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Species at a Glance
Water hyacinth, sometimes called water orchid, is one of the world’s most invasive aquatic
plants. Its interlocking mats, complex root system, and multiple reproductive strategies
enabled it to spread at an extremely quick rate; in some cases, water hyacinth infestations
have doubled in growth in less than 20 days. A single acre of water hyacinth produces as
much as 500 tons of decaying plant material per year, causing decreased oxygen and light
levels and inhibiting the survival of native plants and animals.

Species Description
Water hyacinth is an emergent aquatic perennial that forms rosettes of thick, spongy leaves.
The leaves are glossy, fan-shaped, and typically display 6-8 leaves in each rosette. In open
conditions, the leaves are held above the water by short air-filled stalks called petioles that
help the plant to float. In more crowded conditions, these petioles are longer and thinner.
Showy, lavender flowers appear in spikes from summer to early fall that can grow to be
about 1 foot tall. Beneath the water’s surface, the plant has feathery black roots and the
rosettes are often connected to each other by a long horizontal stem called a stolon.
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Native & Introduced Ranges

Originally from Central and South America, water hyacinth was brought to the United States
in the late 1800s as an ornamental plant. By 1900 it had escaped cultivation and spread
throughout the southern United States, much of California, the northeastern coastal region,
and up the Mississippi River into the Great Lakes region. While water
hyacinth is not cold-tolerant, climate models suggest that as temperatures
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warm, it will continue to expand its range. In Pennsylvania, occurrences
have been observed in Dauphin, Lehigh, and Erie counties; however,
the status of these infestations is currently unknown.

Biology & Spread
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Water hyacinth effectively reproduces by
seeds and by two vegetative methods,
fragmentation and plantlets. Seeds can
be spread via wind and may also lie
dormant in the substrate and survive
unfavorable conditions. Fragmentation
can
occur as plants are broken up
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through wave action, the propellers
of motorboats, or by grazing by animals resulting in the
formation of new plants. The second vegetative method is
the formation of plantlets that grow from the base of the
stem. As a result of these two methods just a few plants
can quickly multiply, covering a water body. Once
introduced, the water hyacinth’s fan-shaped leaves can
act as an effective sail which can catch the wind and float
the plant to a new location.
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Habitat
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Water hyacinth can often be found along the edges of
ponds, lakes, canals, ditches, and slow-moving streams.
It is not restricted to shallow water like many submerged
and emergent plants because its roots are free-floating
near the surface of the water. Nutrient concentrations
and air and water temperatures are considered the
strongest determinates for growth and reproduction
of this species.

Impacts

Environmental Impacts

Water hyacinth forms dense interlocking mats that can have negative impacts on water
quality and native plants. The mats reduce light penetration to the submerged vegetation
below and decrease the amount of dissolved oxygen available to aquatic communities,
negatively impacting phytoplankton and benthic invertebrate populations. As water hyacinth
outcompetes native plants, it displaces critical native forage and habitat. This plant can also
intensify insect populations by providing mosquito habitat and impeding runoff and water
circulation. In some cases, water hyacinth can provide ecological benefit by absorbing
heavy metals, organic contaminants, and nutrients from the water; however, so far the
negative impact of this plant far outweighs its contributions to the environment.

Economic Impacts

Water hyacinth mats can create impenetrable barriers that can impact waterfront industry,
businesses, recreation, and property values. These mats impede water flow, block drainage,
clog irrigation pumps, and interfere with dams. Water hyacinth infestations have hindered
multimillion dollar flood control and water supply projects. These mats can also block
recreational access, decrease waterfront property values, and harm the economies of
communities dependent upon water-based recreation.

Prevention & Control
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Water hyacinth is extremely difficult to eradicate once established, and the goal of most
management efforts often focuses on minimizing economic and ecological damage.
Mechanical, chemical, and biological control options are the most common methods.
Mechanical methods can facilitate fragmentation and result in new infestations. Herbicides
can be very effective in killing water hyacinth plants; however, they are often costly. Natural
predators, such as a weevil species from Argentina and a carp species from the Soviet Union
target water hyacinth as a food source and have been used in some areas as a biocontrol agent;
however, biocontrol methods can create the risk of introducing additional exotic species.
The best way to manage water hyacinth is to prevent its spread into new areas. Always
remove visible mud and plants before leaving a water body. Eliminate water from all
equipment before transporting to new locations. Clean gear and equipment with either hot
water (104° F or 40° C), or salt water OR let dry thoroughly for at least five days before
entering a new water body. When choosing plants for a pond or water garden, purchase
from a licensed nursery and choose regionally-native or non-invasive plants. Check with
your state natural resource agency to confirm which plants to avoid for your region.
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