
www.btny.purdue.edu/weedscience/

Reed Canaraygrass Explosion in 
Indiana

Glenn Nice

Bill Johnson

Tom Jordan

Tom Bauman

Purdue Extension Weed 
Science

Created:     6/25/2009

Weed Control 
Guide for Ohio 

and Indiana

Corn
Popcorn

Grain Sorghum
Small Grains

Soybean
Legumes

Grass Pastures
Problematic weeds

Click Here

You may have seen patches of a 
tall grass growing in the ditches of 
many of Indiana’s roads.  It appears 
to be more prevalent this year than 
normal.  This is reed canarygrass 
(Phalaris arundinacea L.).  Figure 1 
was taken along a drainage canal in 
Pulaski County, but reed canarygrass 
can easily be found along lakes and 
in the ditches throughout the state.

Description

Reed Canarygrass is a North 
American/Eurasian perennial that 
prefers wet-soils and can spread 
by underground rhizomes.  It can 
grow 2 to 5 feet tall, although some 
report it up to 9 feet tall.  Leaves 
are 3.5 to 10 inches long and 0.5 to 
1.25 inches wide with the sheaths 
shorter than the internodes.  The 
small membrane at the base of 
the leaf blade, the ligule, is 0.1 to 

0.25 inches long, membranous and 
obtuse.  In the publication “Reed 
canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea)” 
the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources points out that 
Reed canarygrass can be confused 
with bluejoint grass (Calamagrostis 
Canadensis (Michx.) Beauv.).  This 
web publication reports that the 
two can be told apart by the fact 
that reed canarygrass has a highly 
transparent ligule.  The infl orescence 
can be slightly variable, sometimes 
spreading or narrow often green 
then turning a straw color (Figure 2).  
The narrowing of the infl orescence 
might be a result of dry down 
occurring after seed have been 
released or as the soils become 
dry.  The panical is 3 to 8 inches 
long and dense with 0.5 to 1.5 inch 
long branches.   Blooming generally 
occurs early summer.
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Aggressive Nature

Reed Canarygrass is no stranger to 
Indiana.  A survey of the Purdue 
University herbarium revealed 21 
specimens from Indiana counties 
dating as far back as 1933.  One 
specimen from New York State was 
submitted in 1877.  Reed canarygrass 
has been used for pastures that 
have experienced fl ooding or are 
predominantly wet soils; it has 
also been used in landscaping.  In 
landscaping it is known as “ribbon 

grass” or “gardener’s garters.”  It 
is speculated that the introduction 
of Eurasian biotypes or hybrids of 
the native and Eurasian biotypes 
may have lead to increased 
aggressiveness.  It is known 
to spread quickly and produce 
monocultures in wetland areas.  

Control

Cultural control includes limiting 
nutrient inputs and sedimentation 
in wet land environments.  Small 
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Figure 2. Reed canarygrass seed head, post seed release.
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patches can be dug up.  Care should 
be taken to excise all of the plant 
for small portions of rhizomes can 
resprout and form new colonies.  
Bag and remove plant material to 
avoid spread.  Flooding has been 
reported to drown colonies.  Noah 
et al. (2008) reported an overall 
reed canarygrass cover decrease 
of 41% to 44%.   Mowing and 
burning have been reported to be 
inconsistent; however, in a study 
conducted in Washington State, 
mowing reed canarygrass close to 
ground level (approx 0.5 inch) two 
to three times in a year provided 
72% and 73% up to 17 months after 
planting of two native tree species.  
In the same study, spot spraying 
with glyphosate provided 94% and 
96% control.  Chemical control 
includes glyphosate products such 
as Rodeo and Accord.  Products 
with glyphosate are considered to be 

non-selective and will injure other 
desired species; however, in a heavy 
monoculture situation broadcast 
applications are often required.  
There are many glyphosate products 
on the market, thus it is important 
to use a product that is labeled for 
wetland areas.  

Habitat at (2 lb ai imazapyr) or 
Arsenal (2 lb ai imazapyr) at 3 to 4 
pt/A can control reed canarygrass; 
however.  Arsenal does not allow 
applications directly to water.  
Habitat can be used on private 
property with “…waters that are still, 
such as ponds, lakes and drainage 
ditches where there is minimal 
or not outfl ow to public waters 
[Habitat label, 2009, BASF].”  
Application on public waters will 
require permits within your state.
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