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If you ever thought you 
could take a year or 
two off and your 
phragmites wouldn’t 
spread; think again! 
 
During our recent 
survey of Salt Creek 
we spotted a patch of 
phragmites just over 
the tree line in a 
wetland that we now 
refer to as “Spider 
Island”.   
 
One of the things that 
makes Common reed 
(phragmites australis) 
so hard to manage is 
its ability to spread in a 
variety of ways.  One 
the first ways we think 
of a plant spreading is 
by seed.  This is true 
and our seed test at 
the Nebraska 
Department of 
Agriculture seed lab 
shows that most the 
seed heads we tested 

had at least 70% viable 
seed. Phragmites is a 
perennial plant which 
means it comes back 
year after year from its 
root zone or rhizomes, 
this allows the patch to 
continue to grow even 
if it didn’t produce 
viable seed. The third 
way it will attack is by 
sending out stolons.  
These are like above 
ground roots that run 
across anything in its 
path and pop up a new 
plant about every 10 
inches.  The stolons 
will grow up to 30 feet 
in just one season.  
This allows the patch 
to grow above ground 
or water, even if it isn’t 
producing seed or 
spreading by rhizomes. 
OK, if that wasn’t 
enough, here is one 
more method that 
allows it to quickly 
spread downstream. 

All three of the 
previous mentioned 
methods come into 
play when in a moving 
water system such as 
a creek, stream or 
river. Moving water can 
carry the seed 
downstream, the 
roots/rhizomes when 
broken off can wash up 
to shore and begin a 
new patch, the stolons 
will also break off and 
find a new home 
downstream. Oh yeah, 
I haven’t mentioned 
that when the plant 
itself falls over or 
washes away it can 
also start up new 
plants at every leaf 
node.  
 
The many ways this 
plant can spread 
makes it by far one of 
the most difficult 
invasives plants we 
have to control. 
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“Spider Island” 
 

Notice the stolons running out in all 
directions allowing this patch of 
phragmites to rapidly increase. 

 

Phragmites – Aggressive Invader 
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2013 Aerial View – Only 1 Small Patch 2016 Aerial View – Many Large Patches 
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Lancaster County Weed Control 
444 Cherrycreek Rd. Bldg B 
Lincoln, NE. 68528 

Phone: 402.441.7817 
Fax: 402.441.8616 
E-mail:  
weeds@lancaster.ne.gov 

Good Neighbors –  
Control Invasive Weeds ! ! ! 

We’re on the Web! 

www.lancaster.ne.gov/
weeds 

Lancaster County – City of Lincoln Weed Program Page 2 

 
 

Kiosk along the trail by Salt Creek  
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