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PERENNIAL WEED CONTROL IN NURSERIES 
(Selling Noxious Weeds Tarnishes Nursery Image) 
 
Occasionally, noxious perennial weeds are sold with nursery stock. Yellow nutsedge, for 
example, now resides in planters atop the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in 
Washington, D.C. Quackgrass hitchhiked into my neighbor's yard with dogwoods, and I bought 
horsetail rush with a live Christmas tree this past year. Canada thistle, field bindweed, wild 
blackberry, and sometimes even poison oak are sold with plants. 
 
Consumers are confronted with several problems when noxious perennial weeds infest their 
newly purchased nursery plants. Most homeowners expect to purchase weeds in topsoil. That 
doesn’t make it right, but that’s acceptable! Perennial weeds, however, cause alarm when they 
sprout and begin to twine around the trunk or form a green carpet around the base of a recently 
purchased plant. Homeowners generally lack expertise, equipment, and the array of control 
options or registered herbicides available to nursery operators, not to mention the fact that many 
oppose the use of some or all pesticides. 
 
Besides being unethical, selling stock containing noxious perennial weeds causes local 
consumers and, worse yet, out-of-state retailers, to lose respect for the quality image that most 
nursery operators advertise and promote, 
 
Controlling noxious weeds in nurseries requires thorough scouting, a complete knowledge of 
each weed, and a well-planned attack with emphasis on prevention. Consider the following 
guidelines to reduce and prevent noxious perennial weed infestations in your nursery operation: 
 
1. Scout all land including rotational fields. Identify and flag each infestation noting the exact 
location for future reference. Discard or destroy all plants infested with perennial weeds during 
the active growing season when the weeds are visible. 
 
2. Learn about the sensitive stages of growth for each weed and the unique properties of each 
herbicide. Consider the following herbicide information as it relates to timing and weather or 
plant conditions to maximize control: 
 

Pronamide (Kerb) is especially active against grasses including perennials such as 
quackgrass. Apply early to midwinter to prolong activity before soil microbes increase 
degradation as temperatures increase. Death of established grasses is slow. To reduce 



exposure to the applicator, pronamide is prepackaged in water soluble bags which should 
not be altered or cut while mixing. 
 
Dichlobenil (Casoron or Norosac) controls several perennial and many annual weeds, but 
is expensive. Because the product is extremely volatile, winter applications are required 
when temperatures are cold and at least 0.5 inch of cold rain is expected immediately after 
treatment. Lower rates of 3 lbs ai/treated acre (75 lbs of 4% product) have provided 
excellent control of susceptible weeds the first year followed by the possibility of 2 lbs. 
ai/A in subsequent years. Field bindweed is stunted, but not controlled with dichlobenil. 
 
Glyphosate (Roundup) controls many weeds in horticultural crops when applied 
selectively and during the correct season to ensure maximum uptake and movement of the 
herbicide to roots of perennial weeds. Selectivity depends on correct placement as a 
directed spray or wiper application while avoiding all contact with crop foliage or 
noncorky bark. Application timings presented in the table represent compromises between 
maximum sugar movement and factors associated with leaf uptake. Additionally, uptake 
may vary on a daily basis with improved results occurring during morning applications 
when leaf waxes contain more water than afternoon treatments. Movement of glyphosate 
from root suckers into the crop has not been observed when applied early to midseason. 
 
Metolachlor (Dual) provides excellent control of yellow nutsedge tubers when applied at 
labeled rates for ornamentals in the fall or midwinter and incorporated with rainfall or 
shallow cultivation. Although winter annual weeds can be controlled, soil residual is short, 
lasting only about 4 months. 
 
Fluazifop (Fusilade 2000) and sethoxydim (Poast) control sensitive grasses 
postemergence. Susceptible grasses must be actively growing (pretreatment with irrigation 
and fertilizer often enhances control), preferably in the 3- to 7-leaf stage. Either crop oil or 
surfactant is added to the spray solution to improve uptake and diminish rainfall effects. 
All fine fescues and annual bluegrass tolerate these herbicides while fluazifop controls 
quackgrass better than sethoxydim in the Pacific Northwest. 

 
3. Design and implement a year-round weed management program by integrating a variety 
of weed suppression or control practices. Rotate and combine weed management practices 
having different actions on the weed. Include the hoe, if need be, to avoid or delay weed shifts 
and the spread of infestations. Isolate infested areas and plan an eradication attack. Always 
consider or seek information regarding long-term implications of repeating the same weed 
control practices. 
 
Evaluate the results of your weed management program by periodically mapping weed 
infestations, preferably at least once each year. Based on annual evaluations, modify your 
 weed management practices before weed populations shift and become established throughout 
the nursery. Always control new seedlings of noxious weeds before they become established as 
perennials. 
 



While digging, sacrifice a few dollars and maintain production standards by discarding flagged 
stock infested with noxious perennial weeds. Everyone benefits, including the consumer, when 
the entire industry maintains high standards and an image of quality plant production. 
 
Table: Common herbicide treatments and time of application for perennial weed control in 
nurseries.a/ 
 

Weed name 
pronamide 
(Kerb) 

dichlobenil 
(Casoron or 
Norosac) 

glyphosateb/ 
(Roundup) 

metolachlor 
(Dual) 

fluazif op 
(Fusilade 
2000) 
 

time of application

Quackgrass & other 
perennial grasses  

winter winter 
 

May no mid-May or 5 to 7 
leaf stage  

Canada thistlec/ no winter pre-bud  or bloom  no no 

Equisetum or horsetail rush  no winter 

 

no no no 
 

Yellow nutsedge no winter 

 
 
before new tubers  
form (mid-June) 

late fall or mid 
winter 

no 

Dandelionsc/ (common & 
false) 

no winter 

 

summer 

 

no 
no 

 

 Blackberry  
no no September no no 

(Himalayan & wild 
trailing) 

Field bindweedc/ no no mid-bloom no no 

a/ Consult text for details of herbicide application and timing with respect to weed susceptibility. 
 

b/ Also registered for spot treating up to 10% of total area in wheat and sweet corn. 
 
c/ Consult non-crop sections of 2,4-D, triclopyr (Garlon or Crossbow), or dicamba (Banvel) 
labels where severe infestations (10% or more of total area) render the land unfit for crop 
production and where non-crop restrictions can be carefully followed. 
 

 
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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