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How can a 
plant invade?

A plant is invasive when it is causing  
a problem. Most of the plants we consider 
invasive in the United States are not native. 
They arrive here through a variety of inten-
tional or accidental methods and affect the 
native plant communities. This guide lists 

10 invasive plants associated with 
coastal wetlands. 

For more information
Center for Aquatic and Invasive Plants, University of Florida
http://aquat1.ifas.ufl.edu/photos.html
Global Invasive Species Database
http://www.invasivespecies.net/database/welcome/
Invasive.org – http://www.invasive.org/
Invasive Species Specialist Group
http://www.issg.org/database/welcome/
National Biological Information Infrastructure 
http://www.invasivespecies.nbii.gov/
National Invasive Species Information Center, USDA,  
National Agricultural Library
http://www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/plants/main.shtml
Southeast Exotic Pest Plant Council – http://www.se-eppc.org/
Southeast Exotic Pest Plant Council Invasive Plant Manual
http://www.invasive.org/eastern/eppc/SASE.html
United States Geological Survey – Nonindigenous Aquatic Species (NAS)
http://nas.er.usgs.gov/
USDA, NRCS. 2006. The PLANTS Database National Plant Data Center
http://plants.usda.gov/
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Water hyacinth



Invasive PlantsOF THE MISSISSIPPI GULF COAST

Giant salvinia or floating fern, Salvinia molesta
Vulnerable Locations: Still or slow-moving fresh-

waters to include lakes, ponds, ditches, canals or 
sluggish streams and rivers. Native Range: Southern 
Brazil/South America. Status: Giant salvinia has been 
found in all Gulf of Mexico states, in the Atlantic coast 
states of Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina and 
Virginia, and in Arizona, California and Hawaii. This 
fern represents a significant danger to still or sluggish 
freshwater systems. NOTE: Some countries have used 
a weevil, Cyrtobagous salviniae, as a biocontrol agent 
to suppress this invasive plant. Suspected Vector: It 
is believed to have spread naturally throughout the 
tropics and subtropics. The ornamental trade for fish 
and ponds is responsible. Description: Free-floating 
rootless aquatic fern that forms dense mats. A pair of 
emergent fronds (½ -1½ inches) develops from nodes 
of the horizontal stems (1/16 inch) that float below the 
water surface. Emer-
gent leaves are green, 
oval to oblong, 
and hairy. Surface 
hairs are white and 
branch into two 

to four hairs that join at the tips, forming a protective 
surface from water. A third brown frond consisting  
of hairy filaments, which serve as roots, develops from 
the nodes. Negative Impacts: Dense mats over lakes 
and slow-moving rivers impede the movement of  
commercial and recreational watercraft, limit fishing 
access, may alter fisheries by preventing oxygen and 
light from entering water, and degrade waterside  
aesthetics. Salvinia molesta has interfered with  
agriculture irrigation systems.

Cogongrass, Imperata cylindrica
Vulnerable Locations: 

Pine savannas, sand hills, 
forests, roadways. Native 
Range: Native to South-
east Asia and Eastern 
Hemisphere. Naturalized 
throughout tropical and 
subtropical areas glob-
ally. Status: Extends as 
far north as South Caro-
lina and west to Texas. 
Suspected Vector: First 
reported in Grand Bay, Ala., in 1912, it subsequently 
spread through the Gulf Coast states as the seeds were 
distributed as packing material for satsuma oranges. 
It was also intentionally introduced in other southern 
states as a potential forage crop. Description: A peren-
nial grass to four feet tall. Leaf blades ¼ - ¾ inch wide, 
40 inches long, with noticeably off-center white midrib. 
Younger leaves are light green; older leaves are  
orange-brown and often very dense. Margins of leaves 
are serrated and armed with microscopic silica crystals 
which make it unusable for forage. Flowers and seeds 
conspicuous in spring with silvery-white, fluffy seed 
heads. Negative Impacts: When present, dominates 
roadways, pastures and forests. Presents a substantial 
fire hazard. Will often flower following fire as well as 

Giant salvinia



other physical disturbances. Rhizomes can penetrate  
to a depth of four feet and are thus protected from 
excessive heat and drought. Density of cogongrass  
prohibits growth of other vegetation and stifles  
succession of species.

Torpedo grass, Panicum repens
Vulnerable Locations: Dunes, intertidal zones, 

riparian zones, marshes, lakes, canals and ditches. 
Native Range: Africa, Asia, Australia and Europe. 
Naturalized throughout tropical and subtropical 
areas globally. Status: Found in all coastal states from 
Florida to Texas and north along the Atlantic coast to 
North Carolina. Has become a problem weed in many 
pastures, turf farms and golf courses due to its toler-
ance to many selective herbicides. One stem of torpedo 

grass can produce more than 20,000 rhizome buds in 
one year. Suspected Vector: First reported near Mobile 
in 1876, it spread through the Gulf Coast states as 
the seeds were distributed for forage crops. Descrip-
tion: Erect or leaning perennial grass 12-30 inches tall. 
Often forming dense colonies. Leaves short and flat, 
sometimes rolled, ¼ inch wide. Lower stem usually 
without leaves; upper stem with leaves and sheaths. 
Prefers sandy, moist soils, but will persist on finer 
textured soils. The most reliable feature for identifica-
tion of the species is the long, slender, sharp pointed 
rhizomes (up to two feet) from which its common 
name is derived. Negative Impacts: Greatest impact is 
the displacement of native grasses. By forming dense 
monocultures, it quickly replaces native vegetation. 
The characteristic rhizomes will often grow from the 
soil and into bodies of water 
forming thick colonies on 
the surface, thus impeding 
water flow and passage of 
recreational or commercial 
boat traffic. Plant frag-
ments are buoyant and 
easily transported.

Cogongrass



Did You Know?WATER HYACINTH CAN DOUBLE ITS POPULATION SIZE IN ONE WEEK.

Common reed, Phragmites australis
Vulnerable Locations: Savannas, upper marsh, shell 

middens, barrier islands. Native Range: Worldwide. 
Common reed is known to have been at least an occa-
sional wetland plant in North America for 3,000 years, 
so it is considered native. The concern is that it is being 
overtaken by a more aggressive, introduced strain of the 
same species. Status: There are 27 different strains of  
P. australis recognized, so identification of the strain 
based on morphological characteristics can be difficult. 
There appears to be a Gulf Coast strain of the species 
that is invasive, and its physical differences are under  
investigation. Suspected Vector: Introduction history 
of P. australis is unclear. It appears the aggressive strain 
which is considered invasive in the United States came 
from Europe about 100 years ago. Description: Com-

mon reed is a grass with 
woody, hollow stems reaching 
20 feet in height. Leaves are 
lanceolate, eight to 16 inches 
long and ½ - 1½ inches 
wide. Flower spikes develop 

by mid-summer and are 
arranged in spikelets 
with tufts of silky hair. 
Although important 
in the widespread 
dispersal of the spe-
cies, the number of 
seeds produced by the 
individual plants can 
vary greatly. Below-
ground rhizomes are 
the primary method 
by which it produces 
locally dense stands. 
Negative Impacts: 
Native strains are 
outcompeted in the 

northern Gulf Coast by the more aggressive European 
strain. Colonies of the robust grass can overtake native 
grasses and other herbaceous plants, leading to substan-
tial decreases in the plant diversity necessary for ecologi-
cal stability.

Water hyacinth, Eichhornia crassipes
Vulnerable Locations: Freshwater lakes, ponds, 

reservoirs, slow-moving rivers. Native Range: Native to 
the Amazon River Basin of South America. Status: Due 
to its desirability as a water feature plant, water hyacinth 
has spread into every state in the southeastern United 
States. The plant escaped cultivation and established 
populations in Florida by 1895. It was reported in 
California in 1904. It has expanded its range to include 
Arizona, California, New York, Virginia, Kentucky, Mis-
souri and Texas. It is currently federally listed as a Photo: Joshua C. Cheshire,  

MSU/GeoResources Institute
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Water hyacinth



Did You Know?
noxious weed. Suspected Vector: Water hyacinth was 
introduced to the United States in 1884 at the Cotton 
States Exposition in New Orleans, La. The plants were 
given away to attendees at the Horticulture House.  
Description: Free-floating herb forming dense mats. 
Oval leaves, one to six inches long, one to four inches 
wide, swollen petioles, to 20 inches long, attached 
basally and forming rosettes. Vegetative reproduction 
primarily by initiation of daughter plants from stolons 
(runners). Short-lived flowers, June-September, are light 
lavender-pink, six petals, and number eight to 25 per 
spike arising from center of rosette. Water hyacinth is 
intolerant of brackish water; distribution is limited by 
tides. Negative Impacts: Can form dense mats which 
impede the movement of commercial and recreational  
watercraft and can starve submerged aquatic plants 
and algae of sunlight creating potential for catastrophic 
reductions of dissolved oxygen and energy sources avail-
able for primary consumers.

Hydrilla, Hydrilla verticillata 
Vulnerable Locations: Freshwater lakes, ponds, 

streams, slow-moving rivers. Native Range: Asia and 
northern Australia. Status: Found in all states in the 
southeastern United States plus Texas, Arizona, Cali-
fornia, Washington, Virginia, Maryland, Delaware and 
Connecticut. Likely the most troublesome submersed 
species in bodies of freshwater. Federally listed as a nox-
ious weed. Suspected Vector: First reported near Miami 
and Crystal River, Fla., in 1960. Most likely accidentally 
introduced through the aquarium trade. Description: 
Submersed perennial herb of freshwater habitats. 
Usually rooted, but sometimes found as floating mats. 
Leaves green-brown, whorled, four to eight per node, 
straplike to about ½ inch long with distinctive teeth on 
margin and midvein. Stems slender, green, up to 30-feet 
long. Easily distinguishable from native Elodea canadensis 
which has only three leaves per node and waterweed 
(Egeria densa) whose marginate teeth are only visible un-

der magnification. 
Negative Impacts: 
Hydrilla branches 
profusely near 
the surface which 
impedes water 
flow and quickly 
starves underly-
ing vegetation 
of sunlight. This 
adversely affects 
animal biodiversity by reducing or eliminating the plant 
species on which animals may depend. In the Southeast 
all plants are female, so the species does not produce 
viable seed. 

Eurasian watermilfoil, Myriophyllum spicatum
Vulnerable Locations: Bays and estuaries, bayous, 

lakes, ponds, canals and ditches. Native Range: Eurasia 
and Northern Africa. Status: Eurasian watermilfoil is 
now found in most states in the continental United 
States. Though not as widespread in the northern Gulf 

Photo: Joshua C. Cheshire
Eurasian watermilfoil

Photo: Joshua C. Cheshire
Hydrilla



of Mexico as in the upper Mississippi Valley, it is a spe-
cies of great concern. This species can tolerate salinity 
levels as high as 10 ppt and there are currently about 
2,000 acres under management in and near Mobile 
Bay. Suspected Vector: May have been intentionally 
introduced or may have entered Chesapeake Bay in ship 
ballast around 1900. It was first found in Washington, 
D.C., in 1942. Description: Submersed, rooted peren-
nial. Whorled leaves feathery in appearance, usually 
four per node, less than two inches long, with 16-24 
finely divided segments attached to midrib. Stems slen-
der, reddish, five to 20 feet long and often branching 
abundantly to form dense olive-green mats on or near 
the surface. Usually rooted in one to 12 feet of water. 
May be confused with native coontail, Ceratophyllum de-
mersum, but does not have a rough texture when gently 
pulled through the hand. Negative Impacts: Dense mats 
may impede the movement of commercial and recre-
ational watercraft and may outcompete native species 
to become the dominant submersed plant in a given 
locale. Reproduction is vegetative 
by fragmentation and stolons (run-
ners), and it easily spreads to new 
areas by attachment to boats and 
boat trailers.

Water lettuce, Pistia stratoites  
Vulnerable Locations: Fresh-

water lakes, ponds, reservoirs, 
streams, slow-moving rivers. Native 
Range: Perhaps Africa. Scientists 
disagree whether the plant is native 
or non-native. Status: It is found in 
greatest abundance in peninsular 
Florida but is also found in the 
northern Gulf of Mexico region 
as far west as Texas. Individual 
plant density in infested areas can 
vary greatly with seasonal fluctua-

tions. Many populations seem to periodically change in 
size. Suspected Vector: Unclear. Description: Floating 
herb of freshwater habitats. Easily identified by gray-
green rosettes of leaves to six inches long and obvious 
parallel veins. The leaves are wider at the tip than at 
the base and resemble open heads of lettuce. Roots 
are numerous and feathery. Vegetative reproduction 
in water lettuce is by fragmentation and production of 
attached daughter plants. Negative Impacts: Can form 
dense mats which impede the movement of commercial 
and recreational watercraft and disrupt aquatic animal 
habitat. Mats can also starve submerged aquatic plants 
and algae of sunlight creating potential for catastrophic 
reductions of dissolved oxygen and energy sources avail-
able for primary consumers.

Alligatorweed, Alternanthera philoxeroides
Vulnerable Locations: Lakes, rivers, ponds, bayous 

and canals, as well as moist soils. Native Range: South 
America. Status: Found throughout the Southeast and 

all southern border states, west to 
California. Alligatorweed once cov-
ered much more area than it does at 
the present time. Alligatorweed flea 
beetles (Agasicles hygrophila) feed on 
the plant, and in 1964 were intro-
duced as the first biocontrol insect 
in the United States. Though effec-
tive in managing aquatic forms of 
the plant, the beetles are ineffective 
on terrestrial forms and the spread 
and proliferation of alligatorweed 
should be closely monitored. Sus-
pected Vector: Accidental importa-
tion aboard ship. First reported 
in the United States in 1897 near 
Mobile, Ala. Description: Alligator-
weed is an emergent aquatic plant 

Water lettuce
Photo: USDA ARS Archives, USDA 
Agricultural Research Service, 
www.forestryimages.org

Beware...WHAT YOU PLANT CAN CREEP UP ON YOU!



OF THE MISSISSIPPI GULF COAST

usually rooted 
in the soil and 
forming dense 
mats at the 
water surface. 
Opposite leaves are 
elliptical, two to five inches long and ¼ – ¾ 
inch wide, with smooth margins. Stems are hollow in 
the aquatic form and nearly solid in the terrestrial form. 
Roots form at the nodes. Flower heads are ¼ – ¾ inch 
in diameter and are usually on a single stalk. Vegetative 
reproduction is by fragmentation and no viable seeds 
have been found in the United States. Negative Im-
pacts: Displaces native vegetation. Dense mats at or on 
the surface impede water flow, increase public health 
risks by creating habitat for mosquitoes and impede the 
movement of commercial and recreational watercraft. 

Popcorn tree or Chinese tallow, Triadica sebifera
Vulnerable Locations: Savannas, upper marsh, shell 

middens, barrier islands. Native Range: China and 
Japan. Status: Chinese tallow is now naturalized in all 
the Southeastern coastal states and Arkansas. This tree 
has been planted extensively in California as an orna-
mental, but has not escaped cultivation there, presum-
ably due to much lower rainfall amounts. Chinese 
tallow trees are rapidly overtaking many native woody 
plant species and invading habitats dominated by 
herbaceous species. Suspected Vector: Introduced as an 
ornamental in Charleston, S.C., in 1772, reportedly by 

Benjamin Franklin. Introduced along the Gulf Coast in 
the early 1900s by the Bureau of Plant Industry (USDA) 
for evaluation as an agricultural crop. Description: 
Small- to medium-sized deciduous tree; up to 50 feet in 
height. Leaves are alternate, heart-shaped, form a fine 
point at the tip, are 1½ to three inches long, and one to 
two inches wide. Leaves turn yellow then to bright red 
in fall, often forming dense thickets. Common name 
is derived from the fruit, a three-chambered capsule 
which splits at maturity to reveal three white seeds. The 
structure resembles popped corn. Negative Impacts: 
Chinese tallow is an extremely fast-growing generalist 
that tolerates shade, full sun, drought, flood, and alka-
line, acid or saline soils. Mature specimens can produce 
100,000 seeds in a season which are dispersed by mov-
ing water and many different species of birds. Prolific 
reproduction combined with a high germination rate 
and rapid growth easily leads to single species stands of 
the tree within 10 years. Reduction in biodiversity can 
have direct effects on dependent wildlife.

Alligatorweed

Photo: Leah Bray, Mississippi  
Department of Marine Resources

Popcorn tree


