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CONTROLLING PESTICIDE DRIFT 

   Spray drift when applying a pesticide can occur in two ways, either particle or vapor drift. Physical particle drift occurs 
especially with “fines” from the sprayer nozzle which are very small spray droplets that can travel long distances.  All it 
takes is for wind to pick up and blow the spray droplets off target. 

   Vapor drift occurs when products volatilize or evaporate and move off the application site. Only certain products are 
subject to this such as 2,4-D LV ester or dicamba.  The volatility increases as temperatures rise into the upper 80s and 
90s. The product labels provide specific information to applicators.  The highest potential for vapor drift is when it's hot 
and low humidity.   

   Applicators know the most significant factor in controlling drift is wind speed and wind direction.  Research shows 
that when wind speed is doubled there is a 700% increase in drift 90 feet downwind. Measure the wind speed and direc-
tion before and after each spray load.  The new dicamba labels require a measurement of temperature, wind speed and 
wind direction at the end of the boom at boom height.  They also indicate to only spray when wind speeds are 3 to 10 
mph.  If wind speed or wind direction changes during an application, immediately adjust the buffer size or location, or 
stop the application.  

   There are several ways you can get hourly wind speed forecasts which can be quite accurate up to 96 hours out.  One 
method is downloading the new, free Agritools App.  Another way is to use a short link to the weather service map at 
http://ow.ly/XNY2F  Simply click on the map where your location is and hourly temperature, humidity, wind speed and 
wind direction forecast is available.  This is very handy for planning prescribed burns, spray applications, baling hay and 
other activities. 

   Sprayer boom height is the second most important factor in controlling drift. Research says when increasing the boom 
height from 18 inches to 36 inches, drift increases by 350% when measured 90 feet downwind. Nebraska Department of 
Ag personnel, when doing random observations of applicators, say the most common notations of sprayer error is boom 
height.  This is also the source of many homeowner and acreage owner spray drift issues.  For instance, a hand pump 
sprayer can cause a lot of damage when the hand wand is held too high.   

   Distance downwind is the third most important factor. If the distance of your spray swath from the border or property 
line is doubled, the amount of drift decreases five-fold. Buffer strips, field borders, fence rows and alternate cropping 
plans can all help to avoid drift issues near sensitive areas. Sometimes applicators can spray one side of a field when the 
wind is lower to avoid problems.   

   The new dicamba labels require specific spray nozzles sizes and types.  The nozzle directly affects the size of the spray 
droplets and can reduce drift.  However, with sprayer controllers, be careful of increased speed. Since most controllers 
increase pressure to maintain output, try to maintain speeds plus or minus 10 percent.   

   Air inversions occur when warm air, which is light, rises upward into the atmosphere and cool air, which is heavy, set-
tles near the ground and it’s calm out. Typically, temperature inversions start at dusk and break up with the sunrise be-
cause of vertical air mixing when temperatures increase by a few degrees. Do not spray when it’s perfectly calm in an air 
inversion situation, as it can be worse than spraying in a 20 mph wind.   

   With all the new technology and management, we cannot get to a zero.  But with the use of proper equipment and ap-
plication procedures, drift can be maintained within acceptable limits.  
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