Marsh Ragwort and control by grazing
Extracts from Nibblers online discussion group
I have a problem with Marsh Ragwort on a farm, I realise that this isn't a notifiable weed but it is
toxic ( to less levels than its cousin but toxic none the less) The area of concern is an area of 6 ha (
part of which is SSSI) where it is marshy grassland which has been improved in the past and
in an effort to nutrient strip we are allowing him to take a hay crop off these fields. There is far too
much to hand pull and spot treatment is not really an option as it doesn't rosette like common
ragwort. The farmer needs the forage and is concerned that he can't take a hay crop from these
fields.
I realise that we are not going to get rid of it (nor should we ) but I do want to get it to a level which
isn't causing the farmer so much stress and inconvenience. We took advice from an agronomist
who advised the use of Garlon 2 in a weedwiper, the farmer is concerned about the cost and the
fact that it doesn't seem to have had much effect. I have explained to the farmer the Marsh Ragwort
is biennial so we are not going to be able to beat the problem in a year.
Many thanks for any help you can offer. Tom
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I don't know about this, but I think there might be a possible disadvantage with grazing in the spring
if this prevents the plants going into their reproductive phase. Marsh ragwort is usually a biennial,
and with many biennials if they are prevented from flowering their life can be prolonged
considerably until they have been allowed to do so. A better strategy might be to allow them to
flower but to mow them before they set seed. From some work I did some years ago on the
Somerset Levels, mowing would have to be before or at about the end of June. By mid-late July 4090% of the seeds shed were viable. This was in one year only - I should imagine dates vary
from year-to-year. Drying (as in hay-making) increased seed shedding considerably, so cutting and
carting straight away would be safest. If the plants were largely concentated in certain (wetter)
patches, as is often the case, cutting these areas earlier than the rest of the field might be
worthwhile.
I don't think much is known about the longevity of marsh ragwort seed in the soil, which is another
reason for uncertainty as to the likely efficacy of this approach!
Grazing to contain the marsh ragwort might prevent them from becoming too problematic but, I
would guess, wouldn't do much to reduce populations in the short to medium term. This is all
speculation, however, and I would be very interested to know if anyone has any relevant knowledge
or experience.
If anyone can think of any suitable sources of funding, I would be very willing to do some trial work
on different strategies for control of marsh ragwort!
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-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------You might think about sheep grazing during the winter/spring, Tom. It won't help with this year's hay
crop but it would be a useful means of reducing the size of the problem in years to come. The
welfare issues need to be considered if the infestation is heavy; maybe use different groups of
sheep rotated over the ground for relatively short periods.

Bill Grayson

