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‘Lowly Weeds’… But They’re Still Weeds!
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

Like a pesky younger sibling, one might ask: “is it 
harmful or do you just not want to look at it?” There 
are a handful of common weeds that have low-growing 
prostrate habits that we always seem to encounter in 
container nurseries, landscapes and vegetable produc-
tion . This group includes common purslane (Portulaca 
oleracea), spotted spurge (Chamaesyce or Euphorbia 
maculata), carpetweed (Mollugo verticillata), and pros-
trate pigweed (Amaranthus blitoides) . These weeds 
usually begin to germinate once the soil warms up 
later in the spring . Once emerged, they grow laterally 
quickly and grow vegetatively for only a few weeks be-
fore flowers and seed production begin. These ‘lowly 
weeds’ develop a short taproot and wide network of 
fibrous roots. They thrive under high temperatures and 
can tolerate various periods of drought . Because of 
these adaptations, we often see them growing where 
other, taller weeds won’t . Yet, they don’t play well with 
others . They can’t compete well with more vigorous 
weeds like ragweed and redroot pigweed, which can 
overshadow them .

However, the question remains: ”Do they harm crops 
or other desirable plants?” The answer is: yes…some-
times . Purslane is a succulent that is a ‘luxury con-
sumer’ of available water, accumulating excess water 
in its fleshy leaves and stems. In crops where water 

is limited, especially early during the criti-
cal period of competition, interference with 
water availability can negatively affect yield, 
even if the competition is subsequently re-
moved . Unchecked growth can overwhelm 
seeded crops or transplants not grown on 
plastic mulch . Carpetweed is not a succu-
lent and is generally considered less of a 
competitive threat to crops than purslane 
or prostrate pigweed . Still these unwanted 
plants are consuming nutrients and water 
that would otherwise be available to the 
crop or ornamental . Also, they can be alter-
nate hosts of insect pests and nematodes 
for the crop they are infesting . Managing 
purslane with cultivation requires early 
intervention and sharp tools . Even small 
plants, when uprooted can start to grow 
new roots if they are in close contact with 
the soil . Spotted spurge can escape con-
trol in nurseries and landscapes by germi-Carpetweed
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nating late in the season - often after pre-emergence 
herbicide effectiveness has begun to fade . This weed 
can readily grow over the surface of mulches during 
the summer producing huge mat-like plants with thou-
sands of seeds .

There is an argument for allowing low growing weeds 
to grow as a living mulch . Some research has found 
that if low growing weeds are the only weed growth, 
then leaving them will offer a ‘mulch’ effect to the crop . 
This is not often a practical situation since usually other 
more competitive weeds are part of the weed popula-
tion in any given field or garden. 

Like many weeds, purslane, although not a native plant, 
has a long history as a useful forage plant as a potherb 
and for other culinary and medicinal uses . ●
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