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How to Solarize Your Garden for Weed
Suppression

By: Jess Mayes

What is Solarizing & Why it Matters

Solarizing your garden is one of the most effective natural methods for long-term weed
suppression, especially during the heat of summer. By trapping sunlight and heat under plastic
or silage tarps, you can raise the temperature of the soil high enough to kill weed seeds,
disease pathogens, and even some pests. It works best during the hottest months of the year,
typically late June through August, when the sun is strongest.

You do not have to solarize your entire garden to see benefits. Even treating a few large
sections can significantly reduce weeds across the whole space. Solarization is particularly
effective in market garden setups, backyard gardens, and vegetable beds that have uniform
spacing or predictable crop rotations. For larger setups, silage tarps are ideal because they are
reusable and specifically designed for agricultural use.

There are two main materials used for solarization:

e Thick-mill polyethylene plastic rolls (commonly referred to as black plastic) are
inexpensive and easy to find.

e Silage tarps, which are black on one side and white on the other, are made for market
gardens and farms. They are more durable, easier to handle, and reusable for many
years.

For the best results, plan to solarize for at least four to six weeks. Start in early summer, water
the soil thoroughly, and make sure the tarp is tight to the ground with no gaps or air pockets.
Weighted edges will prevent wind from lifting the tarp and ensure full contact with the soil



surface. Solarizing not only suppresses weeds in the current season but also reduces weed
pressure into the fall, winter, and even the following spring.

Step-by-Step: How to Solarize Your Garden

Step 1: Prepare the Area
Clear the garden bed of large debris and cut down any existing weeds to ground level. Rake the
soil smooth so the tarp will make good contact with the surface.

Step 2: Water the Soil Thoroughly
Watering before you tarp is crucial. Moisture helps heat penetrate deeper into the soil profile
and improves the Kill rate for weed seeds. Saturate the soil to at least six inches deep.

Step 3: Choose Your Material

Decide whether you will use black plastic or a silage tarp. Silage tarps are generally preferred
for market gardens and long-term use. They are black on one side and white on the other. Begin
with the black side facing up to maximize heat absorption.

Step 4: Apply the Tarp

Lay the tarp flat across the soil and make sure it extends three to five feet beyond the garden
edges to block invading weeds. Secure the edges tightly with smooth rocks, bricks, or soil
mounds. Avoid using materials with jagged edges that could tear or damage the tarp. The
tighter the tarp, the better the solarization effect.

Step 5: Cook the Soil

Leave the tarp in place for four to six weeks during the hottest part of summer. The trapped heat
will raise the temperature of the top six inches of soil to over 130°F, destroying weed seeds,
seedlings, and many harmful soil pathogens.

Step 6: Flip for Germination and Final Kill

After removing the tarp, flip a silage tarp so the white side faces up. This allows any remaining
weed seeds to germinate in cooler conditions. After a week or two, re-cover with the black side
to Kill the new flush of weeds.

Step 7: Remove and Prepare for Planting
Once solarization is complete, remove the tarp and let the soil breathe for a few days. You can
now plant directly, broadfork to aerate if needed, or add compost and mulch to improve fertility.

Best Practices

e Always water deeply before tarping to help heat transfer into the soil.
e Solarize for a minimum of four weeks for best results, six weeks if possible.



Keep the tarp tight and well-weighted along the edges.

Extend the tarp three to five feet beyond the garden area to prevent new weeds from
creeping in.

Solarizing once each summer can drastically reduce weed pressure for the next year.

Pro Tips

Use a silage tarp instead of plastic whenever possible; it lasts longer and provides more
consistent results.

After solarizing, mulch bare areas with two to four inches of composted hardwood mulch
to maintain weed suppression and moisture.

Broadfork and water the soil before solarizing to increase oxygen flow and improve heat
distribution.

Solarizing in July or August gives the strongest heat effect, ensuring a deeper, more
thorough weed Kill.

Summary

Solarizing your garden harnesses the sun’s natural power to sterilize weed seeds and restore
balance to your soil. It is a low-cost, chemical-free solution that keeps your garden healthier
year after year. Done properly, it will reduce weed problems not only through summer and fall
but well into the next growing season. Combine solarization with mulch, compost, and good
soil-building practices for long-term success.
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