












7

CULTURAL CONTROL

Moss, algae and knotwood are clear 
indications of unsatisfactory growing 
conditions for grass. Knotweed can grow 
in compacted soils along driveways and 
sidewalks. Moss and algae can tolerate 
infertile and acidic soils (low pH), wet 
soils, excessive shade, soil compaction, 
poor air circulation, or a combination of 
these factors. Moss and algae cannot 
compete with grass for light, water and 
nutrients, and they do not attack grasses 
like a parasite. You can eliminate these 
weeds, and yellow nutsedge which also 
tolerates wet conditions, simply by 
making the site more suitable for grass, 
or by establishing a ground cover that  
is tolerant to shade and moisture.

What is a weed? To some, it’s a plant out of 
place. To others, it’s an unwanted plant. 
Still, others seem to think a weed is simply a 
plant that overtakes a lawn by crowding out 
grass. One familiar plant that seems to fall in 
each of these categories is white clover. But 
white clover didn’t always hold such 
dubious distinctions.

Clover was once highly prized in lawns 
because of its soft texture and its 
contribution of nitrogen to the soil. Then in 
the 1950s, a lawn-seed company 
campaigned to convince the public that 
clover was noxious. A lot of lawn lovers were 
converted into clover clippers – a lucky 
occurrence indeed for the company, which 
had recently introduced a chemical to kill 
clover.

Nevertheless, white clover can be 
particularly frustrating for those trying to 
eradicate it from their lawn because it’s 

White Clover: Is It a Weed?

difficult to kill. Clover leaves can literally 
shed weed and feed products – causing the 
leaves to turn brown at the margins. When 
this happens we reach for more potent 
chemicals. This whole sequence is ironic, 
since the valuable nitrogen in weed and 
feed products could have been supplied,  
at least in part, by the clover.

For those not fond of white clover, it is  
generally a greater problem (more  
aggressive) on wet soils, in years of  
excessive rainfall, and under high  
potassium fertilization. Under these condi-
tions, cutbacks on supplemental watering 
and testing the soil before using potassium  
fertilizers should be the first steps in control-
ling this “weed.”

On the other hand, since clover provides 
benefits to the lawn, perhaps it would be  
a good subject around which to start 
rethinking lawn weed control.
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TARGETING SPECIAL WEEDS



   oncerns over human health, pets, wildlife, and water quality have 
    prompted many communities to pass lawn care ordinances that govern 
the use of pesticides (including herbicides). These ordinances, at a minimum, 
require that affected residents post their lawn after a pesticide application. 
Herbicides are widely available; however, their use should not be routine. 
They should only be used on the most difficult weed problems.
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SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

Battling weeds can be time-consuming, 
frustrating, and expensive. Your best 
defense against weeds is a landscape 
plan. A landscape plan will help you 
decide if grass is the best alternative for 
the problem areas in your lawn. 

Soil contains thousands of weed seeds 
and even healthy lawns will have some 
weeds. Therefore, learn to live with a few 
of them. If weeds start to invade your 
lawn, examine your maintenance program 
and make the necessary adjustments to 

produce a healthier lawn. 
Remember weak lawns lead 
to weedy lawns, not vice-
versa. If you decide that an 

herbicide is necessary, 
consider spot treat-
ments rather than 

treating the entire 
yard.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

For more information on lawn care 
alternatives, contact your county Extension 
office for the following publications:

	 A3434	 Lawn Establishment

	 A3435	 Lawn Maintenance and 
Problems
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