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Species at a Glance
As its name implies, water lettuce is a floating aquatic plant that resembles an open head
of lettuce, and is a popular plant used in aquariums, ponds, and water gardens. According
to a study on aquarium and pet stores near Lake Erie and Ontario, 20% of stores surveyed
carried water lettuce. When released into waterbodies, it forms dense groups of rosettes
that link together and blanket the water’s surface, blocking waterways and disrupting
natural ecosystems. Water Lettuce is identified as one of the world’s worst weeds in
Leroy G. Holm’s, “The World’s Worst Weeds: Distribution and Biology.”

Species Description

Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.

The leaves of water lettuce are thick, hairy, ribbed, light green, and form in rosettes
with no stems. Rosettes can occur by themselves or be connected to others by short
horizontal stems called stolons. Flowers are small and white or pale green and hidden
in clusters in the center amongst the leaves. Roots are light-colored, feathery, and hang
submersed beneath the floating leaves. Water lettuce may be confused with water hyacinth
(Eichhornia crassipes); however, water lettuce has large ribbed leaves and it does not have
the showy flowers characteristic of water hyacinth.
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While the original native range of water lettuce is uncertain, it is
believed to have arrived in the United States via ballast water of ships
from tropical and subtropical regions of Asia, Africa, and South
America. Others believe it is also native to parts of the southeastern
United States. It was first recorded in Florida as early as 1765. It has
since spread throughout the southeastern United States north to New
York and westward to Texas, Arizona, and California. It is also present
in Hawaii. In Pennsylvania, occurrences have been observed in Lehigh,
Chester, and Erie counties; however, the status of these infestations is
currently unknown.
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Water lettuce can reproduce by fragmentation, by daughter plants that
form
on offshoots of the mother plant, or by seeds. Introduction and
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spread can occur through intentionally discarding plant materials into
a waterway, or via rain events and flooding which can carry plants (or fragments) to new
areas. Water lettuce can also be spread between waterbodies as seeds or as plant fragments
transported via boats, boat trailers and other equipment such as fishing or scuba gear.
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Habitat

Mostly occurring in slightly acidic lakes, rivers, ponds, and
canals in temperate climates, water lettuce has also been found
to survive in mud. It cannot tolerate highly saline conditions
and is not winter hardy. It requires temperatures above
15°C (59°F) for growth; however, several populations
of water lettuce have been observed as far north as
Ontario, and they may be successfully reproducing.
As temperatures warm from climate change, this species
has the potential to expand its range.

Impacts

Environmental Impacts
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Dense colonies of water lettuce have negative impacts on native plant and animal communities.
The thick mats of floating rosettes effectively block sunlight from penetrating into the water
column and decrease the amount of dissolved oxygen available to aquatic communities
below. Additionally, the intertwined root systems can increase siltation rates and slow water
velocities in rivers and streams, impacting fish and benthic invertebrate populations.

Economic Impacts

When the large mats formed by water lettuce cover water bodies, it makes recreational
activities such as boating, fishing, and swimming virtually impossible. It can also reduce
property values and local tax revenues. By clogging waterbodies, water lettuce makes
navigation difficult, hinders flood control efforts, and clogs hydroelectric turbines. While
the economic costs associated with damage from water lettuce have not been quantified,
federal and state water lettuce control operations in Florida cost nearly $650,000 annually.

Prevention & Control
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Mechanical, chemical, and biological control options have all been utilized to control water
lettuce. Mechanical methods such as raking or seining from the pond’s surface can remove
plant material but can also facilitate fragmentation and result in new infestations. Herbicides
can be very effective in killing water lettuce plants; however, they are often costly and can
impact non-target species. Natural predators, such as a South American weevil (Neocollyris
affinis) and an Asian moth (Spodoptera pectinicornis) have been released into the United
States as biological control agents however, biocontrol methods can create the risk of
introducing additional exotic species.

The best way to manage water lettuce 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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