CovmoN KNOTWEED

Integrated Pest Management for Home Gardeners and Landscape Professionals

Common knotweed, Polygonum are-
nastrum, is also known as wiregrass,
wireweed, matweed or doorweed. It
is an annual species that is native

to Europe that has established itself
throughout most of the United States
and Canada. It is found in field crops,
row crops, orchards, yards, gardens
and turf. It is tolerant of soils com-
pacted by trampling with foot traffic
and is therefore frequently found
along paths and walkways. This weed
is particularly well adapted to the
winter and early spring rainfall pat-
tern throughout California. It gets a
good start with the early moisture and
establishes a taproot, which allows it
to survive the summer drought.

IDENTIFICATION

Common knotweed is a prostrate
annual or short-lived perennial plant
with numerous slender, wiry stems
that are highly branched to form pros-
trate mats (Fig. 1). However, in culti-
vated conditions it may grow slightly
erect to 4 to 8 inches. Seedlings are
initially upright with strap-shaped,
embryonic or cotyledon first leaves

Figure 1. Common knotweed (top view).

Figure 2. Common knotweed seedling.

that are /s to 3/sinch long (Fig. 2).
There is a single taproot that can pen-
etrate to more than 18 inches. Leaves
are bluish green in color with blades
narrowly ovate in shape (about !/5 to
4/sinch in length). The leaf stalk is
short and stem nodes are encircled by
papery leaf stipules. These stem nodes
are slightly swollen giving the typical
“knot”-like appearance from which
the common name is derived. Flowers
are small and inconspicuous; they are
borne in the upper leaf axils (Fig. 3).
The colors of the flowers range from
white to green, and they may have a
pinkish tinge. The seed is part of an
achene or simple fruit that is three-
sided, is dark brown, not shiny, and
about '/sinch long.

Silver-sheathed knotweed, Polygo-

num argyrocoleon, is similar to com-
mon knotweed, but has a more erect
growth habit reaching 12 to 20 inches
in height. It may be distinguished
from common knotweed by its long
leafless, rose-colored flower spikes and
its shiny seed. Silver-sheathed knot-
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weed is most common in southern
California.

Common knotweed can be confused
with spotted spurge in gardens and
mowed areas (see Pest Notes: Spotted
Spurge in References). An easy way to
distinguish them is by the white milky
sap that is exuded from broken stems
of spotted spurge.

LIFE CYCLE

Common knotweed germinates in
late winter or early spring, when suf-
ficient moisture is available. It often
germinates in soil cracks in compacted
soil. Though it germinates in early
spring, it grows slowly and upright
before becoming prostrate. If mowed,
it remains prostrate and spreads. It
can form mats 3 to 4 feet in diameter.
Seed develop on the plant low to the
ground and seedlings readily survive
mowing. Like other species in the
genus Polygonum, seed in the soil are
probably long-lived. Flowering may
occur from March through October.

Figure 3. Small, inconspicuous flowers
in the the leaf axils.
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IMPACT

Common knotweed readily invades
areas where other weeds may have
difficulty surviving such as trampled
and compacted areas. Examples
include turf, roadsides, sports fields,
vacant lots, gravel parking areas, gar-
dens, agricultural crops, foot paths,
and dirt roadways. It is particularly
troublesome in alfalfa fields, where
soil is compacted from wheel traffic.
In turf it invades open areas caused by
heavy wear. It is a host for the para-
sitic weed dodder and some disease
organisms such as powdery mildew
fungi. Predatory (beneficial) insects
are attracted to the flowers which they
use as a food source.

MANAGEMENT

One of the most important manage-
ment methods is to prevent soil com-
paction, which provides the conditions
under which this weed grows best.
Arrange landscapes so that soil is less
likely to become compacted. Spread
out foot and vehicle traffic over a
broader area. Use fences or hedges to
reduce traffic and install rock or pave-
ment pathways where traffic cannot
be avoided. Do not trample areas soon
after irrigation or rainfall. Arrange
soccer fields and athletic areas so that
heavily used areas such as goals, mid-
fields, and sidelines can be rotated.

Aeration. Loosening the soil in lawns
to provide better drainage and a better
environment for more desirable spe-
cies can be beneficial. If areas are com-
pacted, loosen the soil and overseed
with a locally adapted grass seed.

Mulches. A variety of mulches can

be applied to planting beds and other
landscaped areas to prevent establish-
ment of common knotweed. Mulching
with landscape fabrics can be effec-
tive if the fabric is overlapped and no
light is allowed to penetrate to the
soil. Use a polypropylene or polyester
fabric or black polyethylene (plastic
tarp) to block all plant growth. Rock or
organic mulches such as bark or com-
post can be used over the top of syn-
thetic fabrics. If used alone, organic
mulches should be 3 to 4 inches thick.
Finer mulch material is not desirable

since weeds seed may easily grow in
it. Coarser material will drain readily
and reduce seedling establishment of
common knotweed. Mulch needs to
be replenished each year to maintain
cover thickness and eliminate light
penetration to the soil.

Prevent knotweed from producing
seed by controlling young plants. This
will reduce the amount of seed pres-
ent in the soil in succeeding years.

Cultivation. Common knotweed is
easy to remove with common weed-
ing tools, such as a swivel hoe. For
the home gardener, frequent manual
removal along with mulching should
be sufficient to manage this weed in
most situations.

Herbicides. There are many her-
bicides that will control common
knotweed, but they are not generally
required in home garden situations.
The selection of the herbicide is gov-
erned by the site and, should there be
one, the crop. Remember that many
of these herbicides can have negative
effects on desirable plants as well and
should be used with care, especially
in a landscape situation.

Preemergent herbicides must be applied
before the knotweed seed germinates.
Examples of preemergent herbicides
available for home use include prod-
ucts containing benefin, dithiopyr,
oryzalin, pendimethalin, prodiamine,
and trifluralin.

The following additional preemer-
gent herbicides are only available to
licensed pest control operators: atra-
zine, hexazinone, napropamide, oxa-
diazon, pronamide, and simazine.

Postemergent herbicides like those con-
taining dicamba (for use in turfgrass
only), glyphosate, and pelargonic acid
will control emerged common knot-
weed. For best results, these herbicides
must be used while the weed is young,
preferably the early seedling stage,
before it becomes more established
and hardened off. When knotweed is
young (i.e, less than 3 inches in diam-
eter), it can be controlled with 2,4-D,

and there are a number of products
available for home use that contain this
chemical. Some postemergent herbi-
cides kill the top growth of a plant, but
it may regrow from buds on the crown
of the plant.
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For more information contact the University
of California Cooperative Extension in your
county. See your telephone directory for
addresses and phone numbers.
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REVIEWED

This publication has been anonymously peer
reviewed for technical accuracy by University of
California scientists and other qualified profession-
als. This review process was managed by the ANR
Associate Editor for Urban Pest Management.

To simplify information, trade names of products
have been used. No endorsement of named products
is intended, nor is criticism implied of similar products
that are not mentioned.

This materialis partially based upon work supported
by the Extension Service, U.S. Department of
Agriculture, under special project Section 3(d),
Integrated Pest Management.

WARNING ON THE USE OF CHEMICALS

Pesticides are poisonous. Always read and carefully follow all precautions and safety recommendations
given on the container label. Store all chemicals in the original labeled containers in a locked cabinet or shed,
away from food or feeds, and out of the reach of children, unauthorized persons, pets, and livestock.

Pesticides applied in your home and landscape can move and contaminate creeks, rivers, and oceans.
Confine chemicals to the property being treated. Avoid drift onto neighboring properties, especially gardens
containing fruits or vegetables ready to be picked.

Do not place containers containing pesticide in the trash or pour pesticides down sink or toilet. Either use
the pesticide according to the label or take unwanted pesticides to a Household Hazardous Waste Collection
site. Contact your county agricultural commissioner for additional information on safe container disposal and
for the location of the Household Hazardous Waste Collection site nearest you. Dispose of empty containers
by following label directions. Never reuse or burn the containers or dispose of them in such a manner that
they may contaminate water supplies or natural waterways.

The University of California prohibits discrimination or harassment of any person on the basis

of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity, pregnancy (including childbirth, and
medical conditions related to pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, medical condition
(cancer-related or genetic characteristics), ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizen-
ship, or service in the uniformed services (as defined by the Uniformed Services Employment and
Reemployment Rights Act of 1994: service in the uniformed services includes membership, applica-
tion for membership, performance of service, application for service, or obligation for service in the
uniformed services) in any of its programs or activities. University policy also prohibits reprisal or
retaliation against any person in any of its programs or activities for making a complaint of discrimi-
nation or sexual harassment or for using or participating in the investigation or resolution process of
any such complaint. University policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable
State and Federal laws. Inquiries regarding the University’s nondiscrimination policies may be di-
rected to the Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Director, University of California, Agriculture and
Natural Resources, 1111 Franklin Street, 6th Floor, Oakland, CA 94607, (510) 987-0096.

* 30f3 &



