http://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/organicweeds

The biology and non-chemical control of Annual Mercury
(MercurialisannuallL.)

W Bond & G Davies
HDRA, Ryton Organic Gardens, Coventry, CV8, 3LG, UK

Annual mercury
MercurialisannualL.

Occurrence

Annual mercury is annual weed, possibly a native on cultivated land and waste places
(Stace, 1997). It is also a garden weed and is widespread but local in southern
England (Clapham et al., 1987). Although of local occurrence it can be troublesome
on lighter soils (Salisbury, 1961). It isindifferent to lime and prefers aloose loam or
sandy-loam soil (Hanf, 1970). Annual mercury occurs in urban situations and can
tolerate arid conditions (Benvenuti, 2004). It is not recorded above 1,000 ft in the
UK.

Annual mercury was found in 3% of conventional sugar beet crops surveyed in East
Angliain autumn 1998 (Lainsbury et al., 1998).

Annual mercury was regarded as a valuable purgative (Salisbury, 1962). It is also
rich in potassium (Barker, 2001). The plant is poisonous if eaten by livestock, the
seeds being the most poisonous (Forsyth, 1968). However, it is important in the diet
of bullfinches (Lainsbury et al., 1998).

Biology

Annual mercury flowers from July to October (Clapham et al., 1987). The male and
female flowers are on separate plants (Stace, 1997). It can be found in fruit for 4
months of the year (Salisbury, 1962).

Seed germination occurs intermittently from May to early September.

At early plant growth stages, mineral uptake by annual mercury is high, an important
factor in interspecific plant competition (Magyar & Hunyadi, 1999).

Persistence and Spread

Seed longevity in dry storage is 8-10 years and in soil is 6-7 years (Guyot et al.,
1962). Seed dry-stored for 40 years gave less than 1% germination (Crocker, 1938).
Seeds are dispersed explosively and may be carried by ants (Salisbury, 1961).

M anagement

In conventional horticultural systems, the frequency of annual mercury increased
following winter brassica crops (Atkins & Burn, 1991).

Annual mercury seed is susceptible to soil solarization.
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