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What is a ‘weed’?  A plant’s status as a ‘weed’ depends solely on location, where that plant is growing.  The most popular definition of a weed is a plant out of place.  So any plant may be a weed to someone.


For example, I bought a few scarlet sage (Salvia coccinea) several years ago to attract hummingbirds and butterflies.  It worked.   They also reproduced themselves all over my garden especially liking under my rose bushes.  As the seeds germinate almost year round, I forever have to crawl under my thorny roses to pull them up.


Another example is Ibervillea lindheimeri.  I saw this strange vine growing under a mesquite tree.  I left it because I wanted to figure out what it was.  This is a curious plant in the Curcurbit family.  It is odorous when crushed.  It produces a tuberous root.  It makes aerial roots that can be eight to ten feet long, which if they reach the ground will grow new plants.  It also produces seeds.


It too likes to grow in inaccessible places.  If you pull it up the stem breaks, leaving the tuberous root behind from which another sprout eventually emerges.  My curiosity has gotten me in trouble with other plants as well...  Clitoria mariana, spoon flower and morning glory, Ipomoea sp, Commelina erecta, widow’s tears, cow pen daisy, Berbesina encelioides and silver leaf sunflower, Helianthus argophyllus, to name a few.

Plants that we all recognize as weeds in our suburban landscapes are sandburs, Cenchrus echinatus, yellow nutsedge, Cyperus esculentus and dollar weed, Hydrocotoyle umbellate.  Perhaps vetches and clovers should be added to the list.  These plants are all ‘lawn weeds’.  They tend to grow faster each week than the turf grass, whether St. Augustine or Bermuda.  So they stick up above the immaculately maintained turf, instantly noticeable in a derogatory way.  Except for yellow nutsedge, these ‘lawn weeds’ are seldom a problem in the well mulched garden.


To be classified as a weed a plant has certain characteristics.  Annuals produce a prodigious amount of flowers and seeds over a long period of time.  The seeds usually have internal dormancy factors that allow only a low percentage to germinate at any one time.  Most have seed that remain viable in the soil for many years.  Every time conditions are right some germinate.  So it is almost impossible to totally get rid of them.


Perennial plants that are weeds, besides producing seeds, have storage structures that remain underground such as nutsedge tubers, thickened root stocks, etc.  Perennials also usually spread by structures other than seeds; stolons, rhizomes, aerial roots, aerial tubers (tree potato) and/or develop adventitious roots on their stems.



Perennial weeds, including existing grasses, should be controlled before a garden or lawn is created.  One method is using a glyphosate containing herbicide like Roundup.  Glyphosate is absorbed through green leaf tissue, translocated throughout the plant and kills it, roots and all.  This will eliminate most if not all plants from the area you wish to transform into that garden or lawn vision in our mind.  You can then move on to the other steps necessary without having to worry about weeds.  Using an herbicide keeps you from disturbing the seed bank in the soil.


Annual weeds in the garden are controlled by site preparation, hoeing, mulching, and judicious use of glyphosate herbicide. Annual weeds in turf grass are controlled culturally and mechanically.  Cultural controls include proper mowing height and frequency and adequate irrigation for the turf grass being maintained.  Nutsedge, and sand burs can be controlled mechanically by digging or pulling if small numbers or a small area are involved.


Chemical controls are available for annual grasses, including sandburs.  These chemicals are called pre-emergent herbicides because they prevent seed from germinating while the chemical is present in the seed zone.  Most are broken down biologically and only last a few months; less in our perennial summer paradise than in areas with cooler temperatures.  These pre-emergent herbicides generally control a spectrum of broadleaved weed seeds also.


Broadleaved annual weeds in turf grass are also controlled culturally and mechanically.  Fortunately, the same measures that work for grassy weeds also work for annual broadleaves.


Chemical control is usually post-emergent for perennial broadleaved weeds.  It is applied when the weeds are actively growing.  Cool season weeds emerge in the fall and should be controlled in October and November.  They are much harder to kill in late winter after they have developed strong root systems without competition from actively growing turf grass.


Early spring, i.e., February and March, applications of a broad leaf post-emergent herbicide will clean up any late germinating cool season weeds and the first flush of warm season weeds.  This is before the turf grasses are actively growing.  Do not use a weed and feed product.  At this time only the weeds are actively growing so you are only fertilizing them and the ground water or bay water.


A post-emergent broadleaf herbicide applied to dollar weed in March may appear to not work.  Truth be told, it killed what was growing but newly emerging seedlings took the place of the dying ones.  A fall application would kill what is growing at that time.  Follow up with an early spring, mid-February, application of a pre-emergent herbicide to prevent the vast storehouse of dormant seeds from germinating until after the turf is actively growing.


Nutsedge is its own special case as regular turf herbicides do not touch it.  In the past few years two products have been registered to control nutsedge (nut grass) in lawns.  While relatively expensive, both are effective if used properly.   Sedgehammer, (halosulfuron-methyl) is labeled for nutsedge in turf grass only.  Sedgehammer only controls nutsedge but is safe on turf grasses and ornamentals. Image Nutsedge Killer’s active ingredient is imazaquin.  Besides nutsedge, Image also controls dollar weed and sandburs, along with other labeled weeds.  Image is also labeled for use in landscape plantings but may injure certain ornamentals so the label needs to be read carefully.

Whenever using a pesticide of any type, read and follow the label—it’s the law.
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