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Recommended
Management Strategies
Because of the physiology of phragmites, well-established stands

are difficult to control with only one herbicide treatment.

The following three management strategies have been developed based on past efforts
to control phragmites. The three strategies provide information and steps in control-
ling phragmites under certain conditions. These strategies basically follow one of the
three general approaches in table 3. Together these strategies and approaches to man-
aging phragmites can be used to develop more comprehensive management plans.

An initial herbicide treatment stresses
the plants, making them particularly 
vulnerable to subsequent treatments.
Creating multiple stresses on the plants
is the most effective way to control
phragmites. Herbicide treatment in
conjunction with prescribed fire,
mechanical treatment or flooding have
proven to be effective in controlling
phragmites and allowing native plants to
reestablish.

Before control methods are implement-
ed, it is important to evaluate the site
properly to determine the density of
phragmites within the overall stand of
plants, the wetness of the site and the size
of the area infested by phragmites. Using
this information and recognizing that
control of phragmites likely will require
a long-term commitment, a compre-
hensive management plan can be formu-
lated and implemented.

left: Dead stems of phragmites the summer

after an aerial herbicide treatment and

natural vegetation regrowth; St. Clair

Flats Wildlife Area, MI. J. Schafer



1. Treat phragmites stands with herbicide in mid summer or late summer, 
depending upon the type of herbicide used (see Herbicides section). 
Wait at least two weeks to allow plant exposure to the herbicide.

2. Conduct the prescribed fire in the year following herbicide treatment either in
(a) late summer (mid-July through August)(Approach 1) or
(b) winter (January until prior to spring green-up), if prescribed fire 
cannot be accomplished during the summer. (Approach 2)

3. Check site the following growing season for phragmites regrowth and spot-treat
with herbicide if needed. 

If prescribed fire is not possible,
mechanically treat wet sites when ground
is frozen to minimize soil disturbance.
On dry sites, mechanically cut treated
plants once after an herbicide treatment

beginning in late summer or fall until
prior to spring green-up. Herbicide spot
treatment will be needed during the next
growing season.

Management Strategy
for large, dense stands of 
phragmites on a wet or dry site
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left: Large, dense stand of phragmites.

B. Avers



1. Treat phragmites stands with herbicide in mid summer or late summer, 
depending upon the type of herbicide used (see Herbicides section).
Wait at least 2 weeks to allow plant exposure to the herbicide.

2. Mechanically treat site beginning in late summer (September 1) or fall until
prior to spring green-up or when the ground is frozen for wet sites using hand
tools, weed whips or small mowers. (Approach 3)

3. Check site the following growing season for phragmites regrowth and 
spot-treat with herbicide if needed.

Management Strategy
for low-density stands of 
phragmites on a wet or dry site

left: Low-density stand of phragmites 

at St. Clair Flats State Wildlife Area, MI. 

J. Schafer
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prescribed burn

prescribed burn

mechanical
treatment

herbicide treatment with imazapyr

spot treat with imazapyr (if necessary)

spot treat with glyphosate or imazapyr/glyphosate combo (if necessary)

spot treat with imazapyr (if necessary)

herbicide treatment with glyphosate or imazapyr/glyphosate combo

APPROACH 1 APPROACH 2 APPROACH 3

Ye
ar

 1
Ye

ar
 2

Ye
ar

 3

Jan

Feb

Mar

April

May

June

July

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan

Feb

Mar

April

May

June

July

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan

Feb

Mar

April

May

June

July

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

spot treat with glyphosate or imazapyr/glyphosate combo (if necessary)
OR

OR

OR

Table 3. Three examples of integrated, multi-year approaches to managing phragmites.
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Management Strategy
for large, dense stands of 
phragmites in impoundments

1. Treat phragmites stands with herbicide in late summer (late August and
September), followed immediately by flooding to a minimum water depth of 
6 inches. (It is not necessary to dewater the site prior to herbicide application.)

2. Allow the site to remain flooded until the next summer, and then dewater in late July.

3. Keep the site as dry as possible until mid-August, at which time use prescribed fire.

4. Immediately following the burn, flood the site to a minimum water depth of 
6 inches and maintain this water depth for at least one year.

5. Check site the following growing season for phragmites regrowth and spot-treat
with herbicide if needed.

If prescribed fire is not feasible for a site,
it is recommended that the site be
mechanically treated during the winter in

a frozen condition to remove the dead
plants that have persisted from the 
herbicide treatment.

Note:
For small, scattered stands of phrag-

mites within an impoundment, steps 

1-5 may not all be necessary. In these

cases, treat with herbicide and maintain

water levels throughout the next grow-

ing season. Spot treatment with herbi-

cide may be needed the following year.
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Long-Term
Management and
Monitoring
Management of a site to control phragmites does not end with the

successful implementation of one or more of the control methods

described above, but rather begins with these initial steps.

Because of the pervasiveness of this

species and its ability to aggressively

recolonize through seed or rhizomes,

long-term management and monitoring

are necessary.

The control methods described above are

likely to be successful in controlling

phragmites for one to two years without

additional action. However, phragmites

typically begins to recover three years after

treatment and will become reestablished if

follow-up management is not imple-

mented. After removal from a site, phrag-

mites will continue to recolonize from

remnant and neighboring populations

and the existing seed bank in the soil.

Annual maintenance is essential to the

success of any habitat restoration plan

and should focus on selectively removing

pioneer colonies of phragmites. Once

areas of phragmites have been controlled

(e.g., greater than 85-percent reduc-

tion), it is recommended that an annual

maintenance control program be imple-

mented. Successful long-term manage-

ment plans should incorporate one or

more of the control methods, including

spot treatment with herbicide, mowing

during the recommended time and/or

use of prescribed fire. For example,

annual spot treatments of pioneer

colonies of phragmites with herbicides

can provide up to 100-percent control

of phragmites and discourage its spread,

while enhancing the recovery and growth

of native plants.

left: Restoration site in year three of a

phragmites control plan, Bay City State

Recreation Area, MI.  Note dead stands

of phragmites and native vegetation that

has reestablished. B. Avers
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-Long-Term Management and Monitoring-

To reach the goal of reestablishing and

restoring native wetland plant commu-

nities, controlling invasive species is a

necessary step. Implementing selective

control, as needed, will not only keep

phragmites from reestablishing domi-

nance, but also will pave the way for the

recovery of beneficial native species of

wetland vegetation. Seeding an area after

phragmites control to restore native wet-

land communities typically is not neces-

sary since native seeds normally are pres-

ent in the soil. It is recommended that

native vegetation be allowed to reestab-

lish naturally. However, if monitoring

determines that native plants are not

responding, some sites may require

seeding or planting using native geno-

types to reach restoration goals.

Monitoring and adaptive management

are integral components of a successful

phragmites control plan. A detailed

monitoring plan should be developed

prior to implementation of control

measures. Monitoring provides the data

needed to determine the effectiveness of

initial control efforts and the types of

follow-up control methods that are nec-

essary. Monitoring may be as simple as

establishing and using fixed photo points

on the site to record changes over time,

or more involved, such as comparison of

aerial photographs taken over time or

the use of quantitative measurements

and inventories of vegetation using sam-

pling grids or transects. At a minimum,

each treated site should be inspected

annually during the growing season.

In the future there may be an effective

biological control for phragmites, just as

beetles can now be used to control pur-

ple loosestrife in certain situations.

Currently there are no commercially

available biological methods for the con-

trol of phragmites; however, several

insects and microorganisms native to

Europe are known to attack phragmites.

Ongoing research at Cornell University

is exploring the possibility of using these

species as a means of biological control

(http://invasiveplants.net).

left: Great Lakes coastal wetland at 

St. Clair Flats State Wildlife Area, MI. 

J. Schafer
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Before an agency or organization engages

in efforts to control phragmites, it is

important to establish realistic goals and

realize that achievement of these goals

will involve an ongoing commitment

and an annual investment of time and

resources. Agencies and organizations

have the opportunity to work together

and may be much more effective by

pooling resources to achieve control in

targeted geographic areas.

While phragmites control can involve a

significant expenditure of resources, the

environmental and social benefits

derived from restoring native wetland

communities to the coastal and interior

wetlands of Michigan are even greater.

A Call to Action 
Whether the goals are to restore native plant communities and

wildlife habitat or improve a lakeside view and recreational 

opportunities, the charge is the same—to control phragmites in

coastal and interior wetlands of Michigan. 

Many species—and people—benefit from wetlands: (top to bottom) recreational bird watcher; 

black tern, J. Schafer; fox snake, J. Schafer;  king rail, endangered, USFWS.

far left (page 32): Mallard ducklings, Al & Elaine Wilson
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For technical assistance regarding phragmites control 

or additional information: 

Michigan Department of Environmental Quality

Water Bureau, Aquatic Nuisance Control

P.O. Box 30273

Lansing, MI 48909

517-241-7734

www.michigan.gov/deqinlandlakes

email: deq-lwm-anc@michigan.gov

More information on phragmites control can also be found

in the following:

Getsinger, K.D., L.S. Nelson, L.A.M. Glomski, E. Kafcas, J. Schafer, 

S. Kogge and M. Nurse. 2007. 

Control of Phragmites in a Michigan Great Lakes Marsh—Final Report—Draft,

U.S. Army Engineer Research and Development Center, Vicksburg, MS,

120 pp.

Tu M., C. Hurd, and J.M. Randall, 2001.

Weed Control Methods Handbook: Tools and Techniques for Use in Natural Areas

available at http://www.invasive.org/gist/handbook.html

Control and Management of Invasive Phragmites

available at www.michigan.gov/deqaquaticinvasives

Contact Information

Reference Information
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