Ask a Lyon County Master Gardener

Taking the Work Out of Weeding Landscape Beds

By JOHN TAPP, Master Gardener

Q. When is the best time and what is the technique for using granular pre-emergent herbicides to control the weeds in flowerbeds and around shrubs?

A. When weeding landscape beds you have three basic choices. One is pulling or digging the weeds by hand or with manual (hoe) or motorized equipment (tiller).  Another is using a post emergent herbicide, chemicals that kill the weeds on contact after they have emerged. The third is the use of pre-emergent herbicides, chemicals that are applied prior to the germination of weed seeds to create a barrier in the top 1 to 2 inches of soil. This chemical barrier prevents germination in developing weed seeds. In many cases all three techniques are used.

Manual weeding gives the gardener exercise and is the most environmental friendly way to accomplish the removal of weeds. However, for those older gardeners who are no longer able to do manual weeding or for those wishing to save some time, using herbicides may be the answer. 

Generally, the strategy is to apply a pre-emergent herbicide at the proper time to prevent the germination of as many weeds as possible. Weeds that escape the pre-emergent herbicide can be removed manually or by spraying with a post emergent herbicide. For more information on post emergent herbicides and their use, contact your University of Kentucky Extension Agent.

Since pre-emergent herbicides work by creating a chemical barrier in the soil that prevents weed seed germination, they will not kill any weeds that have already germinated. Generally, in our area there seems to be weeds growing almost year round. Therefore, if pre-emergent herbicides are going to be the primary control strategy, you should plan on an application about once every 3 months during the weed growing season. 

Your first application should be in the in late February or early March. During the hot summer months, the herbicide tends to degrade faster and you may need to apply it every 8 weeks. You should select a herbicide that is listed on the container label as effective for the weeds commonly found in this area of Kentucky and safe for the plants in the bed you are treating.

The herbicide should be sprinkled evenly over the soil surface at the rate specified by the manufacturer. Remember, these herbicides are licensed for use only in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. Be sure to keep granules away from plant roots and foliage. 

In addition to applying the herbicide at the correct rate, it is also very important to make sure the application is uniformly spread across the soil surface. Weeds will grow in any area where the herbicide is applied at a rate much less than the recommended rate. On the other hand, environmental and economic considerations dictate that care be used to not apply the herbicide at a rate much greater than the recommended rate. 

Water or lightly rake the pre-emergent herbicide granules into the top 1 to 2 inches of the soil. The herbicide will not be effective if it is too deep in the soil. Sunlight will cause it to photo degrade and lose its strength. If the herbicide is watered in, the active ingredient will be below the soil surface while the remaining inactive particles will probably remain on the surface and eventually disintegrate.

Pre-emergent herbicides will tend to discolor or potentially harm plants if allowed to remain in contact with them for an extended time. Therefore, brush or wash the herbicide from the plant immediately after application. These herbicides may be used in beds where new plants have been transplanted as long as the herbicide is not allowed in the plant’s direct root area. If possible, it should not be applied it until after the plant has been watered in and the soil has firmly settled around the plant. 

Pre-emergent herbicides can generally be applied anytime around spring flowering bulbs. However, the best time to apply them is in late winter or early spring prior to bulb emergence. If applying after the green leaves have appeared, be careful not to get the material on the leaves or into the crown of the plant as discoloration or flower stunting could result. 

For summer flowering bulbs that are planted in the spring, plant bulbs first, water in thoroughly, then apply the herbicide. These herbicides may be used around well-established ground covers. They are not recommended for use prior to planting ground covers.

Pre-emergent herbicides will be effective in areas that have been mulched if applied on top of the mulch and watered or raked in as described above. If you are using them in an area that is to be top dressed with new sterile mulch, the herbicides can be more effective if applied before you add the mulch. 
Also, if you are applying sterile mulch over bare soil, it may be more effective if the herbicide is applied before the mulch. However, if the mulch turns out not to be sterile and weeds grow from seeds that were in the new mulch, you will need to remove the weeds and apply the herbicide to the top of the new mulch.

Many of the pre-emergent herbicides will stain masonry surfaces, like concrete or brick, if left in contact with them for an extended period of time. Therefore, if you are using them near a masonry walk or driveway, be sure to sweep or wash them from the surface to avoid staining.

The most common brand of granular pre-emergent herbicide sold in this area is PREEN with an active ingredient of 1.5% trifluran. Other brands are often available, look for the 1.5% trifluran active ingredient on the label. Some companies, like Miracle Grow, market a weed and feed product containing a mixture of fertilizer and trifluran.  The active ingredient, not the brand name, is what is important so shop wisely.

Pre-emergent herbicides can be a valuable tool in your weed control arsenal. However, you should use them carefully and always in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions on the label of the herbicide. Remember, no herbicide will control all weeds, nor are all safe to use around all plants. 
Note:  

Make sure herbicides do not land on the foliage of plants that you do NOT want to kill.

If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  
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