
Grassbur (field sandbur, sandbur, etc.) is a 
troublesome, nasty grass weed species that af-
fects desirable grass forage quantity and qual-
ity.  Although young plants are often utilized as 
a grazing forage, when in the advanced stages 
of seed production this plant produces seed 
capsules that can penetrate tissues of animals 
causing pain and sometimes infection.  More 
importantly, it has a very negative effect on 
hay quality and substantially reduces forage 
value. There are many different grassbur spe-
cies in Texas although one of the more com-
mon is Cenchrus spinifex (formerly Cenchrus 
incertus).  Regardless, most are easily recog-
nized in the mature stage of growth when the 
pernicious seed heads become apparent.  What 
you may interpret as the seed is actually a seed 
“capsule” that usually contains from 1 to 3 

seeds.  This capsule 
provides a nice envi-

ronment for the 
seed, soaking  up 
soil moisture and 
holding it until the 

seed has been pro-
vided the other stimu-

lants (warm tempera-
tures, light, day length, etc.) necessary for ger-
mination. 

This  is also what makes it more survivable 
than some other grass species in sandy soils 
that are more prone to dry out.  We often think 
of the grassbur species as being warm season 
annual plants.  However, many of these are 
classified as perennials which can survive from 
one year to the next.  Although foliage may get 

“burned” off by freezing temperatures in the 
fall or winter, sometimes these plants may sur-
vive and come back from the roots the follow-
ing spring.  These plants might be more diffi-

cult to eradicate, since they have already devel-
oped a substantial root system the previous 
year.    Whenever  you  have  a  weak  stand  of   
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annual   or  perennial   grass  forage, grassbur 
will take advantage of this situation and flour-
ish.  Therefore, one of the best cultural control 
measures is to keep your forage grass stands 
healthy with proper management. 
 
The most important consideration for control is 
recognition of grassbur in the early stages of 
growth.  The leaves on young seedling plants 
are usually hairless, while the sheaths  surround-
ing  the stem may have hairs along the margins.   
 
The sheaths will generally become pubescent 
(with hairs) as the plant matures.  A membra-
nous ligule is present with hairs on the fringe.  
The stems are somewhat flattened and often 

purplish colored at the base.  Tillers are ex-
pressed on the plants early which add to the 
competitiveness of this weed.  When you are 
doubtful about identification, you can try to dig 
up seedling plants and you will often find the 
bur attached to the seedling. 
 

There are currently no herbicides that have a 
full federal label for selectively controlling 
grassbur, however, several herbicides are under 
consideration. Contact your county AgriLife 
Extension Agent for current information on con-

trol.  You  must  keep  hay  fields scouted in the 
fall for grassbur presence so you are able to 

identify those areas where you might apply a 
preemergence, preventative herbicide in late 
winter or early spring.   

In the spring and throughout the summer, you 
should again scout the fields for early detection 
of grassbur and get postemergence treatments 

applied in a timely manner.  No matter what the 
case, if you have had grassbur in the past, it is 
likely you will have it for years to come.  Again, 
proper forage management will be the first step 
in grassbur control. 


