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Scouting for Weed Problems in the Fall
Andy Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

The end of the growing season is a good time to as-
sess the weed situation in any commercial agricultural 
or horticultural operation. This is the time of year when 
escaped weeds can be inventoried and mapped to help 
plan for a more successful management strategy. In 
the fall, it is helpful to read the weed ‘fingerprint’ that 
occurs in every field and turf area. To start the pro-
cess, be aware that weeds with different life cycles 
will be visible in the fall. Knowing how to recognize and 
interpret the life cycle will help determine your weed 
problems.

Summer annuals: broadleaf weeds like pigweed, 
lambsquarters, smartweed, and grassy weeds like 
crabgrass, foxtail and barnyardgrass. These weeds are 
completing their life cycle as the growing season ends 
in the fall. They will be dropping seed and dying when 
the hard frosts occur. All the summer annuals will have 
a mature senescent appearance. What can we learn 
from summer annual weeds in the field? Because our 
growing season is so long, many of the summer annu-
als we see actually started growing in June and July. In 
certain crops like asparagus, an abundance of annual 
broadleaf weeds can indicate that residual weed con-
trol needs to be implemented at the end of harvest in 
June. This is a time when the weeds that have already 
germinated can be controlled and residual herbicide 
can be applied for season-long control. 

In lawns and other turf areas, the most common sum-
mer annual is crabgrass. This is an excellent time of 
year to determine if the preemergent herbicides that 
were applied in the spring were sufficient to adequately 
control this weed. Often there are numerous escapes. 
These escaped weeds create a void in the turf cover 
which helps weed seedlings to emerge the following 
year. The solution to this problem may be to split the 
application timing so that a second reduced rate is ap-
plied about 6 weeks after the first. Also the escapes 
may need postemergence management as well.

Winter annuals: on Long Island, these weeds begin 
to germinate in mid-August and can continue through 
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mid-October. Winter annual broadleaf weeds include 
bittercress, horseweed, pepper weed and oxalis 
(woodsorrel). Only a few grasses, like downy brome 
and annual bluegrass (Poa annua) have a winter annual 
life cycle, but they can be major problems in field and 
container nurseries, sod farms and other turf areas. 
The key to managing these with residual herbicides is 
knowing that the application needs to be made prior 
to the onset of germination in August. If that isn’t pos-
sible, then some method of removing the germinated 
weeds will be needed to keep these small insignificant 
weeds from getting to be six foot giants next spring.

Perennials: broadleaf perennials, such as dandelion and 
plantain can overwinter as semi-dormant plants; while 
others like mugwort and Canada thistle will die back 
and overwinter underground. Grasses and grass-like 
perennials can grow similarly: fescue, bentgrass and 
nimblewill are visible all winter, but yellow nutsedge 
and quackgrass will die back. It is often difficult to era-
diate many of these perennials, so it is really important 
to scout in the fall or the early spring for newly emerg-
ing populations. In particular, rhizomes and tubers of 
weeds like mugwort and nutsedge can move into fields 
or turf areas on equipment and organic material like 
compost. If organic materials are added to fields or turf 
that are free of these weeds, they should be carefully 
scouted to alert the manager to implement a control 
strategy. Mugwort, quackgrass and Canada thistle are 
usually the first perennials to emerge in the late winter. 
By late March, all three of these have usually emerged 
on Long Island, so if populations are missed or over-
looked in the fall, this is also a good time to catch these 
weeds before they get out of control. ●

Horseweed and other winter annuals 
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during the winter months.


