Missoula County

Integrated Plant Management
Fact Sheet No. 8
Managing Lawn Weeds

Whether or not weeds successfully invade turf areas depends on how lawns are
managed and on the adaptability and competitiveness of the weeds.

Common Lawn Weed Characteristics
Weeds come in two forms: Annual and Perennial. Annuals live only one year.
Perennials return from year to year.

Annuals reproduce seed which germinate, grow, flower, and set new seed all in one
season (e.g., chickweed and black medic.) Perennials live more than one season. Some
perennials germinate, grow, and over winter as a perennial taproot (e.g., dandelion.) The
second year these perennials re-grow from the large taproot. Others germinate from
seed and then reproduce from rhizomes (underground stems) broken off of the parent
plant (e.g., quack grass.)

Weeds adapt themselves to lawns in many ways. The most important way is rooting
depth. Most bluegrasses and fescue grass roots extend only 6 inches to 8 inches into
the soil. Weeds compete by extending their roots into the soil deeply, sometimes as
deep as 25 feet (see Figure 1.)

Combating Lawn Weeds

First you need to find out what type of weeds you have. Are they annuals or are they
perennials? How deep do their roots extend? Do they reproduce by seed or by
underground stem?

Then look at the cultural practices affecting the health of the lawn such as the following 6
points:

1). GRASS VARIETY. Is a drought-tolerant variety needed? A shade-tolerant variety?
See our handout on Low Maintenance Lawn Alternatives for further information.

2). WATERING. Is the lawn being watered every day for 20 minutes, whether needed or
not? This common practice encourages shallow grass root growth. To encourage
deeper root growth which better competes with weeds, water less frequently but for
longer periods. This approach will also grow stronger grass leaves to shade out weed
seeds that are trying to germinate. Too little water can also encourage weeds, especially
if the grass is a water-loving variety.

3). MOWING. In addition to encouraging deeper grass roots, allow the lawn to remain
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