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A Painfully Sticky Situation

By Ann Smith, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Some call them ‘stickers’, others ‘sandspurs’ or ‘grassburs’ and yet another knows them as ‘sticker burs’ - doesn’t really matter what you call them, when one finds its way into your foot or  hand or hitchhikes into your house on your shoe, pant or pet - they unquestionably hurt! Our sandy dry soil is the perfect host to the sandspur, and most lawns and gardens in our area have them. But you don’t have to be stuck with the Southern Sandspur (official common name) because there are effective ways to control them.

Your first line of defense is a sturdy pair of leather gloves, long sleeves, pants, and boots. After buying several neglected acres overgrown with Southern Sandburs, my husband and I ventured out on a sticker assault – he had on the appropriate gear. I, on the other hand, had on sandals and fabric gloves. A word to the wise … proper gear will prevent you from getting “stuck” … not to mention avoiding the “that was not the smartest thing you have ever done” look from your husband.

Depending on your level of sandspur infestation you have several containment choices. Minor invasions are best controlled by maintaining a healthy lawn. Regular watering, fertilizing, and mowing your turf grass to the appropriate height, will stifle the sandbur’s ability to flourish, because a dense stand of healthy grass provides the best weed control. We are working to get our property to this level; however our invasion required a more aggressive approach. 

I read about a man in Oklahoma who pulled a large carpet remnant behind his lawnmower to collect all the mature spurs. Sounded like a great idea, so we tried it. What a sticky situation we had when we finished – but effective. The carpet had more stickers than I had ever seen, but we carefully rolled up the potential torture chamber (here’s where the proper gear came in handy) and threw it into the burn pile. On the next windless, drizzly day we set those barbs on fire, along with any and all plants we had pulled up. Very satisfying, but a trip to the Transfer Station in your area would work just as well.

The carpet and weed pulling process took a couple of months, and in November as the new seedlings were beginning to appear we chose the most “effective and efficient” method the Aransas County Extension Office suggested–applications of pre-emergent herbicides. Those that are registered in Texas, listed by brand name, chemical common name and maker include, PreM (Pendimethalin) produced by Lesco; Amaze Grass & Weed Preventor (Benefin/Oryzalin) by Green Light; Surflan, A.S. (Oryzalin) by Southern Ag.; Weed & Grass Preventer (Oryzalin); and Lilly Miller Weed Stoppere (Oryzalin) Lawn & Garden Products, the last two by Lilly Miller. The best time to apply a pre-emergent herbicide is before or while the weed seeds are beginning to germinate -- generally when the soil temperature (not the air temperature) reaches 52˚F. In our area, those conditions generally fall between December and March.  Repeat applications should be made six weeks apart; the number of applications will depend on the infestation level of the weed. Irrigation or rainfall of 0.25 to 0.5 inches is required within 1 to 7 days of application for the pre-emergent herbicide to work.  Avoid drift onto desirable plants or injury may result. As always, carefully read and follow all label directions, it’s the law.
Once our invasion is under control, I will implement a “greener” method that works very well - distilled vinegar applied directly to the base of the weed plant. Typically it will kill both the foliage and roots, but sandspurs are resistant and need repeat applications. Effective concentrations of vinegar range from 5 percent to 10 percent. The local grocery store carries a 7 percent gallon jug of distilled vinegar. Using a sprayer, add the gallon of vinegar, along with a tablespoon or two of liquid dish soap (no water), for the best way I have found to spot control weeds. Make sure you don’t overspray the vinegar solution onto desirable plants because they will be damaged. 

Our Southern Sandbur Saga has been filled with many lessons … in the spring I hope our sticky situation will be a painful memory of the past. 
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

