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Our office frequently receives questions from gardeners and farmers on alternatives to the use of glyphosate for weed control. 
The University of North Carolina recently published a great article surveying different control methods that is well worth the read 
(https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/are-there-alternatives-to-glyphosate-for-weed-control-in-landscapes). The article covers everything 
from the use of vinegar to pre-emergent herbicides to cultivation practices. One thing to note is that some of the alternative 
herbicides, which may be allowed in North Carolina, may or may not be specifically licensed for use in New York State. Before 
purchasing these alternative chemicals, you should check the label carefully to ensure that they can be used here.  

So why is glyphosate so prevalent – and why are people worried about using it? 

The basic reason that glyphosate use is so common is that it works very well! Glyphosate is a broad-spectrum and non-selective 
systemic herbicide. Once sprayed onto foliage, the chemical moves through the vascular system of the plant down into the roots.  
It kills most plants quickly – from grasses and sedges to broadleaf annuals and perennials. Because it is systemic, it kills plants with 
extensive root systems, such as burdock, as well as difficult to control invasive species like swallowwort. The herbicide is readily 
available and inexpensive when compared to other products. Studies have also shown that it breaks down quickly in the 
environment and does not persist in soils. Many consider it to be one of the least toxic and environmentally benign herbicides in 
use. From an agricultural perspective, the biggest drawback of glyphosate is the potential for 
overspray onto desirable plants, which it will also kill or damage. 

Glyphosate sounds like a great product, right? So, why are people questioning its use? From 
the UNC Article, “…Recently the toxicity and environmental safety of glyphosate has been 
questioned… Though the US Environmental Protection Agency continues to maintain that 
glyphosate does not pose a threat to human health or the environment when used according 
to directions, many agencies and individuals would prefer an alternative.”  

One of the biggest critics on the use of glyphosate is Dr. Stephanie Seneff, an MIT professor 
who has published multiple articles linking the chemical to diseases such as celiac disease 
and autism. Her upcoming book, Toxic Legacy: How the Weedkiller Glyphosate is Destroying 
our Health and the Environment is scheduled for release in July. While we are unqualified to 
judge the merits of Dr. Seneff’s research into endocrinology, many researchers and scientists 
question her findings. One thing that we are certain of, however, is that her research and 
this book’s publication will only heighten the debate over the use of glyphosate.  

Until the debate is resolved, what should gardeners and farmers do? Good integrated pest 
management (IPM) practices dictate that gardeners and farmers approach weed control 
carefully and thoughtfully. There is no “one-size-fits-all” approach. When looking to control 
weeds, we should employ those practices with the least environmental and health impacts 
or risk first. Secondly, we need to carefully identify the nuisance plant species. Weeds such as marestail, for example, are showing 
significant glyphosate resistance and must be controlled using other methods anyway. Control methods in the IPM arsenal 
include: 

1. Manual Control: This is basically pulling weeds by hand or disturbing them with a hoe, cultivator, or other implement. No one 
wants to hear this option, but it is effective and there is no cost other than your time and fuel for equipment. This is generally 
regarded as the safest option for the environment. Many gardeners find hand weeding to be enjoyable – and you might burn 
a few calories in the process. 

2. Flame or steam weeding: This method is effective for weeds in sidewalks, driveways, and pavers. It will kill the top portion of 
the weed, but it does not kill the roots. If you are controlling perennial weeds, they will re-grow. The method works best when 
seeds are just emerging, quickly killing seedlings at the cotyledon stage before they can take hold. 

3. Tarping (Light Occlusion). Black plastic tarps, such as the ones used to cover silage, can be placed on the ground. During the 
growing season, emerging seedlings and weeds are starved of light and die, quickly depleting the soil’s seed bank. New 
vegetable plots or flower beds can be established by first mowing the area and then placing tarps.  

4. Organic herbicides: Products containing fatty acids, acetic acid, and botanical oils are readily available. These products give 
rapid results. Unfortunately, they do not kill the roots, requiring multiple applications. Keep in mind that just because a 
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Marestail is one of many weeds that 

are growing resistant to glyphosate. 
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product is labeled ‘organic’ or ‘natural’ does not mean it is non-toxic or harmless! Many natural products have higher toxicity 
levels than their synthetic counterparts. 

5. Synthetic herbicides: There are a myriad of products with active ingredients like 2,4-D (broadleaf weed control in lawns), 
triclopyr (brush control) and pre-emergent options. Like glyphosate, many of these products can damage desirable 
ornamental plants, so they have to be applied carefully.  

Bottom line: Each situation is different. Know what weeds you are trying to control. The use of personal protective equipment 
when applying any herbicide is critical and all label requirements must be followed. Contact Cornell Cooperative Extension for 
weed identification and options for the control of specific weeds in specific situations. No matter what choice you are comfortable 
with, remember that are no magic bullets, weed control is an ongoing process, and Mother Nature always has the upper hand. 
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