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COMPLEMENTARY, FIELD PLANTINGS: GRASS AND NURSERY PLANTS 
 
"Complementary Plantings" occupy an environment or space not occupied by crop plants which 
would otherwise be open for invasion --invasion by weeds, microorganisms, insects and other 
uninvited "guests". As opposed to pathogenic or competitive organisms that would invade this 
environment, complementary plantings actively improve the environment of the neighboring 
crop plant. 
 
Complementary plantings could - 
 
*Provide loadbearing sod aisles (roadways) to facilitate year-round equipment and personnel 
traffic. 
 
*Minimize free-standing water on the soil surface that would contribute to pathogen spread. 
 
*Remove excess moisture from the root zone in the winter; and, in the summer, dormant or 
slowly growing plantings could conserve moisture through their mulching action. 
 
*Provide, through mulching effect, soil temperature modification protection of roots against 
freezing in winter and against high summer temperatures.  
 
*Be integral in maintenance and renewal of soil organic matter and soil structure and in 
minimizing soil erosion. 
 
*Be critical factors in biological control programs, i.e. host plants for predator insects, host-
source of mycorrhizal inoculum, etc. 
 
*Minimize herbicide use requirements with consequent reduction in herbicide phytotoxicities. 
 
"Complementary Planting" is a cultural practice from years past whose time is now. The 
growing of shade trees in a nurseryrow with grass sod aisles between the rows is not a new idea. 
But, it has not been extensively practiced since the advent of chemical weed control. 
I have completed a rather thorough literature search in an attempt to find reports about on 
integrating complementary plantings into the field production system for woody nursery crops. 
Though I uncovered interesting bits and pieces of information in various research reports that 
might be extrapolated through imagination and faith to production of woody nursery crops, I 
found no reported research on integrated, complementary nursery production systems. 



The ideas and abstracted information presented in this article and the subsequent article by Tom 
Cook are presented solely for your mental stimulation and evaluation. They have not been tested 
and integrated through research into an actual production situation. But, as one grower so aptly 
stated, if he waited for science to establish it beyond a 95% probability, it might take 20 years; 
and, as a businessman, he was used to operating at the 50% level of probability. 
 
The use of complementary plantings, such as grass aisles between nursery rows, introduces a 
new set of variables and affects to be managed. It is a two-edged sword which if properly 
managed can be advantageous, but if improperly managed could directly compete with and 
inhibit the commercially important nursery crop. Complementary plants should be selected, 
spaced and culturally managed (planting date, fertilization-irrigation, growth regulation, etc) to 
result in complementation of the commercially valued nursery crop. They should not result in 
interspecific competition. These photos were taken on the same rainy day, March 26, 1982, in 
the Willamette Valley within a few miles of each other. They vividly contrast the bare-soil 
system achieved through extensive use of chemical herbicides with the integrated 
complementary system of grass aisles and nursery plant row with weed control achieved through 
competition and limited, selective application of chemical herbicides. 
 

In the bare, field-
production of 
rhododendrons (Photos 
1-3), frequently during 
the rainy winter 
months, there was free-
standing water and, 
during windy periods, 
blowing water in the 
rhododendron field. 
Use of heavy 
equipment was not 
possible because of the 
soft ground conditions, 
and ground support for 
workers was not the 
greatest. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

PHOTO 1. Unprotected soil 
surface -breakdown of soil 
structure, reduced drainage-
aeration, standing water. 
 
 
 
 

PHOTO 2. Soil on plant leaves 
is evidence of blowing surface 
water. 



In contrast, the established grass aisles between rows of specimen trees provide support for 
mechanical diggers, trucks and personnel throughout the winter months thus making it possible 
to dig and transport trees from the growing grounds throughout the winter (Photos 4, 5). 

PHOTO 3. Leaf drop resulting 
from dissemination-infection of 
waterborne fungus. 

PHOTO 
4. Grass 
sod aisles 
are factors
in 
controllin
g 
moisture, 
weeds, 
and soil 
structure.
 

PHOTO 5. Grass aisles improve 
loadbearing characteristics of the soil 
thereby extending the digging season 
throughout the winter months. 



 
 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals in 
this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions on 
the pesticide container.  
Permission to Reprint material appearing in the ONW Newsletter is granted with the request that you credit the 
source: Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter, date, volume, issue, page numbers. Do not excerpt or reprint in such a 
manner as to imply the author's endorsement or criticism of a product or concept.  
Nondiscrimination - The information in the Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter is provided with the understanding 
that no discrimination is intended and that listing of commercial products implies no endorsement by the authors. 
Criticism of products or equipment is neither intended nor implied.  
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