
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