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Dollarweed: Friend or Foe?
By Amanda Steves, Master Gardener

Noxious weed or lovely groundcover—which camp are you in?  Gardeners in the coastal regions of Texas often encounter an unusual-looking weed in their lawns and flower beds known as dollarweed.  It’s especially prone to popping up in damp, shady areas or just about anywhere during a rainy month.
Dollarweed (Hydrocotyle bonariensis), or pennywort, is a low-growing native plant found in Texas primarily in just 10 counties on or near the state’s coast.  Its habitat extends along most of the Gulf Coast and up the Atlantic seaboard as far as Virginia.  You can recognize dollarweed by its circular, silver dollar-sized leaves, with the petiole or leaf-stem extending down from the center of each leaf.  The edges of the leaves are slightly scalloped.
Many gardeners hate to see dollarweed springing up unbidden in their landscapes.  If you are among this group, your best line of attack is to pull it up.  It comes out of the ground more easily than most weeds.  If you feel that you need to use an herbicide, choose carefully so as to not damage nearby plants and be sure to follow directions on the label.  By all means, do not apply Atrazine, which seeps into our ground water easily, since coastal land is very close to the underlying water table.  Consider spraying dollarweed with vinegar as a more natural herbicide.
The best way to eliminate dollarweed is to avoid creating an environment for it to thrive in.  The appearance of it in an open area of lawn or a sunny flower bed usually means there is too much moisture.  Try watering less often—only when the plants or grass need it.  Wait until leaves start to droop or blades of grass curl a little, or you can see your footprints in the lawn when you walk across it.
But wait, there’s another approach for gardeners with dollarweed: use it as a beneficial native plant in your landscape.  Like most south Texas natives, it is heat- and drought-resistant.  It can live in low-nutrient soils, which abound in sandy coastal areas, and it is extremely salt-tolerant, another challenge in coastal gardening.  In fact, dollarweed, or beach pennywort, is often found growing on beach sand dunes.  It helps prevent erosion, and it can tolerate being blasted and buried by sand, as well as salt spray and salt water flooding.
Why on earth would anyone choose to use dollarweed in a landscape?  It makes a hardy, evergreen groundcover under trees and in other shady spots where grass grows poorly.  You can use it as a living mulch in your flower beds, also.  In many ways, a non-aggressive groundcover makes a much better topper for the soil than non-living mulch, which needs to be replenished regularly.  The cute, circular leaves shade the ground, and when they drop they add their nutrients to the soil as they decay.

Another advantage of most natives--and dollarweed is good at this--is they attract beneficial insects to your yard and garden.  Dollarweed blooms from April to September, with clusters of tiny flowers that are beloved by pest-eating insects such as lacewings, ladybugs, tiny parasitic wasps, and many more.  These garden helpers feast upon caterpillars, aphids, thrips, and other soft-bodied insects, as well as leaf cutting ants.
The Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Center’s Barbara Medford recommends taking the plunge and using dollarweed instead of grass for your lawn. It needs less mowing, less water, and is far less invasive than traditional turf grasses like St. Augustine or Bermudagrass.  If dollarweed does find its way into a flower bed or walkway, it’s much easier to remove than grass.  It is a perennial plant, evergreen, spreads by both rhizomes and seeds, and it grows well in both shade and sun.  Sounds like it was tailor-made for our sandy, coastal yards.  And of course, it was.
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