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Invasive Phragmites australis has made its presence well known in Northern Michigan 

and throughout the chain of Great Lakes as one of the more tenacious and adaptable 

invasive plant species introduced to our waterways in recent decades, though it is 

hypothesized that the invasive subspecies itself may have arrived in the Western 

Hemisphere as early as the 1800’s. 

Proponents of allowing the spread of invasive species take its course on the grounds 

that the environment itself will deal with such nuisance species by way of the selective 

process of evolution alone are really only considering the proverbial “tip of the iceberg,” 

and for a number of reasons.  First off, fast-growing species such as Phragmites quickly 

crowd out native species in terms of space as their dense rhizome mats provide 

physical obstruction to the growth of the roots of other plants, while their great stem 

length may minimize the sunlight that reaches low-lying shrubs and other shoreline 

vegetation.   

Few organisms in the Great Lakes ecosystem are able to utilize the plant for anything 

more than basic shelter, meaning that nutrients that would normally be free and readily 

available in the environment are sequestered, so-to-speak, in the bulk of organic 

material that is the plant, and these nutrients remain locked there until the plant dies 

and rots.  This decay process normally does not begin until the shoots perish due to 

cold, at which point it is too late for other plants to take advantage of whatever 

resources might be released.  Finally, this increased competition for space, light, and 

nutrients causes the Phragmites to significantly outcompete native species, while 

generating large areas where only the reed will survive.  This leads to a phenomenon 

known as a monoculture; similar to monopolies of economics in that one single entity 

dominates.  The sinister side of this scenario can be evidenced by looking at Dutch elm 

disease which killed elm trees in the states for nearly 60 years after its introduction in 

1928.  Consider an environment afflicted with this disease when only one elm species 

was present and it exhibited no natural resistance to the disease.  We would be looking 

at a wasteland of dead and dying vegetation, and this situation is far from impossible on 

the shore of the Great Lakes if Phragmites australis is given sufficient time to win the 

losing battle that many native plants are fighting against the reeds prolific expansion. 

Utilizing the knowledge gained from the eradication of Phragmites that was so 

successful on Beaver Island and the information compiled from the survey of Acme 

Township and surrounding areas during the summer of 2009, it is certainly possible to 

combat this invader.  The answer that remains to be seen is whether or not citizens will 



take it upon themselves to get informed and involved, as concerned inhabitants are truly 

the Great Lakes’ strongest allies against an enemy with such vigor. 

 

 



 

Special thanks to Thom Yocum for getting me involved in his research this summer, as 

well as Tucker Hogarth and Laura Bailey for their assistance, Howard Yamaguchi for his 

work with the data and production of the maps, everyone at Acme Township offices for 

helping me along and volunteering their time and energy, and especially the community 

volunteers whose interest in their community and environment intensified my own. 

 



For more information on this subject, contact: 

Three Lakes Association 
P.O. Box 689 
Bellaire, MI 49615 
(231) 533-4852 

http://3lakes.com/ 

The Watershed Center (Grand Traverse Bay) 

13272 S. West Bay Shore Dr. 
Traverse City, MI 49684 
Tele 231.935.1514  Fax 231.935.3829 

http://www.gtbay.org/ 

 

 

 

 

http://3lakes.com/
http://www.gtbay.org/

