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Until the 1960s, the predominant weed control system in Southeast peach 
orchards was bare ground culture, maintained by cross-disking until 
midsummer. In the 1960s, growers began to realize herbicides could 
reduce the need for disking. By utilizing herbicides, the need to maintain 
wide row spacing of trees to accommodate cross cultivation was reduced, 
and growers were able to plant a higher density of trees per acre. It was 
also determined that cultivation is detrimental to tree growth due to root 
pruning, and it contributed to soil erosion in peach orchards located on 
slopes. As a way of reducing the incidence of peach tree short life (PTSL), 
many growers adopted the use of herbicides in peach orchards.  
 
Research demonstrated that a 19% peach tree mortality rate occurred in 
four years of disc weed control, while the chemical weed control system 
resulted in no loss [1]. Pythium root rot was much more prevalent in 
orchards where roots had been damaged by disking. Research 
demonstrated that the total number of peach tree roots in the top 20 cm of 
soil surface was 435 higher in the herbicide treated plots in comparison to 
the mechanically cultivated plots [2]. After two years, peach tree diameters 
were 27% greater in plots treated with herbicides in comparison to trees in 
cultivated plots [3]. Peach yield in the herbicide plots was 167% higher 
than in the cultivation plots [3]. Although the cultivated plots were tilled 
seven times during the season, there was rapid regeneration of weeds after 
each tillage operation [3]. In contrast, the residual herbicides provided 
season-long control of most broadleaf and grass weed species [4]. Now, the 
most common method of weed control in Southeastern peach orchards is to 
use herbicides in a strip down the tree row and to maintain a weed sod 
between the rows.  
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