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Reed Canary Grass 

Visit our website for additional Invasive Species Highlights - winonaswcd.org 

For any questions, call Abbi Hoffman - 507-523-2171 x2040 

Reed canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea) was planted throughout the U.S. for forage and     
erosion control since the 1800s. It is a cool season, perennial grass that grows in wetlands, ditch 
banks, moist fields, and along roadsides. Although recent research has shown most populations 
are predominantly native, it still requires control due to reed canary grass’ invasive tendencies.  

Clean all invasive species from boats, trailers, and other equipment.  
Drain water from boats, ballast tanks, motors, and live wells before leaving. 

Dry boats and equipment to ensure young mussels are not transported. 

Environmental Impact 

Reed canary grass forms dense, single-species stands and builds 
up thick thatch that prevents other plants from growing. It            

outcompetes most native wetland species, making restoration      
efforts extremely challenging. These infestations significantly           

reduce both plant and insect biodiversity. 

Identification 

• Grows 2’-6’ tall and is one of the first grasses to sprout in spring 
and stands upright. 

• Grass blades are flat, rough on top and bottom, gradually taper 
from base to the tip, grow up to 10” long and 1/4”-1/3” wide. 

• A transparent membrane (ligule) where the leaf blade attaches to 
the stem is present. 

• Flowers are densely clustered single florets, range in color from 
green to purple, fade to beige in late summer or fall, and bloom 
from May to mid-June. 

• Distribution through seeds that ripen in late June or through roots 
that grow horizontally below the soil surface (rhizomes). 

Look-alikes 

Native reed grasses - difficult to distinguish without training 

Orchard grass - (nonnative) longer ligules and narrower leaves 
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