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From Herbicide Drift to 
Recovery: Cleaning Up 
the Greenhouse
A sweet potato transplant grower observed symptoms consistent with 
herbicide injury, including leaf distortion and necrosis. MSU specialists 
provide recommendations for cleaning up a greenhouse after a suspected 
herbicide contamination. 

Weed control is necessary in the greenhouse and surrounding areas 
because they can produce seeds and often harbor pests and diseases. 
Herbicide use in greenhouses, however, can quickly become a recipe for 
disaster.  Previous e-GRO Alerts, “4.14: Using Herbicides in a Greenhouse 
is Risky Business” and “6.33: Identifying and Mitigating Herbicide 
Contamination in the Greenhouse” have covered just how messy it can get. 
The 2017 article included a few situations like misapplications, drift, and 
unknown carryover, but expanded knowledge in these areas and of other 
potential issues is important to prevent injury to sensitive crops. 

Greenhouse Challenges Related to Placement

Greenhouses can be in rural, suburban or urban settings and each local has 
its own set of challenges. When it comes to greenhouses located in rural 
areas, they may be surrounded by field crops for miles. Herbicide movement 
through drift and volatility can be an issue and MSU Extension was recently 
contacted in one such case.

2,4-D Herbicide Drift in the Greenhouse

The greenhouse (Figure 1) is in a rural, temperate location surrounded by 
corn fields. There they grow sweet 

Figure 1. Greenhouse structure where herbicide 
drift occurred. Photo: Anonymous grower. 
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potatoes from tissue culture 

starting in December to 

propagate and be ready for field 

planting by May. In January of 

this year, the grower first 

observed symptoms consistent 

with herbicide injury, including 

leaf distortion and necrosis, but 

did not initially know what was 

causing the damage (Figures 2 

and 3). 

https://e-gro.org/pdf/2015_414.pdf
https://e-gro.org/pdf/2015_414.pdf
https://e-gro.org/pdf/2017_633.pdf
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Herbicide drift was not suspected because the 
greenhouse had not experienced a known drift 
incident in the previous ten years. 

Not coming up with a cause, the growers tested the 
plants, soil, and water in that greenhouse for 
pesticide residue The testing showed a small 
amount of 2,4-D detected. The test results came in 
February when the temperatures were near 
freezing so airing out the greenhouse was not an 
option. The plants were set back a month, and the 
number of acceptable transplants was reduced by 
50% due to the damage (Figure 4) as injured plants 
never fully recovered. Once outside, the new 
growth returned to normal, but the plants 
performed poorly in the field with poor stand counts 
and poor root development. The damage to this 
year’s crop had been done. So, then the question 
became: How do they clean up the greenhouse, so 
it doesn’t happen again next season?

Cleaning Up the Greenhouse After an 
Herbicide Drift

Michigan State University Faculties and Extension 
Specialists, Debalina Saha and Erin Hill provided 
the grower with recommendations for cleaning up 
the greenhouse after suspected herbicide 
contamination. When making recommendations, 
herbicide specialists always need to consider the 
product causing the contamination. In this case, 
the detected contaminant, 2,4 D is not significantly 
reduced by exposure to light (photodegradation), 
but microbial activity in soils facilitated by warm, 
moist conditions does lead to rapid degradation.  
While we may never know the source of 
contamination, the following recommendations 
were shared: 

• Run clean water through all internal drip lines, 
misting heads, and overhead sprinklers for at 
least 15–20 minutes to purge trapped chemical 
residue.

• Change weed mats. Power wash all concrete 
areas.

• Run exhaust fans continuously and keep vents 
open for 48 to 72 hours to volatilize and exhaust 
any lingering airborne vapors. If the greenhouse 
has a retractable roof, keep the roof open for 
several days to get rid of the trapped vapors

Figures 2. Leaf distortion and necrosis on sweet potato 
plant. Photos: Anonymous grower.

Figures 3. Leaf distortion and necrosis on sweet potato 
plants. Photos: Anonymous grower.
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• If it is suspected that 2,4-D landed on open 
ground or bed soil, apply activated charcoal 
(about 1 lb. mixed in water per 150 sq. ft.) to 
bind and neutralize the active molecules.

• For severe contact or persistent stunting on 
valuable crops, scrape away the top 1–2 inches 
of contaminated soil or discard potted growing 
mixes entirely.

• Ammonia wash: While wearing personal 
protective equipment, add 1 to 2 cups of 
household ammonia per 100 gallons of water (or 
roughly 1.5 to 3 tablespoons per gallon). 
Ammonia breaks down phenoxy herbicide 
residues effectively. Detergents designed for 
pesticide cleaning may also work. With the 
prepared solution, wash glass, polycarbonate 
panels, metal and plastic benches, and wooden 
framing. Keep surfaces wet with the solution for 
several hours if possible before rinsing. Flush all 
washed surfaces down with clean, high-pressure 
water. 

Figure 4. Severe damage to sweet 
potatoes from 2-4, D herbicide drift in the 
greenhouse. Photo: Anonymous grower.
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The Final Step

Growers should run a bioassay: Plant a fast-growing, highly sensitive indicator plant (such as a 

tomato or bean seedling) in the greenhouse in question (i.e., test population) (Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Example of a bioassay looking at potential soil contamination with an herbicide using watermelon as the indicator species. 
Note in this case that two treatments were used as controls that were known not to have any herbicide residue (Top photos: 
‘Soilless media’ and ‘MSU field soil’). The ‘East soil’ (bottom right) was suspected of being contaminated and you will see the lack 
of germination and poor plant health. In this case, it was advised not to plant in the ‘East’ field. 

https://pnwhandbooks.org/weed/agrichemicals/testing-and-deactivating-herbicide-residues
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Ideally, you would plant a second set of plants for 
comparison in another greenhouse where you have 
not had issues (i.e., control population). If the test 
plants grow without any symptoms or stunting 
compared to the control plants, it is likely the 
herbicide has dissipated beyond levels that will 
cause injury and it is once again safe to plant major 
crops in this house.

In addition to cleaning out the greenhouse, the 
greenhouse owner should consider contacting any 
neighboring field crop producers to share the 
suspected herbicide drift concerns and discuss 
steps to reduce the risk of future incidents. When 
applying herbicides near neighboring properties, 
applicators should follow all label-required buffer 
zones and avoid spraying when wind direction or 
weather conditions increase the risk of drift toward 
greenhouses or other sensitive crops. As setback 
distances vary by product and application method, 
growers and applicators should consult the 
herbicide label and, when needed, state pesticide 
regulatory staff before application. In cases where 
owners do not have a good relationship with 
neighboring producers, they may need to contact 
their state’s regulatory agency to file an herbicide 
drift complaint. In Michigan, there are Pesticide 
Inspectors and Right to Farm Inspectors who 
handle these types of issues between neighboring 
farms. 

Thank you to the anonymous grower for providing 
valuable details and photos used in this article. 

Photo: Anonymous grower. 
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