
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoiding Herbicide Drift 

Sherrilyn Phelps, M.Sc., PAg., CCA,  
Agronomy and Seed Program Manager, Saskatchewan Pulse Growers 
 

Reducing spray drift is not only important for protecting neighbouring crops, it also ensures the product is 

being applied at the right rates to the target weeds for maximized effectiveness. Minimizing movement of 

pesticides into non-target areas is also important for protection of the environment. 

What are some ways producers and chemical applicators can reduce the risk of drift? Dr. Tom Wolf with 

AgriMetrix Research & Training has evaluated causes of drift and developed information on how to reduce the 

risks. The two main factors are weather and sprayer set up. Although growers cannot control the weather we 

can choose when and how they spray. 

“The most important weather factors are wind speed and atmospheric stability,” Wolf comments. Wind speed 

is the obvious cause of spray drift and as wind speed increases, the amount of spray drift can also increase.  

Calm conditions may seem ideal for spraying but this is not always the case. “At very low wind speed, the drift 

cloud can move in unpredictable directions and cause damage,” explains Wolf. “As a result, spraying is best 

done when there is some wind, and when the operator can be sure that wind direction has stabilized.” Coarser 

sprays are less sensitive to increased wind speeds but there are maximum wind speeds above which no 

spraying should be done. These depend on what product is being sprayed, and what is downwind. 

Atmospheric stability relates to the amount of mixing that occurs in the atmosphere. Under normal sunny 

daytime conditions there is considerable turbulence as the warmer air near soil surface moves upwards and 

cooler air moves down, making conditions considered unstable. The mixing of the air layers helps to dilute the 

drift cloud and reduces risk of drift damage.   

Under stable atmospheric conditions there is less air movement and spray may become suspended in a cloud 

over the treated area. Winds can move this cloud containing concentrated spray drift to adjacent fields, 

sometimes causing considerable damage. These stable conditions are considered inversions and typically occur 

at night when there is limited cloud cover and light to no wind. The air near the ground is cooler than the air 

above it so there is little mixing. “Other than clear skies, telltale signs of an inversion include ground fog, dew, 

or even odours that are not dissipating as usual,” says Wolf. 

Sprayer settings and technology can help reduce drift. Droplet size is one factor to consider as large droplets or 

coarser sprays are less prone to drifting than small droplets. Nozzle choice and spray pressure can influence 

droplet size. Low-drift nozzles are readily available and use a combination of pressure and flow rate to reduce 

the risk of drift. For any given nozzle, a larger orifice and/or lower pressure will produce coarser sprays. All 

major nozzle manufacturers publish the spray quality of their products on their websites. Look for sprays that 

are listed as Coarse (C, blue), Very Coarse (VC, green), and even Extremely Coarse (XC, white) for drift 

reduction, but be sure coverage is maintained. This can be quickly checked with water-sensitive paper. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Increasing water volume is also an effective way to reduce drift. Not only does it permit coarser sprays, more 

water volume also means a more diluted spray solution, reducing the potential for causing damage if drift 

occurs. 

Travel speed is another factor that can influence spray drift. High clearance sprayers typically travel two to 

three times faster than tractor-drawn sprayers. With faster travel speeds, Wolf states that droplet sizes are 

reduced, a greater proportion of the spray is drift prone, and boom heights are higher. All of these factors 

increase the risk of drift. With faster travel speeds Wolf emphasizes to use coarser sprays and maintain low 

boom heights with the aid of automatic boom height controllers if necessary. 

Wolf also points out that vapour drift is still a potential problem with volatile products. Vapour drift can occur 

even when there is no droplet drift and even dry spray can send vapours into the atmosphere. Vapour drift 

increases with air temperature, so avoid highly volatile product on or before hot days. 

For more information from Dr. Tom Wolf and associates on spray drift and other information related to 

pesticide applications, please visit www.sprayers101.com.  

 

Checklist for minimizing spray drift: 

1. Know surrounding and sensitive areas nearby 

2. Measure wind speed and direction and mark it down 

3. Avoid high winds or dead calm 

4. Use low-drift technology 

5. Slow down 

6. Keep boom height as low as possible 

7. Lower spray pressure near sensitive areas 

8. Avoid volatile products on, or before, hot days 
 

http://www.sprayers101.com/

