
From top: 1) common reed monoculture along a roadside ^ 
2) mature, flowering common reed * 3) foliage and ligule ^  
4) flower * 5) Rhizomes and vegetative spread.^      
^Photos by Leslie J. Mehrhoff, University of Connecticut,  
Bugwood.org  and invasive.org. *Photos by Alyssa Siegel-Miles 
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Identifying Features: 

Common reed (Phragmites australis) 

By Victoria Wallace, Alyssa Siegel-Miles, and Klaudia Sowizral   
UConn Extension 

Habitat: 

• OVERVIEW: Aggressive, robust perennial grass, which   cre-
ates dense infestations (Figure 1). Easily identified by its 
height (5-13 ft) and feathery flowers (Figure 2).  

• LEAVES: ½-2 in wide, 6-18 in long; lance-shaped, alternate, 
upright to arching, blue-green. Leaf blades are smooth and 
flat or rolled. Veins parallel. Midvein is white near the base 
of the leaf; inconspicuous towards tip. Leaf sheath is open, 
glabrous (smooth). Long, fine, white hairs present where 
leaf blades diverge from the reedy stem (Figure 3).  

• STEMS: Hollow, smooth; 6-12 ft tall. Tan or green, often red 
at the base, with smooth nodes and hollow internodes. 
Aerial stems borne from rhizome joints can take root and 
produce new shoots.  

• FLOWERS/INFLORESCENCES: Densely branched, erect or 
drooping, fluffy, purple, 6-16 in long terminal flower spikes 
appear in June (Figure 4). Inflorescence matures to gray and 
persists through winter. Lance-shaped inflorescence is com-
posed of 3-11 spikelets. The rachilla (stem between the flo-
rets) is covered with long silky hairs.  

• SEEDS: Light-weight, brown, 8 mm long; form in August and 
disperse through January. Will not germinate in        salinity 
greater than 2%, or when deeper than 2 in. in soil.  

• ROOTS: Extensive root networks often exceed 20 ft in 
length; form a dense, interwoven mass that grows 3-30 ft 
per year (growth is greater in nutrient–rich locations). 

• REPRODUCTION/SPREAD: Mainly vegetative, via an     ex-
tensive system of rhizomes (underground stems), which 
generate new plants (Figure 5) up to 43 ft from the parent 
plant. Can also spread by wind-blown or bird-deposited 
seed, although seed set is highly variable and germination 
rates are typically low. Maintenance equipment (e.g., mow-
ers) can be a source of spread of both vegetative   rhizome 
fragments or seed. 

Phragmites creates dense monocultures in freshwater marsh-
es and wetlands, as well as along river edges and roadsides. 
Common to brackish (slightly saline) environments and dis-
turbed sites. Its salt tolerance allows it to persist where few 
species can survive. Phragmites prefers full sun, but can with-
stand partial shade. It invades and degrades vast areas of im-
portant wetland habitat, threatening the wildlife that depend 
on those areas for survival.   

Figure 5. 

Figure 3.  

Figure 4. 

Figure 2. 

Figure 1.  

INVASIVE PLANT FACTSHEET  

https://www.invasive.org/browse/subthumb.cfm?sub=3062&start=1
ipm.cahnr.uconn.edu
cipwg.uconn.edu
mailto:victoria.wallace@uconn.edu
https://wiki.bugwood.org/Phragmites_australis


 

Other Facts and Background:  

Invasive Phragmites was introduced to North America in the late 1700s-early 
1800s. Native Phragmites species may form dense stands, but lack the aggressive 
characteristics of the European strain. Native common reed leaves are lighter 
(compared to P. australis) yellowish-green, its stems are smooth, shiny, red-brown 
to dark red-brown, and the leaf sheaths are more likely to be shed in winter. There 
is no evidence of hybridization between native and non-native Phragmites.  

Common reed is found throughout the U.S., particularly in the northern Midwest, the Northeast, and on the west coast. 
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A combination of remediation tactics, including thorough monitoring and ongoing treatment, are necessary to    manage 
invasive common reed. New York Invasive Species Information states that management should be “site-specific, goal-specific, 
and value-driven,” due to different variables found at each site. Native and non-native         Phragmites appear similar, so cor-
rect identification is critical before taking management action. A suitable restoration plan is necessary before Phragmites 
removal is initiated. Timely replanting with native species adapted to site conditions is important for habitat protection, as 
elimination of Phragmites colonies may increase erosion.  

PREVENTION: Plant or protect native species that can limit the spread of Phragmites. Jesuit’s bark (Iva frutescens), ground-
sel-tree (Baccharis halimifolia), black rush (Juncus roemerianus), and saltmeadow cordgrass (Spartina patens) can successfully 
compete with Phragmites. Ensure that proper sanitary practices are in place to prevent creating new populations of Phrag-
mites via contaminated maintenance equipment (e.g. mowers).  
MECHANICAL: Hand pulling is not feasible due to common reed’s extensive rhizomes and root system. Mowing may be an 
appropriate component of a management plan, although it usually is required to be done in combination with chemical con-
trols for long-term success. For best eradication results, plants should be cut annually just before the end of July, to maxim-
ize stress on the plant at its weakest point in the growing season. Remove any rhizome fragments, which can start new 
plants. Cutting common reed at the incorrect time of the year may increase stand density.  
HYDROLOGIC: Manipulating the water level around Phragmites has been shown to decrease populations in some condi-
tions. Refer to the Element Stewardship Abstract produced by the Nature Conservancy for more information.  
CONTROLLED BURNING: Common reed can withstand burning - the top growth is killed but roots and rhizomes are not. Pre-
scribed burns, in conjunction with chemical treatments, may be effective when performed the year following a chemical 
treatment, ideally in July-August or in the winter, prior to spring green up. Learn more at invasive.org or fs.fed.us. 
CHEMICAL: Follow label instructions for all applications.  Refer to CIPWG Management Calendar (cipwg.uconn.edu). 
• Foliar: Systemic herbicides (e.g., glyphosate, Imazapyr - specified for wetland use when management is being      per-

formed in or near water bodies), may be applied to foliage from June to September, when plants are actively growing 
(late summer, after flowering, is recommended). Follow up treatments should be repeated annually, in August-
September, after plants have sufficiently regrown from previous treatments.  

• Cut-stem treatments are suitable for small infestations and can be performed from mid-summer to fall. Cut individual 
stems below the lowest leaf and apply a systemic herbicide (appropriate for aquatic use if applying in or near water) to 
the stem and around the cut edge.   
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