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OAK OPENINGS REGION BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

This Best Management Practice (BMP) document provides guidance for managing Phragmites in the Oak Openings Region of Northwest Ohio and Southeast Michigan.
This BMP was developed by the Green Ribbon Initiative and its partners and uses available research and local experience to recommend environmentally safe control practices.

INTRODUCTION AND IMPACTS — The European common reed
(Phragmites australis subsp. australis), or more commonly called
“phragmites” or “invasive phragmites”, likely arrived in North America by accident, in ballast material in the late 18th or early 19th century.
It first established itself along the Atlantic coast and continued to
spread across the continent over the course of the 20th century. European common reed is now widely distributed across North America
and is found mostly in the
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northern two-thirds of
Ohio. In Michigan, the Upper and Lower Peninsula
are both impacted by invasive phragmites but have
different degrees of infestations. In general, the Upper
Peninsula’s distribution is
less extensive when compared to the lower.
Invasive phragmites overlaps in distribution with a
very similar, native subspecies of common reed,
Phragmites australis subsp.
americanus (also known as American reed grass). This native strain
grows in the same habitats as the invasive strain, and in such situations, it is regularly out-competed. Partly due to the aggressive character of the invasive strain, the native strain is currently listed as potentially threatened in OH. In Michigan however, the native strain is
not rare and is documented throughout the state (MI Flora Online).
Though more records occur on the Michigan section of the Oak
Openings, invasive phragmites populations are continuing to be
mapped to cover the full extent of invasion in the OOR. There are
undoubtedly, many occurrences in OH that still need to be mapped.
The Midwest Invasive Species Information Network (MISIN) has over
21,000 records of invasive phragmites (see map: red points) just outside of the Oak Openings Region (OOR), with only 348 reported records within the OOR boundaries (see map: green polygon). Occurrences have been recorded in 5 of 7 counties in the OOR, with heavy
infestations just to the north (the Detroit Metro area).
Invasive phragmites has many characteristics that contribute to its
classification as a nuisance species. It limits the light, space and nutrients available to native species, including wildlife. It spreads prolifically, forming dense monocultures with extensive rhizome systems.
New areas may be colonized by seed dispersal and vegetative rhizome fragments. In winter, standing dead patches of (highly flammable) invasive phragmites also increase the potential for marsh fires.
With its ability to inhibit native plants and negatively effect hydrology, soil, plant communities and animal reproduction,

invasive phragmites severely degrades the quality of the habitats in
which it becomes established.
SIMILAR SPECIES - Although easily confused with other tall grasses
that have wide leaves and look similar (especially when identifying
w/o reproductive structures), a more serious concern is distinguishing the invasive strain of phragmites from the native. One major distinction is comparing the growth forms: thin, scattered stems in a
colony are likely the native strain, while very dense, spreading
stands that choke out most species, can usually be assumed as the
invasive strain. Other similar grasses include non-native Phalaris
aquatica or Phalaris arundinacea.
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HABITAT- Invasive phragmites has demonstrated the ability to establish and spread readily in wet disturbed habitats of the OOR, primarily in nutrient-rich soils of open wetland habitats, ditches and
wetland edges; this includes higher quality wetlands like wet prairies, fens and marshes. It is common in alkaline and brackish (slightly
saline) habitats and can thrive in highly acidic wetlands as well.
IDENTIFICATION - Habit: Stout, warm-season perennial grass ranging in height from 6-13 (max ~20) ft. (1.8-3.9 m).
Leaves: Flat, smooth leaf blades; 10-20 in. long (25-50 cm), & 0.4 1.4 in. wide (1-3.5 cm); hairy ligules, green to grayish-green color.
Stems: Upright; rigid and hollow; persisting in winter & year to year.
Flowers: Plant forms bushy panicles in late July and August; usually
purple to golden in color. Panicles are dense-branched clusters on a
bearded axis at the end of each stem, maturing open and feathery.
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Fruits and Seeds: Seeds with white hairs below that are almost as
long as the seed; prolific seeder (up to 2,000 seeds/head) but seed is
not always viable.
Roots: Dense network of rhizomes with deep roots. Vertical stalks
arise from the rhizomes . 80% of the yearly biomass is contained
below ground in the dense mass of roots and rhizomes.

Phragmites
Timeline
Life History

Jan

Feb

March

dormant

April

May
germination

June

vegetative growth

Integrated
Flooding

Sept

flowering/ fruiting

Oct

Nov

Dec

root/rhizome growth dormant

follow-up cut/mow
after herbicide
herbicide after initial cutting (2nd step)
burn (2nd yr. &
after herbicide)

Herbicide

Cut/Mow only

Aug

initial: cut/mow

Cutting
Prescribed Fire

July

burn (2nd year & after
herbicide)
mow large patches
when ground is frozen

mow small patches - start in late
August: (before 1st frost)

2. keep flooded thru mid-July; 3. late July: dry site/drain for several weeks
4. burn in mid-August 5. immediately flood for 1 year @ 6 in.

1. herbicide in late August - Sept.
2. immediately flood thru the winter

REPRODUCTION AND DISPERSAL—Invasive phragmites reproduces through wind dispersal of seeds and vigorous vegetative reproduction through rhizomes. Rhizomes broken by natural forces
(e.g. waves) or by man-made actions (e.g. dredging or disking) readily re-root in new locations. Rapid expansion can also occur with
physical and chemical disturbances, giving phragmites a competitive edge. Examples of such disturbances include discharge of nutrients, wetland drainage, fire, and road salt. Thoroughly cleaning
equipment is a critical prevention measure for invasive phragmites
in the OOR. Land managers should consider incorporating pre–
and post-project equipment cleaning into contracts.
Mature plants can produce 2,000 seeds annually. Germination occurs in the spring, generally on exposed moist soils and/or soils exposed through disturbance. Although seed viability is considered
low and germination is a slower process than spreading by rhizome
fragments, new stands of phragmites will develop from seed. However, water depths above 2 inches typically prevent germination.

stem by hand using a wicking glove & inner chemical-resistant glove.

REPORTING—Invasive phragmites is identified as a target species
in the OOR. Reporting invasive phragmites is essential for its control. Report invasive phragmites at MISIN and/or to the local (OOCWMA) or county CWMA or CISMAs.

With mechanical removal, ensure equipment is thoroughly cleaned
and all plant material is disposed of appropriately (see Disposal below). Plants can mature and produce viable seed even after pulling.

CONTROL—The best control is integrated control. Management
plans should focus on initial herbicide treatments followed by prescribed fire, mechanical treatment or water level management. Multiple treatments over a short period of time (1-2 yrs.) should be completed and then repeated, if necessary.

Prescribed Fire: Prescribed fire alone can actually stimulate phragmites growth so an integrated approach (with mowing and/or herbicide treatments) is needed in order to be effective. Burning helps to
reduce thatch and biomass for easier follow-up treatment with herbicide.

Chemical: The following recommendations have been compiled
from groups working in OH, Ontario and MI. It is the responsibility
of the applicator to ensure compliance with herbicide labels and
regulations when planning chemical treatment. Care should be taken to use herbicides approved for aquatic areas when appropriate.

Hydrological: In situations
where water levels can be
manipulated, extended
periods of flooding coupled with dry-downs,
herbicide and/or mowing
can have good results.

Herbicides should be used with an appropriate non-ionic surfactant.

Injecting Stems or Hand Swiping: For scattered or isolated populations; effective: I.S.: cut plants to 2.5-3.5 ft., apply one drop of herbicide to hollow stem w/ squirt bottle/syringe; H.S.: wipe each
Herbicide

Trade Names

Imazapyr

(use near water is
restricted)

Arsenal®

Glyphosate

Rodeo®,
Aquamaster®,
Glypro®

Mix: Glyphosate +
Imazapyr

see above

Concentration
foliar: 1-1.5% by volume (low)
4 to 6 pints/acre (high volume)

foliar: 1-1.5% by volume (low)

Foliar or Backpack Spraying —Best for scattered to moderately-dense
stands; spray on leaves at close range, using low pressure.
Wick or Dauber– For moderately-dense to dense stands > an acre;
wick upper layer of vegetation (twice), leaving lower layer of veg.
untreated. Set-up may include ATV and boom-sprayer with absorbent material around arms; apply herbicide at low pressure.
Boom Sprayer— For dense stands > an acre; attach low pressure
boom sprayers to an ATV or tractor. Monitor wind and weather.
Aerial Application— For dense stands > 5 acres; via helicopter and
skilled pilot; use proper droplet size, boom length and nozzle type.
Mechanical: Mowing: Most effective when used with herbicide and
prescribed fire treatments. Bushhogs, brushcutters, weed-trimmers,
etc. can be used. Mowing during flowering and fruiting period reduces vigor.
Covering, Disking, and Hand-Pulling/Digging: Not recommended.

Biological: Limited data; research is on-going.

Michigan Sea Grant
DISPOSAL—If phragmites
plant material has been cut or removed, it must be rendered nonviable and disposed of in accordance with state invasive species legislation. Options for fully destroying cut material include:

Drying: Place material on asphalt, tarps or plastic, ensuring no contact with soil. Cover. When dry, dispose in landfill or burn.

6 pints/acre (high volume)

Liquefying: Place material in heavy-duty garbage bags, seal; lay bags
in direct sunlight for at least 1 week. Dispose of in landfill or burn.

3 pints glyphosate + 3 pints Imazapyr /
acre

•
•

Do not remove soil unless it is being disposed of in a landfill.
DO NOT COMPOST.

