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Over the years, I've dealt with many frantic gardening couples. One 

of the most common scenarios involves one half of the couple pointing 

the finger at the other about the misapplication of a chemical in the 

yard.

When the right chemical goes in the wrong place, the consequences 

foryour plants can be catastrophic.

Weed and Feed, a popular gardening product marketed under several 

different brand names, can be quite useful when properly applied, but 

its name has caused some confusion. As a result, more than one 

gardener has thought, "Wow, the perfect product -- not only will it 

feed my flowers, it'll kill the weeds, too!"

If only it were that simple.

Weed and Feed is a fertilizer combined with a herbicide such as 2, 

4-D; it's meant to be used only on lawns. Lawns -- and grasses in 

general -- have a different metabolism than broad-leaved plants such 

as annuals, perennials, trees and shrubs. 2, 4-D is a selective 

herbicide: that is, it will kill broadleaf weeds like dandelions and 

thistle while leaving grasses (and, unfortunately, the weed 

quackgrass fits into this category) unscathed. As the weed killer 

does its work, the fertilizer feeds the grass, encouraging vigorous 

growth.

But while the herbicide in Weed and Feed discriminates between 

grasses and broadleaf plants, it can't discriminate between broadleaf 

weeds and broadleaf ornamentals, fruits and vegetables. When Weed and 

Feed is used in flowerbeds, virtually every plant -- weeds, flowers, 

vegetables and all -- will be either destroyed or, at the very least, 

severely damaged.

Once Weed and Feed is spread into a flowerbed, the damage to the 

flowers shows up very quickly. Bedding plants such as alyssum or 

marigolds and vegetables such as potatoes and tomatoes are extremely 

sensitive to 2, 4-D and will soon suffer severe injury. On a warm 

day, with the plants' metabolism and growth rate accelerated, the 2, 

4-D will be absorbed and plant injury sustained within hours.
Geraniums, salvia and many trees and shrubs aren't quite as sensitive 

to low concentrations of 2, 4-D, but if you were to apply even a 

moderate rate of the herbicide to the foliage of these plants, you 

can expect rather severe damage.

Symptoms of 2, 4-D damage are always worst at the growing points of 

affected plants, because the herbicide is absorbed by the leaves and 

translocated (transported) through the plant's vascular system to 

these growing points. Cupping and twisting of the new growth is often 

diagnostic of a misapplication of this herbicide. Eventually, if they 

received a high enough dose, the plants will wither and die.

The Only Cure

Unfortunately, little can be done to save plants that have been 

accidentally exposed to 2, 4-D. Applying water to the soil to wash 

away the herbicide, which might seem the logical solution at first 

glance is ineffective; in fact, the water may speed up absorption of 

the herbicide into its stems and leaves.

The only real solution is time. 2, 4-D won't harm the soil in the 

long term; in fact, there are several soil micro-organisms that treat 

2, 4-D as just another food source. Over the summer, provided the 

concentration of herbicide isn't too high, these micro-organisms will 

break the herbicide down completely into its component elements: 

carbon, nitrogen and chlorine. This may take three or four months, 

depending on soil composition, moisture and temperature, but once the 

herbicide has broken down, it's safe to replant.

Read Before You Feed

Most of the misapplications of Weed and Feed that I've come across 

arise simply because the right product is used for the wrong purpose. 

And to be honest, it infuriates me that people's gardens are ruined 

because a salesperson didn't have the proper training to make the 

correct recommendation. I don't fault these salespeople as much as I 

fault the companies that retail the product, who often fail to 

provide anything beyond the most rudimentary training.

Of course, part of the blame must be assigned to gardeners who fail 

to read the label before applying garden products. But then again, 

how many of us can honestly say that we've thoroughly read any set of 

instructions, whether they're for the car, the fridge or the DVD 

player?

Education -- even in the form of something as simple as a label -- 

can be the key to avoiding catastrophes large and small.

Hole's latest book is What Grows Here?

Volume Two: Problems.
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