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Understanding Weed Life Cycles  
The key to better management  

Weeds compete with vegetables for water, 
They also harbor insects 

and diseases, which may then spread to 
vegetables. Controlling weeds early, before they 
get too big, will reduce the time required for 
hand-weeding later in the season. 

Most problem weeds in the vegetable field or 
garden are summer annuals, 
annuals and perennials. 
a few biennial weeds (those 
take two years to complet  

generation) like wild carrot 
and some thistles, but the  

are usually easy to control 
an annual vegetable system 
so are not discussed here. 

It is helpful to differentiate weeds by their 
life cycle, as this will tell you when they are 
problematic, and help you learn how to control 
them more effectively. 

WINTER ANNUALS  

These plants germinate in 
the fall but don’t flower until 
spring, so they are present on 
the ground at planting time in 

Because they grow at 
cool temperatures, they can be 
problematic in winter growing 
environments. 

Weeding (tilling or cultivating) in 
will kill existing stands and 

they will not return until another 
flush of seeds germinate next fall, 
when temperatures cool back down 
and daylength is shorter.  

Shepherd’s Purse
Capsella bursa-pastoris

Some examples...  

Common Chickweed
Stellaria media

Wild Mustard
Brassica kaber

Annual Bluegrass  
Poa annua  



within one season. 

your field or plot, 

Galinsog

Chenopodium album

Amaranthus retroflexus

Ambrosia artemisiifolia

SUMMER ANNUALS  

Seeds germinate in late-spring 
and summer and the plants 
flower, set seed, and die 

They are 
quick growing and quick to set 
seed, and seeds in the soil can 
germinate throughout much of 
the summer, so may be present 
all season and may have many 
generations per season. 

Tillage and cultivation can kill them 
but they may come back, as more 
seeds can germinate throughout the 
summer. They survive the winter 
as seeds in the soil. Seeds may last 
many years or decades in the soil and 
contribute to the “weed seedbank” in 

so preventing them 
from producing and dropping seeds 
is an important long-term strategy.  

Some examples...  

a
Galinsoga ciliata

Lambsquarters

Witchgrass
Panicum capillare

Purslane
Portulaca oleracea

Common Ragweed

Smooth Crabgrass
Digitaria ischaemum

Redroot Pigweed

Yellow Foxtail
Setaria glauca



resprout, but 

Hor

PERENNIALS  

Plants that live for more than 
two years. They reproduce by 
seed, but they also survive the 
winter through underground 
structures like rhizomes, stolons, 
or tubers. 

Some examples...  

Bindweed
Convolvulus arvensis

Some weeding activities can 
spread these weeds through the 
garden plot by fragmenting and 
moving root pieces which can then 

repeated tillage over 
years can wear them down.  

Quackgrass
Elytrigia repens

Yellow Nutsedge
Cyperus esculentus

senettle
Galeopsis tetrahit

CONTROL STRATEGIES  

•	 Kill any winter annuals present before planting using early tillage, with a plow, disc, hoe or other 
cultivating tool  

•	 Delay planting until early-June to allow most seeds to germinate and be killed in preparing 
seedbed 

•	 Cultivate the top 1-2 inches of soil 2 to 4 times within the first month of planting to eliminate 
most summer annuals. Cultivating is most effective on hot sunny dies since the disturbed 
weeds will be cooked in the sun. Going more deeply will bring more weed seeds up from the 
seedbank. Once the crop is big enough it will shade out later germinated weeds.  

•	 Use mulches (paper, black fabric, straw, or plastic)—reduce weed density by hoeing or shallow 
cultivation before placing the mulch  

•	 Using transplants instead of direct seeding gives your crops a head start over the weeds  

•	 Hand weed to remove any weeds that have escaped, especially if they are about to make 
seeds—prevent new seeds from entering the soil seedbank.  

•	 For perennials, frequent mowing or cutting is effective as it will exhaust underground storage 
organs like rhizomes or tubers  

Text by Sue Scheufele, design by Hannah Whitehead, all photos from the UMass Extension LNUF Weed Herbarium  , 
botanical llustration (ca. 1909) from Minnesota Wildflowers, April 2022  

https://extension.umass.edu/landscape/weed-herbarium
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