
Midwest Organic Team

www.new-ag.msu.edu

Organic weed control

Dale R. Mutch

Weeds are the No. 1 concern for field crop organic farmers and pose important 
problems for vegetable and fruit organic farmers. This is because weeds can dramatically 
reduce crop yield if they are not managed and controlled. Specific weeds may also 
provide alternative hosts for insects and pathogens, as well as interfere with harvest 
either by interfering with machinery or through crop contamination. Organic farmers 
must use multiple tactics to manage weeds because they cannot use synthetic herbicides, 
and existing organically acceptable herbicides are costly and primarily limited to 
burndown activity. For more information see the “Integrated Weed Management” books 
in the reference section.

Know your weeds

As they say, “Know your enemy.” Organic farmers need to pay close attention to what 
types of weeds are in their fields and how they grow. Know weed life cycles. Are they 
annual, perennial or biennial weeds? Will the weeds germinate early or mid-summer? 
How deep in the soil will the seeds germinate? How much seed will the weed produce? 
Do weeds reproduce vegetatively via rhizomes or stolons? An additional question 
specific to perennial crops is: Which weeds are problems at time of establishment versus 
post crop/planting establishment?

Care for your soil

The best line of defense is to build healthy soil. A biologically active and diverse 
soil will reduce weed populations and help crops grow faster. The faster a crop builds 
a canopy to fill rows and cover the soil, the less impact weeds will have on the crop. 
Decreasing weed growth dramatically reduces weed seed production. Healthy soils 
stimulate weed seed decay and can increase weed seed predation. Healthy soil can be 
built by using cover crops, choosing good crop rotation, applying compost and other 
organic soil amendments, maintaining appropriate drainage and reducing compaction. 
Generally, farmers want to keep weeds out of the field for the first four to six weeks of 
annual crop growth to maximize crop yield potential. 

Commonly used strategies 

Here are some of the practices used by organic farmers to reduce weed problems:

u If early weed species such as common lambsquarters or smartweed begin 
growing, consider allowing these weeds to germinate, then kill them with tillage 
and delay the crop planting, allowing the crop to get ahead of the weeds. 
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u  Increase seeding rates and narrow planting rows to give the desired crop a 
competitive advantage over weeds. 

u  Select varieties that will succeed better under organic farming methods.

u For perennial fruit and most vegetable crops, consider using mulches to 
“smother” weeds. These could consist of wood chips, plastic or fabric weed 
cloth, living mulches or, in some cases, hay or straw. 

Stale seed beds

u  Use tillage as a tool to control weeds. Early tillage for seed bed preparation 
could be moldboard plowing, chisel plowing, field cultivating, rotovating, offset 
discing or field cultivation. After planting, try rotary hoeing, cultivating or 
flaming weeds with heat to control weeds. 

u  Pull, clip and remove weeds when the crops cannot be cultivated. If necessary, 
hire labor. Since weeds are prolific seed producers, removing these larger weeds 
can have a positive impact on the weed seed bank in the soil.

This fact sheet has covered the very basics of organic weed control. Below are some 
excellent references that can be of further assistance. 
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