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Weed Management  
in Organic Potatoes 

About the crop: 
 
• Potatoes require a high level of soil fertility and may be the first crop to 

follow a grass/legume ley in the rotation.  Potatoes may also follow 
cereals or legumes but not other root crops.  To avoid pest/disease 
problems potatoes should not be grown more than 1 year in 4. 

• Medium to deep ploughing should be carried out at least 6 weeks 
before planting followed by power-harrowing to produce a clod-free 
seedbed 20 cm deep.  Composted or well-rotted manure can be 
applied prior to cultivation.  Row width, plant spacing and time of 
planting will depend on whether the potatoes are earlies, second 
earlies or maincrops. 

• Potatoes are considered a cleaning crop for weeds and are often 
grown before or after weed susceptible crops. Alternatively, they may 
be followed by cereals or other crops that will benefit from the residues of the 
manure application 

• There may be a volunteer potato problem in crops that follow potatoes.  The volunteers result mainly from 
tubers left in the ground after harvest but can arise from seed if cultivars are grown that produce potato 
berries.  

Weed control options: 
 
• The normal cultural practice is to ridge shortly after planting and let the ridges settle. Weed control is then 

applied ten days after planting using chain harrows, ridgers or purpose built weeders.  The number of passes 
depends on weed density.  Where a second harrowing is needed this may be carried out at or shortly before 
crop emergence.  Thermal weed control can also be used to control seedling weeds prior to crop emergence.  
Inter-row cultivations between the ridges and re-ridging are carried out as needed post crop emergence.  
Cultivations are best done when  weeds are small and unlikely to re-establish.   

• Rolling cultivators used by some growers have tines that weed between the rows and rolling star-shaped tines 
to cultivate the sides of the ridges.  The ridges are then rebuilt by ridging bodies that follow the tines. 

• On clay and sandy clay soils in the Netherlands, an inter-row cultivator is used to ridge potatoes. Rotary 
cultivations are left until just prior to crop emergence.  The need for subsequent repeat treatments depends on 
the timing of the first cultivation and the weed pressure. 

• A harrow can be used to dislodge weeds from the ridge tops unless soil capping is a problem.  Later a ridger 
is used to return the soil to the ridges.   

• Cover-crops inter-seeded at ridging or 3, 4 or 5 weeks after crop planting have given good weed suppression 
but can reduce crop yield. 

• The application of green manure material from mustard and oil seed rape can result in weed suppression due 
to the release of allelochemicals as the mulch breaks down. 

• Mulches of paper, plastic and other materials have given good control of weeds but are economic only in high 
value early potato crops. 

About the weeds: 
 
• Potato yield reductions due to weeds of between 14 and 80% have been recorded.  
• Perennial grass and broad-leaved weeds are a particular problem in potato crops. 
• It is important to remove couch before or soon after crop emergence to minimise yield loss.  Couch that 

regenerates after early removal will cause less damage. 
• Tall weeds such as fat-hen are the main annual species that affect potatoes. 
• A single weeding at between 3 and 6 weeks after crop planting has been shown to prevent yield losses due to 

annual weeds. 

How can weed problems be reduced? 
 
• Chitting the potato tubers aids early establishment.   
• Potato cultivars that emerge early, grow rapidly and develop a dense leaf canopy suppress weeds better.  
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More information and notes: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please let us know of any experiences you have with weed management in potatoes, either by contacting us di-
rectly or through our website. 

The information for this leaflet has been produced from a range of sources, including farmers, advisors and 
researchers, and we gratefully acknowledge their contributions. These leaflets are intended to give an overview of 
non-chemical weed control opportunities and developments in the crops covered.  They include historical 
information and summaries of more recent research. Although aspects of crop production that have some bearing 
on weed control may be covered the outlines are not meant to form a full crop management protocol.  The leaflets 
will be updated as further information from further publications or grower experience is received.   
Most of this information, and further details, are available on our website at http://www.organicweeds.org.uk. 

Disclaimer 
The information contained in this leaflet has been compiled from a range of sources. It is accurate to the best of our knowl-
edge. Authors are not responsible for outcomes of any actions taken based on this information.  
 
Project information 
This leaflet has been produced as part of the DEFRA funded project ‘Participatory Investigation of the Management of Weeds 
in Organic Production Systems'. The project aims to involve farmers and growers in all levels of research and is driven by their 
requirements. The project is led by IOR-HDRA in collaboration with IOR-EFRC, Warwick-HRI, ADAS and RULIVSYS. To date 
the project is funded until July 2006. The project website holds all information gathered on weeds and their management, in-
cluding literature from science, the farming press and practical strategies from organic farmers. It can be found at: 

 
www.organicweeds.org.uk 

 
 

How can I get involved? 
There are many ways to get involved: 
• Send us your name and address and we will add you on to the database so you are kept informed about the project 
• Offer to provide information about weed management on your farm, see ‘Case studies’ on the website 
• Become a ‘focus group’ member (the farmer groups who steer the project direction) 
• Take part in the farmer trials and surveys (see above or see website) 
• Tell us what you want from the project by attending meetings, open days and joining discussions on the web-

site 
 
Contact 
Becky Turner or Gareth Davies, HDRA, Coventry, CV8 3LG. Tel: 024 7630 8200  Fax: 024 7663 9229   
E-mail: bturner@hdra.org.uk or gdavies@hdra.org.uk                
 
©HDRA 2004. This leaflet can be freely copied and used provided HDRA is acknowledged as the source.  
HDRA is a registered charity, No 298104.  Vat No 102664011  


