
MANAGING GROUND IVY IN HOME LAWNS 

Description:  Ground ivy, sometimes 
called creeping Charlie or gill-over-
the-ground, is one of the primary 
lawn weeds which cause concern 
among Capital District lawn owners.  
Ground ivy is a creeping perennial 
weed which roots at the nodes.  The 
leaves are borne opposite each other 
along the stem, and are round in 
shape, with scalloped edges and a 
rough upper surface.  The flowers are 
bluish-purple and borne in small clus-
ters in the leaf axils.  Ground ivy is a 
member of the mint family and has a 
common feature of the mints: the 
stem is square in cross section.  It grows well in both poorly and well-drained soils, in both sun and shade.  It 
is an aggressive weed which forms unsightly, dense patches, and out-competes most lawn grasses.  It can 
quickly take over large areas.  The stems grow on top of the grass and root at the nodes where they come in 
contact with the soil.  Ground ivy will often grow into flower beds and vegetable gardens adjacent to infest-
ed lawns, creating a further nuisance.  Ground ivy flowers will also make viable seeds, giving this weed an-
other way to spread. 

Management:  Keeping a lawn as dense as possible is the best defense against a new ground ivy infestation.  
Closely spaced, healthy grass plants will give weeds such as ground ivy less opportunity to establish and 
spread.  A soil test will provide recommendations for keeping the lawn adequately fertilized and the pH in 
the proper range.  Mowing to a height of three inches will increase shoot density and root growth of the 
grass and make it more competitive against weeds.  

The options for reducing an existing ground ivy infestation in a lawn are limited.  While it can be hand-pulled 
from small areas, this is rarely a long-term solution.  Ground ivy pulled by hand or removed by other physical 
means, such as raking, often reappears rather quickly, since it will grow from any stems left behind.  This 
makes it virtually impossible to eliminate or reduce significantly from a lawn.  There are no known biological 
controls for ground ivy. 

Herbicides have been developed which will kill ground ivy and other broadleaved weeds but leave grass 
plants unharmed.  These are called “selective” herbicides.  Some of the newest herbicides have iron as the 
active ingredient, since iron will kill or damage many broadleaved weeds but is not harmful to many grasses.  
Use of iron-based herbicides, such as “Fiesta,” has shown promise for control of ground ivy.  In our small re-
search project, Fiesta significantly reduced ground ivy in just one application.  However, the level of long- 



term control was not evaluated.  For more information about these herbicides, see the fact sheet entitled 
“Iron-based Herbicide for Broadleaf Weed Management in Lawns” which can be found on the Cornell Coop-
erative Extension of Rensselaer County website. 

Ground ivy is one of the more difficult weeds to control with the common lawn weed herbicides found on the 
market today.  Products containing some combination of the herbicides 2,4-D, mecoprop or MCPP, and 
dicamba may provide excellent to poor control, depending upon many factors.  Products containing the herb-
icide triclopyr usually are the most effective.  These herbicides may be applied in the spring and the fall, but 
are generally less effective in the spring.  Research has shown that the best control is often gained when 
herbicides are applied in late fall, after the first frost.  In some cases, herbicides will need to be applied for 
two or three seasons to significantly reduce ground ivy.   
 
In general, these products may only be used on established turfgrass areas.  Once the ground ivy dies, there 
will be bare spots, and weeds will appear in these bare spots if they are not re-seeded with grass seed.  How-
ever, read the herbicide label carefully, since there may be a waiting period from the date of herbicide appli-
cation to when it is recommended to plant seed.  If you have ground ivy in a new lawn, be aware that there 
will also be a waiting period (or number of mowings to make) before these herbicides can be applied to 
young turfgrass.  Always choose your herbicide wisely and apply strictly according to the label directions. 

Ground ivy frequently grows in the shade of trees or shrubs. In these areas, spray the herbicide to only wet 
the leaves of the ground ivy and make sure not to soak the ground to avoid uptake of the herbicide by the 
roots of the woody plants. Any woody or broad-leaf plant that comes into contact with an herbicide may be 
damaged or killed. Always be cautious when handling and using any herbicide; do not spray during hot or 
windy weather to avoid any herbicide drifting onto desirable plants. And before using any chemical, especial-
ly herbicides, please read the label completely and follow all the manufacturer's directions carefully. 
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This publication contains pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and human errors are still possible.  
Some materials mentioned may no longer be legal.  All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New 
York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC).  Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in 
New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension specialist or your regional DEC office. 
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