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Alternative Weed Control Methods 
 
Prepared by Eva Johansson  
For the Central Kootenay Invasive Plant Committee 
 
Alternatives described in this document include: 

- Solarization (heating plants under plastic) 
- Flame weeding (using a torch to kill 

weeds) 
- Boiling water 
- Mulches 

- Fatty acid herbicides 
- Vinegar (acetic acid herbicides) 
- Corn gluten meal 
- Blended plant oils 

 
 

Solarization 
Solarization works by heating the soil and thereby killing weed seeds, pests, and diseases. Beneficial 
organisms can take more heat than pathogens and return quickly after the solarization is over.  
 
To solarize your garden hack or cut down all vegetation. Till the soil to a depth of at least 20 cm. Rake out all 
debris then smooth the area so it is as level as you can get it. Water the prepared area thoroughly to soak the 
soil to a depth of 45 cm. Make a shallow ditch along the edge of the bed. Stretch the clear plastic over the bed 
as tightly as you can, making sure it is in close contact with the soil (for high soil temperatures). Use rocks or 
soil to anchor the plastic. Let the area cook (solarize) for at least 4 weeks. In cooler zones allow a period of 6 to 
8 weeks for best results. 
 
Remove the plastic and till the soil lightly, and you’re ready to plant. Make sure to wait a day or so until the soil 
has cooled off. Avoid cultivating deeply after solarization because new weed seeds can be brought to the 
surface. 
 

Works on Comments Use and timing Brands Available 
from 

Pests, disease and 
weed seeds 
 
Some weeds are more 
susceptible than others. 
Research has shown 
that winter annual 
grasses, barn-yardgrass, 
black nightshade, 
cocklebur, chickweed, 
field bindweed, hairy 
nightshade, red-root 
pigweed, shepherd’s 
purse, velvetleaf and 
wood-sorrel have been 
controlled by 
solarization.  

If you have the time 
and energy to do all the 
steps involved with 
solarization properly it 
can be an efficient 
alternative to 
herbicides. After 
solarizing an area the 
beneficial soil 
organisms return 
quickly and increase. 
  
The level of soluble 
nutrients is also 
probably increased.  
 
During solarization, soil 
temperatures should 
reach 140 degrees F at 
a depth of 2 inches and 
102 degrees F at a 
depth of 18 inches 

Since you want lots of 
heat to sterilize the soil its 
best to solarize in the 
middle of summer 
(June/July) when the sun 
is at its peak.  
 
 

Clear construction 
grade plastic and vary 
in thickness from 1 to 
6 mils 
 
If you plan on reusing 
the plastic it must have 
UV inhibitors. 
Otherwise, sunlight 
and high temperatures 
start to break the 
plastic down before 
the solarization is 
complete. Chose PVC 
since you want the 
long wave radiation to 
be trapped under the 
plastic allowing the soil 
to heat up more 
('greenhouse' effect). 

Building 
supply 
stores 
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Thermal Weed Control  

Flame Weeding 
Flame weeding is a method that is used widely by commercial growers to control weed seedlings. A propane 
flame is directed at the weed. By directing a thin blast of heat (over 1,000º C) the water within the cell stalk will 
boil. This generates pressure by this expanding the water the cell itself will explode and a cross section of the 
stalk will rupture. Plant food and water cannot move from roots to leaves through the ruptured stalk and the 
plant withers and dies. The plant does not catch on fire.  
 
Flaming on dry, sunny days is recommended. Do not flame near fuel storage tanks or lines. Work in sections, 
so that areas where weeds have not been flame-killed create effective fire breaks. Fresh, green plants 
undergoing flame-treatment rarely ever ignite. 
 

Works on Comments Use and 
timing 

Brand
s 

Available 
from 

Young weeds, 1-4 inches tall (3-5 leaf 
stage)  
 
Shepherds-purse, Capsella bursa-
pastoris; chamomile, Matricaria 
chamoillia; and annual bluegrass, Poa 
annua;  
 
Some annual weeds like lambsquaters, 
Chenosodium album, and common 
groundsel, Senecio vulgaris, also 
readily die at later stages of growth 
with a single pass of the flamer.  
 
Mature stands of perennial weeds such 
as johnsongrass, Sorghum halepense, 
Canada thistle, Cirsium arvense, and 
even wild morning glory, Convolvulus 
arvensis, also succumb to flaming, but 
only after a number of treatments. One 
pass of the flamer may kill the tops of 
perennial weeds, but new growth will 
regenerate from the below-ground 
roots. However, repeated flaming - 
several times in a season, or spread 
over a season or two - eventually 
starves the roots and kills the weed.  
 
On grasses before they are 3 cm tall 

Do not burn or set the plants on 
fire-just cause them to wilt, the 
flame only needs to touch the 
plant for 1/10th second 
 
Do not use flame weeding on 
poisonous plants like poison ivy 
 
 

Use a series 
of flamings 2 
to 3 weeks 
apart to 
control newly 
emerged 
weeks 
 
When the 
weed surface 
looks matte 
instead of 
glossy you 
have applied 
enough heat 

A small 
propane 
torch 
works 
for 
small 
areas 
 
For 
larger 
areas 
use a 
weed 
flaming 
torch 

Canadian Tire,  
Castlegar 

Boiling Water 
Boil water, and then slowly and carefully pour the stream of water onto the crown of the weed. By cutting off the 
top growth of the plant before you dowse it with the hot water the application will be more efficient. To avoid 
splashing pour the water from a height of just a few cm above the plant crown. Boiling water will kill or harm all 
plants so be careful only to pour it on weeds. 
 

Works on Comments Use and timing 
Annuals 
Perennials, but they may 
resprout  

 
Ideal to use in concrete, paved and rock areas 
 

In the heat of the day for best results 
May have to be repeated for good 
results 
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Mulches & Mulch Membranes1 
Mulches cover the soil and can provide shade, organic matter as they break down, and help retain water. 
There are advantages and disadvantages to each mulch as listed below. However, all mulches prevent the 
germination of weed seeds if applied properly and most mulches (except plastics) lead to cooler soil reduced 
need for watering (up to 50%).  See which mulch materials are easily available in your area and try those first. 
There is no perfect mulch, which one works best depends on what you grow and your gardening style.  
 
Mulches have the best effect if all weeds are cleared before applying. If the mulch is applied thickly and you 
pull occasional weeds that come through even established weed patches can be cleared, although it might take 
a few years.  
 
Mulches can be applied at any time during the growing season as long as the garden plants aren’t in the way. 
By applying them early the best weed control is achieved, but be careful not to apply before the soil has 
warmed up. Check regularly for slugs that can hide out in/under the mulch. 
 
Mulch membranes are fabrics, plastic or materials like cardboard that cover that surface continuously. They fall 
into two categories: biodegradable or not. Generally mulch membranes are harder to apply around established 
plants, but easier to apply in large areas than loose mulches. Water and nutrient penetration can be a problem, 
as can clean up once the mulches have degraded.  
 
Geotextiles/ Landscape 
fabric 

Advantages  Disadvantages  

Some people have good 
success with geotextiles; 
others find that weeds grow 
through. 
 

Long lasting 
Geotextile membranes can be planted 
through 
 

Expensive 
Can't feed through it 
Worms can't work in organic matter 
covering the membrane 
A non-renewable resource 
Makes cultivation difficult 

Black plastic film  Advantages  Disadvantages  
400-600 gauge Can be used for solarization As it does not let air or water to roots it is 

not recommended for long term use 
Will degrade quickly if not covered 
A non-renewable resource 

Cardboard Advantages  Disadvantages  
Lasts for one growing season, 
hold down with straw, boards 
or rocks 
 

Free 
Biodegradable  

Degrades quickly so it may need to be 
replenished 

Newspaper Advantages  Disadvantages  
Lasts for one growing season, 
hold down with straw, boards 
or rocks. Use at least 8 layers 
Avoid coloured magazines. 

Biodegradable Degrades quickly  
May further acidify soils with a low pH

Woodchips Advantages  Disadvantages  
Best for shrubs, trees & paths.  
 

Biodegradable 
Recycling waste material 
Cheaper than ornamental bark 

Wood chips can cause nitrogen shortage 
for new plantings, therefore mix an 
organic nitrogen rich fertilizer with the 
woodchips to counteract this 

Ornamental bark Advantages  Disadvantages  
Best for shrubs, trees & paths 
 

It does not cause nitrogen robbery and 
conditions the soil. Biodegradable 
Recycling waste material 

More expensive than woodchips  
 

Straw Advantages  Disadvantages  
Most effective when used with 
a membrane mulch such as 
cardboard. Use a 2-4” layer 

Cheaper than hay 
Less weed seed than hay 
Supplies some potash 
Biodegradable 

Slugs can be a problem 

                                                 
1 Adapted from Factsheet GG36 Henry Doubleday Research Association (http://www.hdra.org.uk/) and City of Bellevue, Washington 
http://www.ci.bellevue.wa.us/page.asp?view=2086. 
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 Recycling waste material 
Relatively easy to move (bales) 

Hay Advantages  Disadvantages  
Most effective when used with 
a membrane mulch such as 
cardboard. Use a 2-4” layer 

A source of potash and nitrogen 
Biodegradable 
Relatively easy to move (bales) 

Seeds introduced, may include weed 
seed 
Slugs can be a problem 

Sawdust Advantages  Disadvantages  
Do not use sawdust from 
treated or painted wood. 
Spread a thin layer (1” to 2”) 
so that air and water can 
reach the soil 

Biodegradable 
Recycling waste material 

Causes nitrogen robbery so incorporate 
organic nitrogen fertilizer before 
application 

Grass clippings Advantages  Disadvantages  
 Works best against annual weeds 

Recycles nutrients 
Can form mats that shed water 
If you have a small lawn or don’t water 
enough grass clippings may not be 
available through the growing season 

 
 

Fatty Acid Herbicides 
Fatty acids are naturally occurring compounds; they are non-selective, fast acting herbicides. They work by 
“burning” away the waxy covering of leaves- the exposed tissues dry up and die. Fatty acid herbicides leave no 
residue in the soil Soap, technically, is defined as: the alkali salt of a fatty acid.   
 

Work on  Comments  Use and timing Recipe/
brands 

Available from 

Newly emerged weed 
seedlings  
 
Controls annuals, provides 
suppression or top-kill of 
some perennials 
 
Suppression of annual 
weeds and grasses, and 
for top kill of perennial 
species 
 
Red-root pigweed, lamb's 
quarters, corn spurry, 
mustards, spotted cat's-
ear, chickweed and round 
leafed mallow  
 
Annual or biennial weeds  
 
Common chickweed, 
plantain, crabgrass, first-
year burdock plants 
(rosettes) 
 
Less effective on 
perennials, grasses and 
older weeds 

Have shown 
effectiveness (on hot, 
sunny days) in killing 
some newly emerged 
weed seedlings 
 
Leaves no soil residue 
and treated areas can be 
seeded or planted after 3 
days 
 
Herbicidal soaps can 
very effectively kill plant 
parts with which they 
come in contact 
 
Will not affect 
underground portions of 
the plant 
 
Although herbicidal soap 
is of very low toxicity, it 
will kill both weeds and 
desirable plants 
 
For best results, spray 
when weeds are actively 
growing and less than 5" 
tall 

Apply spring or 
summer to 
actively growing 
weeds, less than 
13 cm tall 
 
2-3 treatments 
may be needed 
 
Flower gardens, 
spot treatment in 
lawns (carefully), 
edging grass, 
weeds in cracks 
and crevices, 
pathways, 
roadside and non-
edible crop 
applications  
 
Apply very 
carefully and 
touch only the 
individual plants 
you wish to kill  

Safer's® 
Topgun 
Weed 
Killer 
 
Scythe® 
 

Weed-
Aside™ 
Weed 
Killer  
 

Topgun from 
Georama 
250-352-3468 
2870 Georama Road,  
Nelson, BC V1L 6Y7 

Scythe® from: 
http://www.biconet.com/lawn/s
cythe.html 

Also from: Planet Natural 
http://www.planetnatural.com/
site/scythe-natural-
herbicide.html  

And Golden Harvest Organics 

http://www.ghorganics.com/Sc
ythe_Weed_Killer.html 

 

Weed-Aside Can be ordered 
online from Gardens Alive: 
http://www.gardensalive.com/p
roduct.asp?pn=8206 
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Acetic Acid Herbicides (Vinegar) 

Works on  Comments  Use and 
timing  

Recipe/brands Available from 

80-100 percent kill of selected 
annual weeds, including giant 
foxtail up to 3 inches in height, 
common lambsquarters up to 5 
inches, smooth pigweed up to 6 
inches, and velvetleaf up to 9 
inches 
 
Broadleaf plantain and English 
plantain, sizes 2” and 5”  
 
Annual Grasses, Black Medic, 
Chickweed, Cinquefoil (rough), 
Crab Grass, Foxtail spp., Lambs 
Quarters, Mustard spp., Oxalis 
spp., Ragweed spp, Blue Grass, 
Canadian Thistle, Common 
Tansy, Cinquefoil (silvery), 
Dandelions, Hounds tongue, 
Knapweed, Leafy Spurge, 
Plantain spp., Perennial Grasses, 
Quack Grass, Toadflax, Tufted 
Vetch, Wild Carrot and many 
more… 

Contains the same 
naturally occurring 
acid as in vinegar; 
acts on contact to 
kill foliage; non-
residual 
 
Researchers found 
that 5- and 10-
percent 
concentrations killed 
the weeds during 
their first two weeks 
of life. Older plants 
required higher 
concentrations of 
vinegar (10-20%) to 
kill them 
 
Weeds must be 
sprayed to complete 
foliage wetness 
 
Avoid contact with 
skin, eyes and 
clothing. Wash 
immediately after 
use. 

Apply spring 
or summer to 
actively 
growing 
weeds, less 
than 13 cm 
tall  
 
Older mature 
weeds may 
require 
second 
application 
within 5 days 

One gallon of vinegar, 
one pound of salt, and 
a nice squirt of dish 
soap. Mix them all 
together and spray the 
mixture though a 
regular pump sprayer 
 
1 cup salt  
1 teaspoon liquid 
detergent  
1 gallon vinegar  
Combine the 
ingredients in a bucket. 
Stir to blend. Sprinkle 
over weeds 
 
DEADEYE® All-Natural 
Weed Killer & Grass 
Killer  

EcoClearTM Weed and 
Grass  

DEADEYE 
http://eco-
safety.com/eco-
safety/deadeye.h
tm 
 
EcoClear 
http://naturesglor
y.intrnear.com/C
anada/ 

Corn Gluten Meal (CGM) 

Works on  Comments  Use and 
timing  

Recipe/
brands 

Available from 

Dandelion & 
Smooth 
crabgrass 
 
No effect on 
established 
weeds 
 
Can inhibit 
germination of 
desirable plant 
seeds as well 
as weeds  
 

Pre-emergent herbicide  
 
Non-toxic, animal feed source; also sold as a 
natural fertilizer 
 
Suppresses germination of seeds; registered 
to control dandelion and smooth crabgrass in 
lawns 
 
Should not be used by persons with 
sensitivity or allergy to corn  
 
There are no scientific data from field trials in 
the Western US to support the use of CGM 
in weed control  

Controls only 
germinating 
seeds, not 
established 
weeds; 
should not be 
used on new 
lawns until 
after the first 
mowing  
 
Use in 
established 
lawns 
 

Turfmaiz
e 

Go to your nearest 
Canadian Tire with a 
garden centre and 
speak to the garden 
centre manager. 
Request Turfmaize Pre-
emergent Weed Seed 
Germination Inhibitor 
with Corn Gluten, quote 
product #592231. 

Blended plant oils 

Works on  Comments  Use and timing  Recipe/brands Available from 
Annuals are killed 
right away 

 

Made from 
vinegar (acetic 
acid), clove oil, 
lemon, and other 
natural plant oils 

Perennials may 
regenerate after a 
single application and 
require additional 
treatment 

Burnout II Weed 
Killer 
 

St. Gabriel Laboratories:  

Tel: 1-800-801-0061 




