
MADE POSSIBLE BY
BAYER20

KWEEKGRAS: 
A customer that is difficult to control

IN AN OPINION SURVEY RECENTLY CONDUCTED AMONG 
41 COMMERCIAL PRODUCERS, CULTIVATED GRASS 
(CYNODON DACTYLON) OR MORE COMMONLY NAMED 
KWEEKGRAS WAS NAMED AS ONE OF THE TOP THREE 
WEEDS THAT GIVE PRODUCERS THE MOST PROB-

LEMS. INTERNATIONALLY, KWEEKGRAS IS REGARDED AS 
A PROBLEM WEED IN 40 DIFFERENT CROPS IN MORE THAN 
80 COUNTRIES.

This weed is characterised by its ability to rapidly penetrate culti-
vated fields, leading to great crop losses. In a Brazilian study it was 
found that kweekgras reduced yields in cotton by 40%, while the 
weed, together with red nut grass (Cyperus rotundus), reduced maize 
yields by up to 90%. 

Kweekgras is legendary for being difficult to eradicate when it has 
taken root. This article focuses on aspects that contribute to kweek-
gras being such a difficult weed to control (Photo 1a and Photo 1b), 
and on the control strategies that are recommended.

BIOLOGY
Kweekgras is a creeping perennial weed that mainly spreads through 
runners on the ground (stolons), and rhizomes (rhizomes) below the 

surface (Photo 2). The weed has an average area increase of 0,9 m2 

per month, which is considerably lower than the 2,8 m2 of red nut 
grass, for example. 

This weed does not grow very high – including the inflorescence, 
usually not higher than 40 cm. The inflorescence consists of three 
to seven ears of 3 cm to 6 cm that are digitally arranged (Photo 3). 
Approximately 85% of the rhizomes are located in the top 20 cm of 
the soil, with few rhizomes occurring deeper than 30 cm. 

When temperatures start increasing in spring, new runners grow 
longer and new shoots (stems) sprout. Seed start germinating when 
daily temperatures are above 18°C. During the summer the weed 
grows laterally in concentric circles from the original rhizome. Signifi-
cant growth takes place at temperatures above 24°C, while maximum 
growth rates occur at 38°C. 

Internationally it has been found that seeds 
that have moved through the digestive system 
of sheep and cattle retain their vigour and in 
certain cases display even better germination. 
Seed can survive and remain vigorous under 
field conditions for between three to four years.

Kweekgras is adapted to a wide range of soil 
types and conditions. It grows better in heavier 
clay soils than in sandy soils in dry regions, pos-
sible because of the higher water-holding capac-
ity of clay soils. Kweekgras can also survive long 
periods of waterlogged conditions, although 
little to no growth occurs without sufficient soil 
aeration. Eight days of waterlogged conditions 
under running water and four weeks of standing 
water, for example, had no effect on the ability 
of the weed to sprout. 

Although the weed can grow in a wide range 
of pH soils, it tolerates alkaline soils better than 
acid soils. Growth is promoted, for example, 
when lime is applied to soils with a pH of 5,5.

CONTROL
Experts agree that although kweekgras can be 
controlled, no instant solution is available. De-
spite the fact that mechanical control often just 
aggravates the problem by breaking up the sto-
lons and rhizomes into cuttings, it does have a 
role in an integrated control programme. 

Studies have shown that rhizomes buried at a 
depth of 20 cm produced shoots within a month, 
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while those buried at a depth of 30 cm did not produce any shoots 
above ground. The latter rhizomes did form growth buds, but these 
rotted before they could reach the surface. 

Kweekgras is very susceptible to drying out. However, long 
rhizomes and dormant runners require long periods of drying to 
destroy the activity of the growth buds. It has been found that the air 
drying of single-node rhizome fragments for a period of seven days 
led to budding being inhibited. A three-node rhizome fragment con-
tinued to bud after seven days. 

Actively growing runners are more susceptible to drying out 
than runners that are dormant or just out of the dormant stage (post-
dormant). The critical moisture levels required to stunt regrowth 
differ between the runners and the rhizomes – 39% for the runners 
compared to 15% for the rhizomes. Greater inhibiting effects were 
further obtained when kweekgras was cut on warm, dry days rather 
than on cool, moist days. 

Kweekgras requires not only high temperatures to grow optimally, 
but also high light intensity. The weed requires direct sunlight to grow 
and dies with increasing levels of shadow. Producers should exploit this 
characteristic in controlling the weed by looking at two widths, plant 
establishment and the type of crop that is planted. 

International studies show that the growth decreases at higher 
temperatures due to overshadowing, possibly because of the increase 
in respiration rate relative to the rate of photosynthesis. Increasing the 

nitrogen level while maintaining a low light 
intensity can further harm the growth of 
the kweekgras. This phenomenon is attrib-
uted to the fact that nitrogen increases the 
hampering growth effect of the low light 
intensity on the shoots and rhizomes, while 
the reserve carbohydrates are reduced and 
the raw proteins are increased.

Herbicides form a vital part of kweekgras 
control. Unfortunately, limited options are 
available to producers in this regard, with 
glyphosate still being the common product 
that is used in the battle against kweekgras. 
However, excessive or repeated use of this 
leads to the development of resistant popu-
lations. It is therefore extremely important 
for producers to introduce other products in 
their weed control programmes too. 

Here crop rotation plays a major role, 
because it broadens the spectrum of useful 
herbicides. Agrochemical agents should be 
contacted in this regard with respect to the 
available options, as well as the latest prod-
ucts on the market.

In the case of heavy kweekgras infesta-
tions, active steps should be taken to bring the 
weed under control. During the fall (February/
March) the metabolism of kweekgras changes 
and the plant starts moving nutrients to the 
roots in order to survive in the cold months. 

Fall is the best time to spray kweekgras. 
Glyphosate (at the highest recommended dosage) that is applied at 

this stage, for example, is then translocated to the roots together with 
the nutrients and this kills the entire plant. However, take cognisance 
of the label instructions to make sure that the glyphosate is applied 
correctly. Where regrowth occurs in a few cases, spot spraying can 
control the kweekgras. It is always important to spray headlands and 
access roads too before the kweekgras establishes itself there. 

Experts recommend a mechanical winter tillage to break up the 
stolons and rhizomes. When rhizomes and stolons sprout during 
spring and early summer, glyphosate (at the highest recommended 
dosage) can be applied again. Normal tillage practices for the season 
can be resumed after three weeks. 

As was mentioned before, crop rotation should also form part 
of the control strategy, however, particularly by alternating grass 
crops with broadleaved crops. A grass control programme is then 
followed within the broadleaved crops, after which the winter tillage 
programme is followed once more with spraying of glyphosate at the 
highest recommended dosage. If the principles above are applied 
repeatedly, they will contribute towards the control of kweekgras 
infestation. 

The international recommendation is that no-till is not be considered 
where very high infestations of kweekgras occur.  
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Runners and a rhizome of kweekgras.
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The inflorescence of kweekgras.


