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THE NEW ENEMY – PALMER AMARANTH 

 

   Palmer amaranth and weed resistance to herbicides was a topic at pesticide applicator training 

meetings this year that Paul Hay and I taught.  It is a weed we need to better understand and soon 

and is an enemy to be recognized with.  

   Palmer amaranth is dioecious (separate male and female plants) and is a broadleaf annual weed 

species that has created significant problems for growers in the Mid-South over the past 10 years 

due to its resistance to glyphosate and its prolific seed production. A single female plant can 

produce one million seeds if the growing conditions are right. 

   At our winter meetings, we are telling growers when that first single plant shows up in a field, 

get that old corn knife out. If it has seeds, bag it and get rid of it.  In other words, zero tolerance to 

the initial invasion.  It continues to cause significant problems to the south of us and is rapidly 

spreading throughout the Midwest including Kansas. In Gage, Jefferson and Saline County this 

weed will creep in from Northern Kansas and from west of here.    

   In Nebraska, atrazine and HPPD-inhibitor resistance has already been confirmed in Palmer 

amaranth.  Example herbicides in the HPPD group are Callisto, Laudis, Armezon or Impact.  This 

problem has been associated primarily with seed corn production in south-central Nebraska.  

Because of its rapid growth, ability for prolific seed production, and ability to evolve herbicide-

resistance, Palmer amaranth can be of significant concern in corn and soybean fields. 

   Fillmore County: A Palmer amaranth population in a corn seed production field in Fillmore 

County (October 4, 2013 CropWatch) had a herbicide control failure despite the application of 

atrazine and HPPD-inhibiting herbicides. The management history at this site was more than five 

years of continuous non-traited, white corn with heavy reliance on atrazine and HPPD inhibitors 

for weed control. 

   How to Identify: To the untrained eye when small, Palmer amaranth looks similar to common 

waterhemp but there are differences if you look close.  The main way to tell the difference is the 

petiole (stem connected to the leaf blade) will be as long or longer than the leaf blade itself.  You 

can actually fold it over the leaf.  You can’t do that with common waterhemp.  So the quick way 

is pull a leaf and petiole off a plant and bend the petiole over.  Also, some Palmer amaranth leaves 

have white chevrons or V-shaped watermarks on the top leaves. With escapes, Palmer amaranth 

female seed heads have stiff, sharp bracts that give the seed heads a prickly feeling when touched.  

Common waterhemp has seed heads similar in length but lack the prickly bracts.   

   Post sprays have to be timely: Palmer amaranth exhibits aggressive growth and 

competitiveness with crops. Under ideal conditions, Palmer amaranth plants can grow 2 or 3 

inches per day and if it out competes, it can become 6 feet tall in two months.  If you see a 

problem one week and it is not sprayed until the next week, you will have a mess.  Growers in 

this area have not experienced this kind of aggressive growth situation with post emergent 

controls.  We will need to think of ways in the future to be more timely with spraying.  One way 

is increasing water supply capacities.   

 

 

 



 

   How to control it: Integrated weed management strategies will be needed.  Most importantly, 

crop rotation and a systems approach using residual herbicides followed by POST herbicides with 

different modes of action.  Cover crops can be helpful.  We need to hand weed out escapes, 

monitor ditches and borders and harvest infested fields last.  Combines are one of the largest 

contributors of spreading it.  Cleaning the combine as best as possible to assure seed will not be 

spread during the next harvest is meticulous and not easy, but dividends to those that will do this.  

I like the Purdue publication including the pictures and recommendations with this weed.  A short 

link is at: http://ow.ly/YwiB7  
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