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A New Subspecies of Common Reed Grass Invades Our Wetlands 

 
Many people are aware of a European plant with a beautiful mauve flower called purple 
loosestrife that has been introduced into North America by garden planting that has become 
strongly established as an invasive plant in our wetlands due to media coverage by several 
groups led by the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters. However, there is another plant 
that is ten times more invasive and damaging to wetlands that many have not even heard about. 
The problem is that this new invasive is a subspecies and very similar to a native species that has 
been here well before the first white settlers arrived. The new subspecies may have established 
here as early as 1970 but was not recognized as an alien until the late 1990’s.  It is very difficult 
for the average person to distinguish it from the native species and since it is a grass without 
colourful, showy flowers it may go unnoticed. The plant is European common reed, Phragmites 
australis australis and looks almost identical to American common reed, Phragmites australis 
americanus. Botanists have found that the native subspecies has red to reddish-purple internodes 
at the base of the stem and lower glumes that measure longer than 4 mm. in length. The invasive 
European subspecies has pale yellow internodes at the base of the stem and longer, lower glumes 
measuring less than 4 mm. The highly invasive European subspecies has established itself 
recently in colony along major roads and then is spread by road maintenance equipment, vehicle 
tires and wildlife into nearby wetlands where it flourishes and crowds out native species of 
plants. Wildlife and water flow within the wetland help spread the seeds to new wetland 
locations where colonies soon choke out the wetlands. It has become a major pest of irrigation 
and flood channels around the world and is able to in water up to 2 meters deep or on dry 
ground. Water draw-down which controls most aquatic plants has no effect on this subspecies. 
Sensitive wetlands should have buffer zones exceeding 1 km. to prevent colonization of this 
invasive subspecies. The subspecies is now spreading across Canada from colonies in Ontario 
and Quebec and just been recently reported in western Canada and the Maritimes. It is expected 
that within the next 20 years it will be found in all wetlands with roads nearby. Monitoring of the 
two subspecies will be essential to protect the native biodiversity of Ontario wetlands. 
To learn more about the environment and protecting the world around us join Kids For Turtles 
Environmental Education. Information can be found at www.kidsforturtles.com or email 
info@kidsforturtles.com. Family membership for 2008 is only $15, call 325-3149. Your support 
is so important to us to continue our environmental education and outreach work. 
 



 
 


