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Pasture land in Wales has seen a significant increase in rush 
infestation in recent years, probably as a result of higher than 
average rainfall in both summer and winter.  Wet ground conditions 
reduce the opportunity to carry out soil management tasks and 
annual control of rush by topping or application of herbicides. 

Timely control of rushes may be limited or prohibited by the 
specific management prescriptions on individual fields if the farm is 
participating in the Glastir agri-environmental management scheme 
or if land is classed as habitat under Environmental Impact 
Assessment Regulations (less than 25% sown agricultural species). 
Check with your local Welsh Government Divisional Office before 
attempting control.

Common rush can quickly become dominant, particularly in rough 
grazing and permanent pastures. Some pastures have over 70% rush 
cover rendering them of little livestock grazing value and perhaps 
too dense to be as valuable in terms of bird, insect or wildflower 
habitat, albeit that they are of benefit to small mammals.  Although 
low levels of rush cover are beneficial to breeding birds as the 
tussocks provide cover for nesting and for concealing chicks, heavy 
infestations have an adverse impact on the value to both wildlife 
and wetland plants. Further information for managing rushes for 
wading birds can be found on the RSPB website (www.rspb.org.uk). 
Agricultural improvement of these heavily infested swards is more 
expensive and achieving long-term control is more difficult because 
of the vast numbers of rush seeds in the soil. 

Infestation can also spread to more productive swards, significantly 
reducing grazing and silage yields. Some farmers have seen 
combined silage and grazing yields drop by up to 25% following 
rush infestation reducing output by up to £300/ha (£120/acre). 
Control of rush infestation in productive/recently improved swards 
is therefore more cost effective and would usually be the priority 
for action on most farms. On some farms, and where allowed under 
Glastir scheme rules, rush is used for bedding with significant 
economic benefits.
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Introduction 



The common rush plant can produce up 
to 10,000 seeds each year, some of 
which can lie dormant for up to 40 
years. Plants can also establish by 
vegetative growth, pushing up new stems 
from spreading root systems. When the 
soil surface is broken by cultivation or 
livestock poaching, significant numbers of 
dormant rush seeds can germinate.

Rushes thrive in wet or poorly drained 
soils and in low nutrient situations as 
their expanding fine root systems hold 
water and maintain favourable conditions 
for plant growth. The main problem is 
that productive grasses cannot compete 
effectively with aggressively growing rush 
plants and seedlings in these poor soil 
conditions. 

Rush plants have very low digestibility 
and palatability for farm livestock when 
compared with agricultural grasses, so 
provide very little nutritional value. In 
silage bales, rush plants are not easily 
compressed and can leave air pockets 
where listeria moulds can develop.

If weather conditions or land/habitat 
management options prevent seasonal 
management, rush infestation can be 
rapid, quickly reducing the productivity 
of grassland.
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How infestation occurs 
and impact on grassland productivity
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Common rush (Juncus effusus)
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Long-term control of rush plants can only be 
achieved if any underlying soil management problems 
are addressed. Field drainage systems may need to be 
repaired and maintained. Soil analysis will establish soil 
acidity and the availability of key nutrients such as 
phosphate and potash. Digging a soil pit in different 
areas of the field will help to identify any layers of 
compaction in the soil and will establish if the soil is 
saturated in the rooting depth near to the surface. In 
order to encourage growing conditions which favour 
productive swards rather than rush plants, the 
following action plan should be considered*:

•  Repair and maintain field drainage systems.

•  Carry out a simple soil analysis to establish soil pH, 
phosphate (P), potash (K) and magnesium (Mg) 
indexes.

•  Apply an appropriate liming material, based on the 
soil analysis results to bring soil pH to 6 or higher. 
Consider using calcium lime where the soil 
magnesium index is high as this will improve soil 
structure and prevent further build up of excess Mg.

•  Maintain available phosphate and potash levels at 
index 2. Seek advice from a qualified and registered 
FACTS advisor to help implement a suitable 
nutrient management plan. 

•  Check the species of grass in the sward and 
consider a surface or full reseeding programme. 
The cost for surface seeding may be £200/ha 
(£75-£80/acre), compared to £500+/ha (£200+/
acre) for full reseeding.

•  Consider the role of grazing management: over-
grazing in winter and under-grazing in the spring 
and early summer will encourage infestation.
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Strategies for controlling 
rush infestation

* Remember that under the Environmental 
Impact Assessment Regulations (Agriculture) 
(Wales) (2007), farmers must consult with 
Welsh Government before undertaking any 
agricultural improvements on uncultivated 
land or semi-natural areas.

A degree of seasonal control can be achieved by 
topping and cutting or by chemical application, or a 
combination of both. 

Field on the right before reseeding and field on the left after reseeding.



Topping may be carried out using either blade or flail 
toppers or drum/disc mowers.  The success of control 
using toppers will depend on the maturity and density of 
rush plants. For example, very dense swards which are cut 
with a drum mower will leave a swath of cut material, 
which will need to be baled and removed. It will only be 
practical to use blade toppers in relatively light infestations. 

Topping will achieve a more open sward, which will give 
grass a better chance of competing. If nutrients are 
applied following topping, the productive grasses will 
help to smother out further seasonal growth from rush 
plants. However, research has shown that achieving 
control from topping alone requires six cuts per season 
to deplete the energy reserves of the rush plant - this is 
not practical or economic on most farms.

Topping may also be used to reduce the bulk of mature 
rush plants, allowing chemical control of the regrowth 
to be more effective.

Many farms have a topper, so management using this 
option is relatively cheap (cost of fuel and labour at 
around £38 - £50/ha or £15-£20/acre).  However, 
managing large areas, or repeating a number of times in 
the season is time consuming. Specialist toppers such as 
flail topper, quad driven machines or wider/heavy duty 
contractors’ machines may be more suitable options, 
depending on terrain, how wet the ground is and the area 
to cover.
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Topping and cutting

Topping rushes

Note that any farmland within Glastir 
management options, SSSI or subject to other 
environmental agreements may have 
restrictions on topping. In areas where birds 
(such as snipe or lapwing) are nesting on the 
ground, topping should be avoided between 
mid-March and mid-July.
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Chemical control options
There are two main chemical control options for 
common rush; glyphosate and MCPA.  The main 
points to consider when choosing which chemical 
option is right for your farm are outlined below 
along with the key issues to remember before 
undertaking any chemical control.

Glyphosate
Glyphosate is a translocated chemical, which means 
it is transported down to kill the roots of the plant. 
Glyphosate breaks down relatively quickly in the 
environment and binds to soil particles making it 
less prone to causing pollution in watercourses.

Effective control using glyphosate:

•  Effective chemical control of both mature and 
juvenile rush plants can be achieved by using 
glyphosate through a weed wiper. Rush plants 
need to be standing higher than surrounding 
grass and the chemical is targeted on them by 
adjusting the wiper height. Use a rain-fast 
formulation as this will ensure it does not wash 
off during and following rainfall (it may be more 
expensive, but is practical in inclement weather 
conditions).

•  Apply through a weed wiper. This will reduce the 
chemical cost (can use just one eighth of the 
chemical compared to boom sprayers) and 
targets the rush plants, leaving grass and clover 
swards unaffected. A weed wiper also reduces 
the risk of wind drift where chemical sprays can 
be blown into hedges or watercourses.

Rush seedbank



601970 636565

MANAGEMENT AND CONTROL 
OF COMMON (SOFT) RUSH

MCPA
MCPA is a selective herbicide, which can help 
control rushes but will leave grass plants 
undamaged.  Common rush is only moderately 
susceptible to MCPA and it can damage or kill 
clover and other broad-leaved plants in the sward.

MCPA provides cost effective control of light 
infestations of young rush plants where clover is 
either not present or not important. It can be 
applied through a crop sprayer.

Care must be taken when using MCPA as it takes a 
long time to break down in the environment. 
MCPA does not bind to soil particles and is 
therefore prone to leaching through land drains or 
mole drains causing pollution in watercourses. 

MCPA is also very persistent in the environment. 
This persistence means reseeding cannot take 
place until at least three months after spraying.

Effective control using MCPA:

•  It is difficult to get MCPA through a crop sprayer to stick to waxy rush leaves. A suitable adjuvant (chemical 
sticking agent) should be added to the tank mix to help make MCPA more effective. Seek further advice on 
suitable adjuvants for different MCPA formulations.

•  MCPA is not translocated to the plant roots and is therefore more suited to light or new infestations in 
agriculturally improved swards (but beware of damage to clover plants).

•  A maximum of one application per season is recommended.

•  MCPA should not be used: 
  • near watercourses (this includes small ditches)
  • on land that is wet or has been drained or mole ploughed
  • on land which slopes steeply toward watercourses
  • in sensitive catchments (e.g. river catchments where water is abstracted for drinking water).

Routine monitoring of rivers supplying 
drinking water has shown an increase in 
concentration of MCPA within the last few 
years, especially in early summer. Whilst 
levels are too low to pose a risk to those 
drinking the water or to the wider 
environment they are sufficient to breach 
rigorous EU Drinking Water Standards. 
These standards require levels of all 
pesticides or herbicides such as MCPA to 
remain below one tenth of part per billion, 
the equivalent of one blade of grass in 
100,000 hay bales!
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Applying any chemical for rush control 
When applying any chemical for rush control: 

•  Use when the rush plant is actively growing, 
but before flowering. This may mean 
chemical application in May or June. Whilst 
rush plants can be treated later in the 
season, if they are left to flower, rush seeds 
will have already fallen onto the ground, 
adding to the seed burden.

•  However, in areas where birds (such as snipe 
or lapwing) are nesting on the ground, 
spraying or weed wiping should be avoided 
between mid March and mid July.

•  Ensure the equipment being used for 
application has been adequately maintained 
and has been recently calibrated. Ensure the 
most appropriate nozzles on sprayers are 
used to help reduce spray drift and increase 
the effectiveness of the product.

•  Ensure you have the correct NPTC 
certificate for the required application 
method. Please note that the Grandfather 
Rights exemption will cease on 26 
November 2015. Please see further details at  
www.nptc.org.uk on what training is required 
to continue spraying after this date.

•  Use a contractor if necessary. Ensure the 
contractor has the required NPTC certificate 
for the required application method. 
Contractors should have suitable equipment 
which is well maintained. Check with the 
contractor to ensure their equipment has 
been recently calibrated. Contractors may 
also be able to supply the herbicide.

Rush suitable for control

New Cross Compliance rules will come into force in 
2015.  Under GAEC 1: Water – Establishment of 
Buffer Strips, plant protection products must not be 
applied within 2 metres of a surface water without an 
authorising permit from Natural Resources Wales.
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•  Use the chemical according to guidelines on the 
product datasheet. There are a number of 
formulations of Glyphosate and MCPA, so it is 
essential to read the datasheet for the specific 
product to ensure the correct dilution, application 
method and any other precautions required.

•  When filling tanks with chemicals ensure that any 
spillages will not enter drains or watercourses. 
Drip trays should be used when filling the tank. 
Absorbent materials should also be available to 
help mop up any spillages.

•  Only apply chemicals when weather and ground 
conditions are suitable. When using boom sprayers 
apply as close to the ground as possible to help 
minimise spray drift. Leave sufficient buffer strips 
between sprayed areas and any watercourses.

•  Following application ensure equipment is cleaned 
and washed carefully. Ensure this wash water is 
collected and contained. Wash water should not 
enter any drains or watercourses as it will cause 
pollution. For further advice on the disposal of 

wash water please speak to Natural Resources 
Wales on 0300 065 3000.

•  If there are any spillages or accidents which result in 
the loss of chemicals into the environment, please 
report this immediately to Natural Resources 
Wales on 0800 807060. Acting quickly and 
reporting such incidents will help minimise the 
impact on the environment and human health. 

•  For further advice and guidance on spraying 
chemicals and plant protection products please 
refer to the following:

 •  Code of Good Agricultural Practice (www.wales.gov.
uk/topics/environmentcountryside/farmingandcountryside/
farming/codesofgoodagripractice/?lang=en)

 •  Code of Practice for using Plant Protection 
Products (www.pesticides.gov.uk/guidance/industries/
pesticides/topics/using-pesticides/codes-of-practice/
code-of-practice-for-using-plant-protection-products)

•  Finally, record all pesticide applications for legal and 
cross compliance requirements, as well as for 
Glastir if the farm is within this scheme.

Chemical control by weed wiping
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For more information on 
Farming Connect services  
and events, contact us:

PHONE
01970 636565

E-MAIL
farmingconnect@
menterabusnes.co.uk

WEBSITE
www.menterabusnes.co.uk
/farmingconnect

Catch up with all the latest 
news from Farming Connect  
by joining our online community. 
Follow us on:

FACEBOOK
facebook.com/farmingconnect

TWITTER
@farmingconnect

Farming Connect support,  
guidance and training is delivered  
by Menter a Busnes on behalf  
of the Welsh Government

ContactSummary
•  Control strategies on individual farms will vary according to the 

objectives of the farmer, the livestock production system, the rush 
cover on the farm as well as cross compliance and Glastir 
restrictions (where applicable). The priority should be on 
improving the more productive areas of the farm (higher 
economic return on control costs and less likely to be constrained 
by environmental protection on uncultivated land or habitat).

•  Topping or chemical control will give some degree of seasonal 
control, but are unlikely to solve the long-term issue of rush 
infestation.

•  Long-term control of rush encroachment into agriculturally 
improved pasture can only be achieved by encouraging strong 
competition from productive grass/clover species. This needs 
favourable growing conditions for grass, including a soil pH of 6 or 
higher,  P and K indices maintained at 2,  as well as good soil 
structure and drainage. Avoiding compaction will help to prevent 
soil becoming more susceptible to poor drainage.

•  Grazing strategies have a significant impact on rush infestation. 
Light stocking in wetter conditions (less poaching and compaction) 
and making full use of spring and early summer growth through 
grazing or cutting will help to reduce or limit infestation.

•  In some situations, control strategies will be limited, as specific 
treatments or management practices may damage natural 
resources. Care must be taken when using all chemicals, 
particularly MCPA which can harm the environment and affect 
water quality. Habitats/uncultivated land must not be damaged and 
prior approval must by granted by Welsh Government before 
carrying out any agricultural improvement works on semi-natural 
areas. Uncultivated land is protected by cross compliance 
regulations with further prescriptions to be adhered to for any 
farmland within Glastir and other environmental agreements or 
designations e.g. SSSI (Sites of Special Scientific Interest).


