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Weed of Interest: Yellow Nutsedge
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Yellow nutsedge, Cyperus esculentus, is an herba-
ceous perennial weed that can be a serious problem 
in turf, nurseries, landscaped areas, vegetables and 
fruit production. Nutsedge is native to North and South 
America and in the past 70 years has moved from its 
original habitat of poorly drained or swampy areas to 
infest millions of acres of cultivated land. It is inter-
feres greatly with desirable plant growth and produc-
tion and can increase costs of commercial production 
and reduce plant quality. If it is not controlled, yellow 
nutsedge will rapidly reproduce and infest large areas. 

Yellow nutsedge, a monocot, is a 
member of the sedge (Cyperaceae) 
family. The leafy, unbranched shoots 
are characteristically triangular-shaped 
in cross-section. The leaves are shiny, 
pale green and originate at the base 
of the plant. The flower head is borne 
on a slender stem that is slightly taller 
than the basal leaves. Slender flow-
er stalks and leaf-like bracts radiate 
from the tip of the stem, giving it an 
umbrella-like appearance. The plants 
originate from underground tubers, or 
nutlets, which have over wintered for 
one or more years. After sprouting in 
early May, the “parent” plant will ini-
tiate rhizomes (horizontally creeping 
underground stems) that give rise to 
many daughter plants. On Long Is-
land, our research has shown that un-
der ideal growing conditions, a single 
plant can produce almost 7,000 daughter plants in a 
single season. Each of these will eventually produce 
several tubers by the end of the season. As the days 
begin to shorten in the summer, tubers will begin to 
form at the ends of the rhizomes. Tuber formation will 
continue into the fall. Although the flower stalks will ap-
pear in August and September, very little, if any, viable 
seed is produced. 

Cultural Practices to Consider:
Although yellow nutsedge can be very competitive, it 
will not grow well under shaded conditions. Any crop-
ping practice, such as closer spacing or earlier plant-
ing, that will promote heavy shading of the soil will 
help to limit the spread of this weed. Since nutsedge 

plants begin to form new tubers in July and August, it 
is important to implement control measures it before 
this occurs. In general, between-row cultivation will 
not control emerged nutsedge well, but only move the 
plants down the row with the cultivator and spread it in 
the field. However, in fallow fields, regular tillage (disk-
ing) during the season can manage this weed well for 
future crops. Past research has shown that nutsedge 
populations can be greatly reduced by regular disking 
fallow fields. The key is to prevent new tubers from 
maturing, since each year’s tubers are responsible for 

at least 50 to 75% of the new plants the following year. 
Nutsedge tubers can readily be transported to new ar-
eas by humans, farm equipment, or infested plant ma-
terial and especially compost and mulching materials. 
When tubers are dormant they will not be successfully 
destroyed by the heat created by composting. Prevent-
ing new infestations is the least costly and most effec-
tive method of controlling nutsedge. 

Management Strategies: 
Yellow nutsedge is difficult to control because the un-
sprouted tubers in the soil are extremely impervious to 
herbicides or mechanical control. Therefore, the plants 
are most susceptible to control measures after emer-
gence, but before new tubers are formed. 

Nutsedge growing through landscape fabric & pebble mulch.
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In turf, postemergence control should be applied in late 
June and July. Currently, the best selective control can 
be attained with the postemergence herbicide halosul-
furon (Sedgehammer and other Trade names). This se-
lective and systemic herbicide should be applied when 
the nutsedge has 3 to 8 leaves, usually in June. The ad-
dition of a non-ionic surfactant is recommended. Other 
herbicides such as bentazon (Basagran) and others can 
also provide some level of suppression of this weed in 
turf. To attain better herbicide coverage of the leaves, 
do not mow for two to three days prior to application. 

In nurseries and landscaped areas, nutsedge is easier 
to manage before planting a crop, or in crop-free areas. 
A serious infestation in an established 
planting is difficult to control because 
selective herbicide options are lim-
ited. Postemergence spot treatments 
with glyphosate directed only on the 
nutsedge foliage can be effective if 
applied before new tubers begin to 
mature. However, resprouting will 
probably occur, so at least two ap-
plications will usually be needed for 
effective control. Halosulfuron is not 
labeled for production nursery use, 
but can be used in fallow fields to help 
clean up an infestation. It can be used 
in landscapes as a directed application 
in most established woody ornamen-
tals. Bentazon is labeled for use on 
some nursery species, although injury 
to some evergreen species has been 
reported so attention to label direc-
tions is important. 

In vegetable production, there are a 
few postemergence herbicide options 
that are now available. Halosulfuron 
(Sandea and other trade names) is a 
herbicide that is registered on a variety 
of vegetable crops. It is in the sulfonyl-
urea (ALS inhibitor) class and is effec-
tive at very low rates. It is important 
that application equipment be well 
calibrated to avoid over-application. 
Halosulfuron can be applied preemer-
gence or postemergence in several 
crops although preemergence appli-
cations are only suppressive of nut-

sedge. Bentazon (Basagran), labeled for peas, beans 
and sweet corn, is another option for postemergence 
nutsedge control. Apply when the nutsedge is 6-8 
inches tall. Best results are obtained by treating when 
temperatures and relative humidity are very high. Two 
applications will probably be needed for good control. 
Bentazon will control many broadleaf weeds but will 
not control grassy weeds. However, since no chemi-
cal tool is entirely effective on this weed, integrating 
cultural measures when possible and vigilantly scout-
ing for new infestations is necessary to minimize the 
impact of this weed. ●

Yellow nutsdege tubers germinate in mid-spring.

Yellow nutsedge in turf is very noticible in the spring.




