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BENEFIT 2 

▾ 

Weed management 
If you are looking for companion plants that help manage weeds, 
look no further than living mulches. Living mulches are low-growing 
companion plants that are planted beneath and around taller har-
vestable crops. Much like cover crops, living mulches aren’t planted 
to be harvested (though some of them can be); instead, they help 
crowd or shade out competing weeds around desired crops. 

Use perennial living mulches around perennial vegetables or 
fruits, and annual living mulches around annual crops. If necessary, 
living mulches can be mowed down a few times throughout the 
season to keep their growth in check. 

Keep in mind that living mulches can compete with desired 
plants for resources, so maintaining their growth definitely involves 
a careful balance. However, plants don’t live alone in nature; they 
live in tight quarters with many other plants, and that’s how it 
should be in the vegetable garden too. In some cases, companion 
plants actually help each other, rather than compete, in a process 
called resource sharing. 

Here are a few great plant partnerships for weed management  
to get you started. 

BENEFIT 3 

▾ 

Pest management 
Pest management is one of the most popular goals of companion 
planting, and there are several ways in which it can work. Compan-
ion planting can disrupt insect feeding by masking or hiding volatile 
chemicals (chemicals that allow insects to recognize a plant) emitted 
by host plants. It can also interfere with pest egg-laying behaviors 
by masking host plants. And creating a general polyculture makes it 
more difficult for pests to find their host plants. 

While a quick internet search will yield a tremendous number of 
lists of companion plants that supposedly perform one of these ser-
vices, few of them are backed by research. Here are some that are. 

LIVING MULCH CROP TO PLANT IT NEAR ADDITIONAL BENEFITS

White clover (Trifolium repens,  
Zones 3–10)

Blueberries (Vaccinium spp. 
and cvs., Zones 3–9)

White clover fixes nitrogen and grows quickly after being mowed. 

Yellow mustard (Sinapis alba, annual) Summer squash Yellow mustard has been shown to increase squash yields and decrease 
certain pests and diseases.

Cucumbers Taller vegetables such as 
tomatoes or eggplants

Cucumbers exude allelopathic chemicals to help suppress weeds.

Crimson clover Cole crops Crimson clover forms a thick mat and supports beneficial insects.

PLANT A PLANT B PEST DETERRED HOW IT WORKS 

Peppers Onions Green peach aphids Onions mask volatile chemicals from peppers to hide them from aphids. 

Zucchini Nasturtiums (Tropaeolum majus, annual) Squash bugs The presence of nasturtiums showed reduced squash bug numbers in test plots, 
perhaps through volatile masking.

Tomatoes Basil (Ocimum basilicum, annual) Tomato hornworm and 
striped armyworm

Volatiles from basil mask the volatiles from tomatoes and lead to reduced egg-
laying behaviors in both pests.

Cole crops Dill (Anethum graveolens, annual) Imported cabbageworm The presence of dill reduces egg laying by adult cabbageworms on cole crops.

Onions and 
cabbages

Marigolds (Tagetes spp. and cvs., annual) Onion root maggots and 
cabbage root maggots

Marigolds mask volatiles from the onions and cabbages, making it harder for the 
adult flies to find their host plants.

Blueberries White clover

Crimson 
clover and 
cabbage

Tomato  
hornworm
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