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Weed of Interest: Horseweed (Marestail) 
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

It is the nature of weeds to take advantage of any loop-
hole in our defense against them . In the Northeast, an 
opportunity for the weeds occurs in the late summer 
and fall in nurseries, landscapes and perennial horticul-
tural crops . As the residual preemergence herbicides 
fade in late summer an opportunity to invade presents 
itself to weeds with winter annual life cycles . Many 
winter annual weeds are 
low growing and relatively 
noncompetitive . However 
one species, horseweed 
(Conyza canadensis (L .) 
Cronq .), also known as 
marestail, is a tall, broad-
leaf weed commonly 
found in nurseries, vine-
yards, small fruit plantings, 
and minimum-tillage row 
crops . In the spring, horse-
weed, in response to ris-
ing temperatures, begins 
to complete its life cycle . A 
single stem covered with 
whorls of strap like leaves 
will grow as high as six 
feet by mid July . The tall 
leafy stems can be seen 
towering above crops and 
other weeds from June 
to October . The generic 
name Conyza (Greek for 
strong smelling plant) and the closely related fleabanes 
(Erigeron) are often highly aromatic and are suppos-
edly repellent to some insects . The common name 
horseweed (or mare’s-tail) refers to the tall, leafy stem 
that resembles a horse’s tail . Horseweed is primarily a 
winter annual, but it can behave as a spring-germinat-
ing annual in parts of the northern United States and 
Canada . When horseweed behaves as a winter annual, 
the freshly mature seeds that are produced in July and 
August will germinate at the soil surface for a period of 
several weeks starting in mid-August . 

Because of its vigorous growth in the spring, horse-
weed is considered one of the most competitive and 
troublesome winter annuals infesting commercial hor-
ticulture in the Northeast . In recent years, horseweed 
has become even more of a problem because glypho-
sate (and other herbicides) resistant biotypes have de-

veloped and spread to several areas of the country . As 
yet, Long Island growers have not reported any con-
firmed instances of glyphosate-resistance. It may be 
occurring in the Long Island populations, but because 
glyphosate is not often used as the sole means of 
weed control, other control measures are able to mask 
a resistant biotype . Combining herbicides (alternating 

within and between years) 
and cultivation when pos-
sible, are effective mea-
sures for managing and 
preventing a buildup of 
herbicide-resistant bio-
types . Finding information 
about horseweed control 
on herbicide labels can be 
difficult. Sometimes it is 
listed as horsetail which 
is a perennial weed . If in 
doubt, the label will list it 
under Annual Weeds Con-
trolled or refer to the cur-
rent Cornell Pest Manage-
ment Guidelines .

Management Consider-
ations: Horseweed can 
become a serious weed in 
any field-grown perennial 
horticultural crop . The win-
ter annual cycle allows it to 

fill a niche at a weak point in the crop production cycle. 
The primary germination period begins in mid-August – 
a time when most spring-applied herbicides have lost 
effectiveness . A preemergent control strategy must 
be timely to be effective . Residual preemergent herbi-
cides such as flumioxazin (Chateau, Sureguard, Broad-
star), oxyfluorfen (Goal), oryzalin (Surflan), or simazine 
(Princep) should be applied in advance of the beginning 
of the germination period or, if later, the soil should be 
freshly cultivated to destroy small seedlings. In field 
nurseries where a fall cover crop is to be planted, di-
rected applications of a preemergent herbicide in the 
row can prevent infestations . Postemergence control 
in the spring can be achieved with broadcast applica-
tions of asulam (Asulox) in certain field grown nursery 
crops . In vineyards, paraquat (Gramoxone) or carfen-
trazone (Aim) are somewhat effective alternatives to 
glyphosate . Also, in our studies in nurseries, we have 

Horseweed (Conyza canadensis) rosette .




