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Solving Weed Problems In Pastures
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Pastures are often a valuable resource and serve sev-
eral purposes on the farm . On Long Island farms, pas-
tures can be mowed or grazed as a food source for farm 
animals . They can also be used as a place to contain 
livestock and as a valuable component of sustainable 
crop rotation . Pastures are usually composed of a thick 
canopy of grasses and forbs . When well maintained, 
a healthy pasture can naturally exclude most weeds 
from getting established . Howev-
er weeds will find a way to exploit 
any opportunity to get a foothold . 
Most of our weeds are fairly short-
lived herbaceous plants that are 
adapted in several ways to be pio-
neering species . Weeds can grow 
in special places where desirable 
plants can’t . This type of plant is 
able to germinate and establish in 
any minute open space that is cre-
ated in the pasture canopy . These 
‘vacancies’ are created in several 
ways . The most common is soil 
compaction and overgrazing which 
creates a soil condition where 
pasture plants will not grow well . 
Several weedy species like broad-
leaf dock and plantain will thrive in 
these conditions . If steps are not 
taken to correct the underlying 
problem, then weeds will continue 
to overtake the pasture . Weeds 
create problems in pastures by in-
terfering with and competing with desirable vegetation . 
Weedy plants can also be undesirable because of toxic/
harmful properties that they may contain which pose 
risks to the livestock . Weeds may contain toxic com-
pounds that might poison grazing animals, or may have 
structures such as thorns or spines that cause direct 
harm to pastured animals . Toxicity can be expressed 
through ingestion of plant parts that can be outright 
poisonous or through interference with any phase of 
reproduction . Weeds can contain excessive heavy met-
als or be host to mycotoxins (disease-borne toxins) .

The best way to keep weeds out of a pasture is to de-
velop a weed management plan . Developing a plan in-
volves a number of steps that require a certain amount 
of attention to detail . Once a plan is developed for a 
pasture, then it can be easily reviewed and adjusted 

from time to time. The first step is to get to know your 
enemy by systematically scouting the pasture . Walk 
the field in a methodical pattern. Take notes and pic-
tures of weeds that are unknown or suspect . Research 
the unknown and problem weeds . Often a pasture can 
be a mixture of planted grasses and both desirable and 
undesirable wild plants . To help identify the undesir-
ables, there are several online guidelines and published 

handbooks . Cornell University maintains an excellent 
website that helps to determine harmful plants <www .
ansci .cornell .edu/plants/index .html> . Estimate the per-
centage of desirable vegetation that is present . Decide 
on whether the pasture needs ‘fixing’ or renovating 
completely . If the pasture has a few problem weeds 
and only needs fixing, then how will it be done?

There are three common methods of managing prob-
lem weeds in a pasture . The most sustainable ap-
proach is to exclude weeds by preventing any areas 
in the pasture from becoming abused or stressed . A 
uniform ground cover of pasture grasses will prevent 
opportunities for weeds to establish . Avoiding areas of 
excessive compaction and traffic will allow grasses to 
maintain a good canopy . Also, be aware of and remove 
(if possible) weed infestation sources from nearby ar-

Weeds like broadleaf dock can grow in harsh conditions where desirable plants can’t.
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eas . Another approach is to employ physical and cul-
tural methods to remove established weeds . Some-
times hand removal of small problems can be the most 
efficient. Using a tool like a ‘weed wrench’ can help 
take out sapling trees like black locust or cherry . These 
seedlings are often brought to pastures from nearby 
mature trees . After removal, the ‘void’ that is left needs 
to be re-seeded or repaired .

A third approach is to apply herbicides to manage 
weeds that are too difficult to control otherwise. Some-
times spot treatment with a non-selective systemic 
herbicide such as glyphosate will help remove small 
pockets of problem weeds as long as no more than 
10 percent of the pasture is sprayed . However, often a 
widespread weed will need broadcast application of se-
lective herbicides that will control broadleaf weeds and 
not harm grasses in pastures . The choice of the best 
material for the weed problem can be aided by consult-
ing pest management guidelines and product labels as 
well as consulting with knowledgeable advisors . Re-
member though, the label is the law . Cornell University 
provides information on currently available herbicides 
at: <http://ipmguidelines.org/fieldcrops/chapters/ch04/
ch04-14.aspx>. The choice of herbicide is influenced 
by how applications will be made, who will apply them 

and what equipment is needed . 
Also, the label <http://pims .
psur .cornell .edu/> will describe 
the time restrictions for allow-
ing animals re-entry into treated 
areas . Unfortunately, pastures 
may become so degraded that 
total renovation is sometimes 
needed . If weed problems are 
severe, a broadcast application 
of glyphosate or other systemic 
herbicide may be needed prior 
to disking or plowing to help re-
duce the underground rhizomes 
and roots of perennial weeds . ●

Weeds like mile-a-minute weed have spines or prickles that 
prevent predation from animals .

Scouting pastures regularly will help prevent major weed infestations.
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