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AEA Concept #8
Weeds are a barometer of soil health. 

We know that different crops have different nutritional requirements. For instance, blueberries 
have different requirements compared to alfalfa, which in turn require different nutrients than 
soybeans, etc. Every crop has different soil profile requirements, from the perspective of mineral 
nutrition and soil biology. The same holds true for the plants we call weeds.

Weeds are usually pioneering species that thrive in soils which have very imbalanced microbial 
and nutritional profiles, so when we monitor crop health, we evaluate the weeds as well. As crop 
health improves, weed health declines, and vice versa. The tipping point at which crops are 
healthier than weeds comes when plants are photosynthesizing more efficiently, have a higher 
sugar content in the leaf, and a higher Brix reading than the surrounding weeds. At this point, 
the weeds will succumb to disease and insect pests before the crops ever will.

This is redroot pigweed from a farm on which I grew up. Our two predominant weed species on 
this farm were redroot pigweed and lamb’s quarter, consistently growing 4-5 feet tall. And while 
we still have both species on the farm today, instead of growing 4-5 feet tall, they typically grow 
merely 18-20 inches tall and the redroot pigweed specifically gets a white, fuzzy mold disease 
on the bottom of its leaf. These weeds will not successfully reproduce and will be dead within 
2-3 weeks depending on weather conditions. 
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Here is a picture of aphid-infested lamb’s quarter. This patch of weeds is situated at the 
intersection of three different crops: tomato, salad greens (lettuce, spinach, rye), and potato. 
Interestingly, not one of the plant crops had any aphids whatsoever. The healthy, naturally-
functioning, soils in which those crops were growing meant that the lamb’s quarter took the 
brunt of the insect pest infestation.
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