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Native and Invasive Phragmites australis 

There is both a native species and invasive species of Phragmites australis. The native species can 

coexist with a diverse number of native plants. The invasive species will form a monoculture. At this 

point, if they cannot be differentiated ecologists are treating them both the same and exterminating 

them. The general thought being that the negative consequence if the invasive Phragmites is left 

unchecked outweighs the benefits of the native Phragmites species. 

 

Phragmites australis is a very aggressive non-native invasive. The species spread in many ways such as 

the stems, stolons, rhizomes and seeds. Viability of the plant is higher in small patches. That being said 

in a dense stand there may be anywhere around 200 stems/square meter with hundreds of seeds that 

can be dispersed in a 10 km radius. One the below ground growth (rhizomes) is established the plant will 

grow exponentially. Combined with the fact that this plant is allelopathic and competes strongly for 

nutrients in the soil, Phragmites australis is a serious concern in the environmental world. 



 



A major concern about the spread of Phragmites is the reduction of habitat available to Species- at- Risk 

(SAR). Many of our SAR depend on wetlands for one or more parts of their life cycle. Phragmites 

australis will takeover large expanses of marsh if left unchecked. The density of the species prevent 

other plants and species from utilizing it effectively. Many species, including the Blanding’s Turtle, die 

trying, simply because they do not have the energy to move through the thick matte of reeds. 

 

Some other ways that Phragmites is spread: 

- Equipment: Improperly clean equipment used to clean out ditches act as vector and spread 

reproductive parts of the Phragmites plant all over the province.  

- Ditches/ municipal drains: Phragmites that is not controlled along ditches and municipal drains 

will spread downstream. 

- Gardens: Uneducated people have planted Phragmites australis on their properties thinking it is 

a nice plant.  

Controls 

Biocontrols are currently being researched to aid in the management of Phragmites australis. Two 

moths that are native to our area and feed solely on Phragmites are currently being researched: 

Archanara neurica and A. geminipuncta. The moths cannot differentiate between the native Phragmites 

and the non-native Phragmites. Due to the high number of predators that feed solely on Phragmites 

australis in their native regions in Europe and that the species still exists in monocultures in Europe, 

researchers do not believe that this biocontrol will be able to reduce the species to a level where it is 

not a threat.  



Smothering can be effective for areas of small infestation (less than ¼ acre) but not practical for large 

patches or every site.  

Spading can be effective in small areas (less than an acre). The work is labour intensive requiring many 

people and a consistent effort. 

Cutting will bring wildlife back to the area but you must keep cutting or will grow back. As a result you 

may end up killing animals you want to protect. Cutting alone is not an effective means of exterminating 

the species. However cutting between mid-July and Early August will prevent seed head germination 

and thus reduce the spread. If you are spraying before cutting, wait at least three weeks after spraying 

before you cut. 

Drowning can be an effective method of killing large amounts of Phragmites in the right areas (For 

example, coastal wetlands, dyked wetlands, shallow wetlands). In areas where the water can be drawn 

back, burning the Phragmites and then flooding it has been effective at killing the plant. Also cutting the 

species below a few feet of constant water will prevent oxygen from getting to the plant and kill it.  

Chemical Controls are the most effective means of exterminating the plant because the chemical is 

taken up by the Rhizomes of the plant, literally killing the entire plant.  

In the US there are chemicals available for spraying Phragmites over water. In Canada these chemicals 

have not been approved by the PMRA, despite efforts from Conservation Groups and Environmental 

Organizations to expedite the process.  

Base ingredients US (approved over water) Canada (not approved over 
water) 

Glyphosate Rodeo Weathermax+ vision max 
(surfactant added) 

Imazypyr Habitat Arsenal Powerline (surfactant 
added) 

 

Recommended Control Technique: It is better to apply spray to a large plant then a small one so that 

you the spray comes in contact with a large surface area for absorption. Spray 5% solution of glyphosate 

(Weathermax + vision max) at 8L/Ha (with additional surfactant at 1% solution). After at least three 

weeks roll Phragmites down to create a thick matte and conduct a controlled burn to remove plant 

material. 

Grazing by goats and sheep have also been practiced as a management technique and is still practiced in 

Europe to manage the Phragmites bed habitat-type. This technique is not practically in many settings. 

The goats will eat Phragmites if there is nothing else available but will eat other native plants in a low-

density setting. There could be concern with movement of seeds via excrement. 



There is a branch of Western University called ICFar that focuses on research into alternative fuel 

sources. They are looking at the possibility of harvesting Phragmites australis and using it for fuels such 

as biochar. http://www.uwo.ca/esw/research_buildings/icfar.html  

Janice Gilbert- “We don’t want to harvest it. We want to get rid of it”  

 

Miscanthus is a grass that is harvested and sold in nurseries to the public. It has been observed to 

outcompete Phragmites australis in roadside ditches. This species is a very aggressive non-native and 

should be addressed early before it turns into the new “Phragmites”.  

 

6 main issues that we need to get passed to control this species: 

1. Roads and ditches 

2. Proper herbicides for spraying over water 

3. Public education  

4. Garner sufficient dedicated funds 

5. Locally driven efforts supported by all levels of government 

6. A collaborative management plan 

 

Best Control Option: Early Detection/ Rapid Response- as soon as you see it, you must control it or it will 

end up getting out of hand and costing a lot of money.  

Long Point Phragmites Action Alliance is a working group that has developed over the Long Point 

Watershed and involves many dedicated environmental organizations including ALUS Norfolk. There will 

be a meeting in March. Janice is going to send me the information so that ALUS Elgin can attend. 

For more information:  http://greatlakesphragmites.net/resources/webinars-presentations/ 
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