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n a situation where most effective 
herbicides are banned for sports 
field managers, how does a manager 
establish or renovate successfully? 

Establishing Turfgrass Without Herbicides: Musings on the Future
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I
As of yet, there are no easy answers, but 
prospects may not be entirely hopeless. In 
this article, I’ll provide some approaches 
that you might keep in mind if you’re in 
this boat. Some are cultural or manage-
ment principles that you know and apply 
already. Others are ideas borrowed from 
systems such as organic crop production 
where these questions have been faced for 
years. Hopefully some may be feasible for 
you, at least on a trial basis, and with the 
assurance that many of these approaches 
are being pursued actively in research 
programs. 

Weeds in Establishing Turfgrass
We’ve always dealt with weed pressure in 
newly established or renovated turf areas, 
so turf managers are well aware of some 
of the things necessary to consider:

Weed seed bank. Most areas that have had 
vegetation on them, whether turf or other 
cover, have a bank of weed seeds that has 
accumulated from weeds on site, or have 
moved in with wind and water from off-
site. This is one of the main problems to 
deal with. In agriculture (and sometimes in 
turf management), we may have the luxury 
of time to repeatedly till the soil, allowing 
weed seeds to germinate and be plowed 
down to reduce this seed bank. Knowing 
what is likely to come up in your situation, 
either from historical records of the site or 
first-hand observation, will allow you to 
anticipate the potential size and detail of 
the expected problem.

Perennial weeds. In the past, these would 
have been targeted with non-selective 
herbicides (e.g. glyphosate) which are no 
longer available. Again, repeated tilling 
may reduce this problem, but is probably 
unrealistic in many turf installation situ-
ations.

New rootzone material. Often, installation 
jobs involve bringing in new rootzone 
material, topsoil or sand, which has the 
potential to aggravate a weed problem (if 
the material is not weed-free), or help solve 
the problem, by burying it.
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What Are We Replacing?
There are three types of herbicides which 
are used to deal with three different sets 
of problems in establishing turf (and for 
which we need alternative solutions):

Nonselective herbicides (e.g. glyphosate). 
These allow us to kill perennial weeds 
(and unwanted grass) prior to establish-
ment.
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