Aquatic Invasive Species Quick Guide
Purple Loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria L.)
Description: Purple loosestrife is a perennial wetland plant in the Lythraceae
family, growing to about 8 feet tall. Stems are woody, and 4-sided (rarely 6-sided
in very large plants). Leaves are opposite or occasionally in whorls of 3, with
smooth margins and no leaf stalk. Each flower has six petals, and many whorls
of these flowers bloom at the same time. Large plants may have many
pink-purple flower spikes. Fruit capsules contain thousands of seeds each.
North American Distribution: Nearly all U.S. states and the southern
Canadian provinces. Reported as far north as 65°N latitude.

Purple loosestrife flowers have
six wrinkled, pink-purple petals.

Dispersal Vectors: Purple loosestrife seeds probably arrived in North America from
Europe, in heaps of soil used for ship ballast. It also may have been intentionally
imported for ornamental use, medicinal use, or use by beekeepers. Large purple
loosestrife plants can produce over two million wind-dispersed seeds per year.

Purple loosestrife produces tall flower
spikes and stands up to 8 feet tall.

Ecological Impacts: Purple loosestrife can rapidly colonize new areas, displacing
native vegetative communities. In many wetlands, purple loosestrife has become the
dominant species. Nesting habitat quality can decrease as the result of purple
loosestrife introduction, reducing the waterfowl and shorebird communities. Some
cultivars of purple loosestrife can also hybridize with our native winged loosestrife
(Lythrum alatum), reducing the native’s genetic integrity.

Control Options: Manual removal of small stands of purple loosestrife can be very effective. Plants in moist, soft
substrate can often be pulled out by hand, including the roots. Very large plants may require some digging to remove
the entire plant. Cutting flowerheads or seedheads can prevent seed dispersal in the short term, but plants will re-sprout
from the roots and may produce new flower spikes.
Glyphosate or 2,4-D-based herbicides can be used; they should be approved for aquatic use to avoid unnecessary
harm to the ecosystem. For scattered plants, herbicide is best applied with a small bottle
and a wicking tip that can be used to “paint” herbicide onto the plants.
Cutting the stem near the base and “painting” the cut stem is often effective. Most states
require chemical use permits for any herbicide treatments in standing water or wetland
situations.
Biological control of purple loosestrife is a widely used, effective method of control.
Galerucella beetles feed on purple loosestrife without negatively affecting native wetland
plants. Many states and organizations offer free assistance to volunteers looking to raise
Galerucella beetles for local release into infested wetlands.

Purple loosestrife stems are
woody and nearly square.
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