
 

Background
The Environment Service (ES) performs annual removal of unwanted vegetation from 
hard surfaces on council-owned properties. Historically, this has involved spot-
spraying with glyphosate, a herbicide approved for use in the UK until December 2025.

In the current year, the ES trialed manual removal methods (hand-pulling and use of 
hand tools). Staff provided feedback on various aspects of these methods, including 
removal techniques, time and frequency of effort, site conditions, and personal 
impressions (see Appendix A and E&F Committee Report).

Research on Alternative Weed Control Methods:
Studies from various councils across the UK have examined alternative methods for 
controlling weeds on hard surfaces.

1. Glyphosate

• Mechanism: Inhibits plant enzyme systems, leading to total weed control.
• Usage: East Sussex applies a 5% glyphosate solution once per year where weeds 

are present.
• Concerns: Awaiting further UK government approval (licensed until 2025); 

approved by the European Food Safety Authority until 2033.
• Conclusion: Cardiff's report supports glyphosate as the most sustainable method 

currently available.

2. Acetic Acid

• Mechanism: Causes plant desiccation.
• Research: Cardiff's 2021 trial (4 applications per year) showed moderate costs and 

environmental impacts but low satisfaction and efficacy.
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• Concerns: Requires high concentrations (20-30%), poses health risks, and is less 
effective. Not recommended around metals or animals.

• Conclusion: Provides rapid but short-lived weed control; limited by safety risks and 
effectiveness.

3. Foam Spray

• Mechanism: Uses hot water insulated by plant-based foam to kill or damage weeds.
• Research: Cardiff's 2021 trial (3 applications per year) reported high costs, high 

water and fuel use, but high satisfaction.
• Concerns: Very costly and carbon-intensive, challenging in congested or remote 

areas.
• Conclusion: Effective but not cost-efficient; significant environmental impact.

4. Flame Guns
• Mechanism: Destroys vegetation using propane-fuelled flames.
• Research: Trials in Truro showed limited success; safety incidents reported.
• Concerns: Risk of fire, especially near infrastructure, and high CO2 emissions.
• Conclusion: Not suitable due to safety and environmental concerns.

5. Manual Removal
• Method: Removal by hand or with simple tools.
• Research: Newquay trials indicated incomplete coverage within time constraints; 

weeds regrow quickly.
• Concerns: Labour-intensive, high staff fatigue, and morale issues.
• Conclusion: Best used alongside other methods.

6. Weed Rippers
• Method: Mechanical devices that physically remove weeds.
• Research: Trials in Newquay found limited effectiveness; high vibration levels limit 

use (HAVs).
• Concerns: Labour-intensive, requires frequent equipment maintenance.
• Conclusion: Effective for limited use; does not address root regrowth.

7. No Planned Maintenance / Reactive Approach
• Method: Maintenance only upon public complaint or hazard identification.
• Research: Mixed responses; some councils tolerate higher weed levels, while others 

report negative feedback related to safety and aesthetics.
• Concerns: Accessibility issues, potential infrastructure damage, negative public 

perception.
• Conclusion: Feasibility of tolerance-based approaches warrants further study.



Page 2

02.09.2024 Environment Service Manager

Conclusion
Results from extensive testing across the UK indicate that glyphosate is the most 
effective and sustainable weed control method, while hot foam is effective but 
unsustainable, and acetic acid is both ineffective and unsustainable. 

However, glyphosate has drawbacks, including negative public perception, potential 
freshwater eutrophication, and inconclusive evidence regarding its carcinogenicity. 

According to the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) recently found no 
unacceptable risks, but highlighted data gaps in several areas, with restrictions in  
place to protect non-target organisms.

Evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of each method is crucial for minimising 
the environmental and economic impacts of weed control and enhancing management 
sustainability.
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