Winter Weed Control


Now that the 2001 gardening year is over, it is time to review last year and decide what might be improved upon in 2002.  If you decide you have spent entirely too much time pulling weeds, now is the time to plan some new strategies in the war on weeds.

Now is not the time to sit back in your easy chair and dream of a beautiful weed free garden.  Those pesky weeds are out there growing and producing enough seeds to keep us busy for ten lifetimes.  Our wonderful, mild, Northwest winters are perfect for pests such as chickweed and annual blue grass to bloom and go to seed all winter long.  Do not allow them to go to seed.  Wet winter conditions makes it easier to get weed roots out of the ground, but if time is a factor, cut off weed tops and put them in the green recycle bin or bury them deep.  Do not compost weeds that are going to seed.


Another method for cutting down on weed problems is to mulch.  This smothers tiny weeds and their germinating seeds.  There are a variety of materials that can be used for mulching.  Some of the most common are: aged wood chips (good for mulching around trees and larger ornamental shrubs), shredded leaves, and well dried grass clippings.


Paper is also an effective mulch.  Black and white shredded newspaper or white computer paper, and corrugated cardboard all make excellent ground cover to discourage weeds.  Probably the best-looking mulch is finished compost.  It has a fine texture and looks nice around perennials and small shrubs.  It also boosts the soil tilth in your garden.  


When using mulch, there are a few things to remember.  Apply mulches deep enough to be of benefit.  Fine-textured mulches should be spread one half to one inch deep, while coarser mulches such as bark or wood shavings can be applied thicker (one to six inches deep depending on the size of the particles).  One more reminder, do not pile mulch up against tree or shrub trunks and spread a very thin layer of mulch over the root zone of shallow rooted plants such as rhododendron and azaleas. 


Good tools are essential to keep weeds at bay.  There is no substitute for a good hoe to control weeds.  Your hoe should be strong, one whose head is a single-forged piece.  You may pay a little more, but a good hoe will last for years.  Many good tools for weed annihilation are on the market.  You may like to get down and personal with the weeds, so you may prefer to use a short-handled tool such as a hori hori knife or a narrow bladed trowel and a claw.  But if you have a back problem or just don’t want to get on your knees, there are tools available such as the stand-up weeder, the back-saver weeder, or the foot-powered weeder.  Whatever your choice to fight the battle, remember to clean and sharpen tool blades and keep rust off with a thin coating of oil.


There are also chemicals that are effective in some situations, but care must be taken to avoid spraying things you do not intend to kill.  Applying herbicides with a paintbrush in close quarters will work.  However, herbicides are not so effective in cool temperatures.  Best to leave that strategy until spring.


One final thought: don’t give up.  If you are starting to feel as though you are losing the battle, consider this: a study conducted by a Cooperative Extension agent in Albany, N.Y. found that keeping weeds under control just one month longer made a big difference.  So get out there and fight!  Fight!  Fight!

