
Wisconsin has over 100,000 municipal road miles 
(200,000 lane miles) within the state. Vegetation must 
be managed to maintain road integrity, safety, and 
prevent spread of undesirable plants (invasive/noxious 
weeds). Nearly all this management is conducted by 
mowing in Wisconsin. Roads are typically mowed 2-4 
times per year, at a cost of $75-150/lane mile for each 
mowing event. Thus, a municipality could easily spend 
>$150/lane mile for vegetation management in a year.

Applying a reduced rate of herbicide to roadsides can 
reduce the number of mowings needed on Wisconsin 
roads. Broadcasting an herbicide that contains the 
active ingredient imazapic in the spring slows the 
growth of grasses allowing roadside managers to delay 
mowing by 1-3 months (Fig. 1).  This can reduce the 
number of times a roadside has to be mowed resulting 
in considerable savings to municipalities while still 
providing the required vegetation management. An 
added benefit of this approach is that additional 
herbicides can be added to control invasive plants (e.g., 
wild parsnip), at a relatively low cost ($5-20/ lane mile, 
see Figs. 3, 4).

This factsheet will provide an overview on how to use 
this approach and what results can be expected from 
incorporating it into your vegetation management plan. 

WHEN TO APPLY: Results have been most effective 
when applied in the first three weeks of May in 
Wisconsin. 
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WHAT TO APPLY: Herbicides that have the active 
ingredient imazapic (e.g., Plateau, Panoramic) are 
critical to suppressing grass growth. Applications of 
this herbicide at 0.03-0.06 lbs ae/A (2-4 fl oz/A of the 
product) can provide 1-3 months of suppressed growth 
(Fig. 1). Adding a surfactant is recommended (1% v/v 
MSO) to ensure absorption of  the herbicide.

Fig. 3: Grass height reduction and invasive species control 
2 months after treatment using a spring application of 
Plateau + TerraVue.  Photo by Brian Kelley

Fig. 4: A roadside that has not been treated, showing tall 
grass and presence of weeds. Photo by Brian Kelley

Fig. 1: Height of smooth brome after treatment of two 
concentrations of Plateau. NTC=Non-treated control)

Fig. 2: A roadside being treated with imazapic using a 
boomless nozzle.

HOW TO APPLY: The herbicide should be uniformly 
broadcasted onto the roadside vegetation. Equipment 
for spraying can be mounted on existing vehicles. 

Boomless nozzles are recommended as they can treat 
a swath over 20 feet wide uniformly (Fig. 2). Follow 
the label when applying the herbicide. Imazapic 
should not be applied directly to water; avoid spraying 
roadsides with water or along the edge of 
wetlands/lakes without a grass buffer between.
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HOW LONG WILL GRASS HEIGHT BE REDUCED?
Applications can reduce grass height for 1-3 months. 
Some grass species are more sensitive than others. 
Our research has shown that smooth brome and 
Kentucky bluegrass are very sensitive to this approach. 
Quackgrass is more tolerant, therefore, expect reduced 
suppression if this species is present. Typically, these 
applications result in one to two fewer mowing events.

OTHER BENEFITS: When roads are mowed after 
treatment (July), reports from managers suggest the 
time needed is reduced, as vegetation is less dense 
and therefore easier to cut. An additional benefit of 
applying imazapic is the reduction of invasive plants 
and weeds along roadsides (Figs. 5, 6). While imazapic 
by itself at this rate provides partial suppression, when 
other herbicides are included (e.g., TerraVue), our data 
shows high levels of weed reduction. This application 
can also benefit native plants, like milkweed. We have 
observed an increase in cover of these species after 
treatment (Fig. 7).

HOW MUCH DOES THIS COST? 
The total cost of application of imazapic is between 
$15-25/ lane mile ($5 for products, $10-20 for 
application). This is a considerable savings compared to 
mowing ($75-150/lane mile). Most managers have 
been including other herbicides to control invasive 
plants on roadsides. This added cost can range from $5-
20/lane mile more depending on the herbicide 
selected.

TREATED

HOW TO INTEGRATE INTO AN EXISTING PROGRAM
This management approach should supplement, but not 
replace, other roadside vegetation management 
methods. Grass species react differently to imazapic, 
and some are not suppressed as long as others. Warm 
season grasses (e.g., big bluestem) are not suppressed 
by this method and may necessitate additional mowing 
in late summer (August) if present.

POTENTIAL NEGATIVE RESULTS
Bare spots may be observed after treatment if 
broadleaf weeds are a dominant portion of the 
vegetation. If grasses do not colonize these open areas, 
late emerging annual weeds like giant ragweed or 
common ragweed can emerge and be problematic. 
Repeated applications over consecutive years could 
select for herbicide resistance. To avoid this, integrate 
other weed management methods like mowing prior to 

seed production to prevent the development of 
herbicide resistance. 

COMMUNICATING TO THE PUBLIC
Any approach using herbicides will need to be 
communicated to the public before implementation. 
Although municipalities have received mostly positive 
feedback from citizens, some may be concerned about 
pesticide application. Establishing field demonstrations 
and communicating results through field days/town hall 
events to explain the benefits of this approach are 
critical before widespread adoption.

Fig. 7: A treated roadside showing release of common 
milkweed after elimination of competing weeds. Photo by  
Nate Minnig

Fig. 6: Treated roadside showing clear demarcation between 
sprayed (L) and unsprayed (R) areas. Unsprayed area has dense 
infestation of wild parsnip. Photo by John Zaborsky 

Fig. 5: Percent reduction of target invasive species on treated 
roadsides across municipalities in northwestern Wisconsin.
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