Summer Shrub Problems

August 12, 2004
A quick look in our shrub beds has highlighted a couple of mid-summer problems. Perhaps you have wondered about the solution to these garden troubles.

What should I do about this small weed with the seeds on the bottom of the leaves? This plant is called niruri, chamberbitter or Phyllanthus. There are two types. One has smaller leaflets than the other. They look like little mimosa trees with compound leaves and lots of little leaflets. The weed is easy to identify because the seeds grow directly on the bottom of the leaves.

This weed is small, but hard to control. The seeds require light to germinate. Keep a thick mulch around your plants so the seed will not come up. If the niruri is still coming up in mulched beds, make sure the mulch is evenly spread and is two to four inches deep. 

Once it comes up in a bed, you must pull it up or spray it with Round Up. Keep Round Up off all desirable plants and do not soak the soil with the chemical.

In the lawn, it is best to prevent it if you can. The best weed control is a healthy lawn. Find out what kind of grass you have and care for it properly. Every lawn grass has specific care requirements. 

Prevent niruri with applications of Atrazine in mid-February and again 45 days later. The latter application will be important in late season weed control. Do not use Atrazine on green Bermuda lawns.

Once the weed comes up, use Atrazine to kill it. It may take more than one application. Unfortunately, we cannot use Atrazine very often. If the Atrazine does not kill it, you may need to pull it up or just mow it and wait until next year and try to prevent it. MSMA will provide fair control (about 50%) but MSMA can only be used on Bermuda grass and some types of zoysia. Read and follow all label directions carefully when using any pesticide.
In conclusion, this weed is hard to control once it gets started. Take measures to keep it out of your landscape and to prevent its spread if it shows up.

Why does my shrub have dead branches in it? This is fairly common on certain plants – compacta holly, helleri holly and azalea in particular. There are diseases that will cause this but the main problem is probably plant stress. The plant does not like something about the environment. The soil is either too wet, too dry or too hard or there is too much or too little sun etc. 

The best thing to do is to select plants that are hardy, plants that resist problems and are not prone to dying out like this. I would not say not to plant the above plants, but these plants generally have more problems. Contact the Extension Office for a list of hardy, durable plants.

Select plants that are adapted to your site – wet, dry, shade, sun, etc. Prepare the soil well by tilling the whole bed the shrubs will be in. The soil needs to be soft for a large area around the plant. 

Carefully plant the shrubs. Plant them no deeper than they originally grew. Plant from November through January if possible. This is very important! This gives the plant time to get well established before the hot, dry summer weather. 

Mulch the entire bed with two to four inches of mulch. Keep the root ball moist but not overly wet. It will take about six months of special care for the plant to get established.

Once the plant is established, water it once a week with one inch of water whenever the soil gets dry. Do not water more often than twice a week. Frequent, shallow irrigation can damage the plant.

Proper planting and care can prevent many plant problems. Once the problems show up, cut out the dead and try to find any cultural problems and fix them. 

