
Creeping buttercup

The creeping buttercup 
is a common perennial 
in damp meadows, 
pastures and gardens. 
It is the commonest 
of the buttercups and 
will quickly appear in 
disturbed soil.  It spreads 
by horizontal stems which 
grow out from the parent 
plant. It is a troublesome 
weed of arable land. The 

creeping buttercup has bright yellow flowers and the 
distinctive deeply-divided leaves occur in groups of 
three as shown in the photograph below.

Note the group of 
three deeply-divided 
leaves at the end of 
the stem

Note the horizontal 
stems spreading over 
the surface of the 
ground.  These allow 
the plant to cover 
large areas of the 
ground very quickly.
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Learning activities / questions 

Use the above images to help you locate and identify 
the different weeds that you need to know.

1.  Name the weed in this section that is not a 
perennial.

2.  Use the information provided to give two reasons 
why weeds are so difficult to remove.

3.  Use the information provided to give two reasons 
why weeds can spread so quickly.

4.  Explain why it is important to remove weeds 
from fields of crops.

Key Terms
Weed

Annual

Perennial

Taproot
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they compete with the crop plants for resources such 
as light, mineral nutrients and water.  They can also 
make the harvesting of the crop more difficult.

The growth of the maize in the photograph is badly 
affected by the number of weeds present. 
             
Some common weeds in Northern Ireland include 
chickweed, docks (commonly known as docken), 
dandelion and creeping buttercup.

Chickweed
Chickweed is one of the 
first weeds to appear in  
newly disturbed soil  and is 
a common weed of cereals, 
sugar beet and other arable 
crops. There are a number 
of chickweed species and 

they can grow up to about 20 cm.  Chickweeds are 
annuals (each plant only lives for one year).

Dandelion
Dandelion is a common weed of gardens but can also 

cause problems for some 
of our more delicate and 
smaller crops. As it is a 
perennial (a plant that 
normally lives for several 

Unit 1:  Weeds

Learning Outcomes

Students should be able to:
• Identify a selection of weeds (chickweed, 

docks, dandelion, and creeping buttercup).

years) with a stout taproot it can persist in the ground 
unless the entire taproot is removed. 
Note: A taproot is a thick central root growing down 

from the stem.  Smaller roots extend from the thick 
central taproot

Dandelions are probably 
more familiar when at the 
seed dispersal stage.  The 
very familiar dandelion 
‘clocks’ are the seeds ready 
for dispersal by the wind.

The photograph above shows a dandelion ‘clock’.

Dock
Docks are perennials and can 
grow quite tall (approaching 
heights of 1 m).

The common dock species 
has a broad leaf which is dark 
green and quite tough. It is a 
troublesome weed in gardens 
as it can be difficult to get rid 
of.  The curled dock species 
has a narrower leaf and is 
more common in arable 

farmland. Both docks reproduce from seed and by 
vegetative reproduction from thick, persistent roots. 
The seeds are capable of surviving in undisturbed soil 
for many years.
Note: The photograph shows the common dock.
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WHAT ARE WEEDS?

Weeds are plants that are growing in the wrong 
place.  Daisies may be regarded as weeds in a garden 
because they are not planned and affect the beauty 
of well manicured lawns.  To the farmer, weeds 
reduce crop productivity.  This is usually because 
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Note: The photograph shows a large number of weeds growing 
in a field of maize.
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