A Weed in Time Saves Nine
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Weeds are one of the greatest issues in market gardening and broadacre cropping.  With chemical control there is the possibility of applying pre-emergent herbicides.  Non-herbicide alternatives require a higher degree of strategic management.  There is the art and science of the successful false or stale seedbed.

Preparing a seedbed makes a nice environment for crop seeds to germinate, emerge evenly and establish quickly but it is also the perfect environment for any weed seeds that are near enough to the surface to take advantage of the recent disturbance.

Planting a crop into a seedbed that contains even a few initial weeds is a potential huge mistake.  A small weed presence can end up being crop smothering nightmare and at least a source for weed seeds to plague future crops.  The golden rule is plant into a clean seedbed.

But usually the newly prepared seedbed is still not good enough, many weeds are going to quickly emerge and are able to outgrow the crop.  With false seedbeds the aim is to do prepare a fine tilth seed bed and then wait for a flush of weed growth.  Weeds are then allowed to produce a flush of growth.  

The flush of weeds is controlled without undue disturbance of the soil.  Tools can include an undercutter bar, a rotary hoe set very shallow a wheel hoe, hand hoe or flame/steam weeding.  The aim is to not introduce a new set of weed seeds either by bringing them to the surface or by triggering them with light.

If weed burden is high, two or three flushes of weeds can be allowed and controlled in succession.

After one, two or three controls of weed flushes, the bed is ready for the sowing or transplanting of a crop and the weed burden will be significantly reduced.

A variation is the stale seedbed where for slow germinating crops like carrot and onion, the final seedbed preparation is done and then the crop is sown say four to seven days later.  Emerging weeds are then controlled by flame or steam weeding prior to the emergence (or in the case of onion even after emergence is possible) of the crop seedlings.  By placing old windows around on the field to accelerate crop emergence and give a few days advance warning of crop emergence so that you are able to control weeds just before this time.  Thus you maximise weed control and avoid crop loss.

Some extra tips are…

Control of weeds is ideally done when weeds are very small (less than four true leaves) as regrowth after thermal weeding or light cultivation is not an issue.

Established perennial weeds shuld be controlled before going into the false seed bed method.

Grassy weeds are more able to regrow from thermal weeding or undercutter bar work

In an area that has had a high level of weed seed ploughed in, when the area is subsequently ploughed in, it is generally best to do three false seedbed cycles to catch seed that is slower to germinate (there may be some seed dormancy here) or in the case of fast germinating crops, simply sow as soon as the field is ploughed.  One false seed bed will not be sufficient for control.

For tips and short courses on weed management and other aspects of organic and sustainable farming, contact the BHU on 3253684 or email jenkint2@lincoln.ac.nz to go on the email list for our Small Farms workshops and info.

