
Steam and Solarization  
to Control Weeds
With funding of nearly $23,000 from 
the Cosmetic Use Pesticides Research 
and Innovation (CUPRI) Program, the 
Landscape Ontario Horticultural 
Trades Association is determining the 
effectiveness of steam and solarization 
treatments as a weed control strategy.

Steam and solarization treatments are 
able to reduce weeds by using heat. Both 
methods can be applied to a garden or turf 
area where non-selective weed control is 
required, by tarping the treatment area to 
contain the steam or solar heat at the soil 
surface for a predetermined period of time. 

Trials will be conducted in ornamental trial 
gardens at Landscape Ontario in Milton, 
Ontario and at the Guelph Turfgrass 
Institute. Weekly weed counts following 
the treatments will be used to assess the 
effectiveness of the treatments.

Steam is generated by a portable steam 
boiler and piped under the tarp for a set 

period of time. Steaming soil will kill all 
weed seeds as well as small plants in the 
first two to three inches of soil under the 
tarp. In effect, this could replace some 
herbicides which are no longer available 
to kill weeds in lawn or turf in landscapes. 
This treatment will be used on bare ground 
to pre-treat the soil before planting 
flowerbeds and turf areas. 

Solarization is relatively inexpensive when 
compared to steam treatments, but is a 
more time-consuming option, using the 
same concept, but without the steam. 
The difference between solarization and 
steaming is the longer period of time the 

plastic tarp is left on the garden. The sun 
heats up the area under the plastic, killing 
the weed seeds and smaller plants in the 
top inches of the soil.

“Steaming gardens prior to planting 
and using steam to kill off turf prior to 
rejuvenating a new lawn may provide 
landscapers with a new tool that can 
replace conventional herbicides in their 
toolbox,” says Tony DiGiovanni, executive 
director of Landscape Ontario Horticultural 
Trades Association.

Upon completion of the project, practical 
recommendations for using steam 
and solarization treatments will be 
communicated to all Landscape Ontario 
members and other trade associations 
through the website, as well as through 
industry publications.

 Steaming soil will kill all weed seeds, as well as small plants in the 
first two to three inches of soil under the tarp.
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