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Introduction

Aquatic plants are often viewed in lakes and ponds as a
nuisance, something that snags fishing lines and costs a lot to
remove. While this is true for invasive species like hydrilla and
parrot's feather, which can disrupt habitats, many native
aquatic plants provide essential benefits that invasive species
often undermine.

Native aquatic plants help stabilize shorelines, reduce erosion,
and improve water quality by filtering nutrients and trapping
sediments. While both invasive and native aquatic plants can
provide habitat for fish and insects, invasive species often grow
excessively, overwhelming native vegetation, changing oxygen
levels, and disturbing natural habitats. Over time, their dense
growth can obstruct water flow, hinder fishing, and limit other
recreational activities on the water.

This book is a list of Georgia’s native aquatic plants that
landowners can add to their lake or pond to improve its health
and function.




Table Of
Contents

Buttonbush

American Water Willow
Pickerelweed
Arrow Arum

Rushes

Sedges
Iris
Hazel Alder

Eelgrass
Maidencane
Cardinal Flower
Rivercane

Elderberry

Lizard’s Tail

Swamp Hibscus




Buttonbush

Cephalanthus occidentalis

Buttonbush is a native shrub commonly
found along the edges of ponds, lakes, and
wetlands throughout the United States. It
can grow up to 10—12 feet tall and spread
readily if left unpruned, though it handles
trimming well and dies back slightly in
winter. Buttonbush is long-lived, sometimes
reaching 50 years. It produces unique globe-
shaped white or pink flowers, often called
“honey balls,” in late spring and summer.
These blooms attract a variety of pollinators,
including bees and butterflies.

Beyond its ornamental appeal, Buttonbush plays a vital role in
wetland ecosystems. It provides important food and habitat for
ducks and shorebirds, while its dense root system helps stabilize soil
and prevent erosion along shorelines. With its beauty, resilience, and
ecological benefits, Buttonbush is a valuable addition to any native
landscape or restoration project.
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American
Water Willow

Justicia americana

American water willow is a low-growing
aquatic plant that plays a vital role in
improving water quality and stabilizing
shorelines. Typically found in shallow waters
less than two feet deep, it forms dense colonies
that reduce erosion by anchoring the soils with
its extensive network of roots and stems. It
absorbs excess nutrients from the water,
making it a natural filter for ponds, lakes, and
streams.

This plant grows up to three feet tall and is known for its slender
stems, sword-shaped leaves, and small purple-and-white flowers that
bloom throughout much of the year. These blooms attract a variety of
beneficial pollinators, while the plant itself provides food for wildlife
such as deer and beavers. Grass carp typically avoid feeding on water
willow, making it an ideal choice for areas where these fish are present.
Left undisturbed, it can spread naturally along shallow shorelines,
enhancing both beauty and biodiversity.
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Pickerelweed

Pontederia cordata

Pickerelweed is a native plant that thrives
in shallow freshwater areas. With tall stalks
and heart-shaped leaves, it produces
vibrant purple flower spikes in the summer
that not only add beauty but also support
local ecosystems. Although it’s sometimes
mistaken for arrow arum, you can tell them
apart by their distinct leaf shapes and
unmistakable blooms. Arrow arum has
sharp, arrowhead-shaped leaves and a
white flower, while pickerelweed features
rounded, heart-shaped leaves and a purple
flower.

This hardy plant can withstand extreme conditions, including floods
up to 20 feet deep, poor soil quality, and elevated temperatures. Its
thick, spreading rhizomes act as natural stabilizers, anchoring
stream banks and shorelines while helping to filter out harmful
runoff before it enters the water. Pickerelweed plays a key role in
supporting wildlife. Its leaves and seeds provide food for a wide
range of animals, including deer, ducks, and shorebirds. The flowers
attract vital pollinators like bees and butterflies, making it an
important part of the wetland food web.
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Arrow Arum

Peltandra virginica

Arrow arum thrives in wetland
environments and typically grows 2 to
3 feet tall. Although it prefers shallow
water and moist soils along the edges
of ponds, lakes, bogs, and marshes, it
is capable of growing in standing
water up to 6 feet deep. The plant gets
its name from its distinctive
arrowhead-shaped leaves, which make
it easy to distinguish from
pickerelweed (previous page). Arrow
arum produces a white spadix flower
during the summer months, though it
may flower throughout the year under
suitable conditions.

Arrow arum provides numerous ecological benefits. It acts as a natural
filter by removing excess nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus, as
well as other pollutants, thereby improving water quality. Like
pickerelweed, arrow arum has an extensive root system that stabilizes
shorelines, helps prevent erosion, and traps sediment, which enhances
water clarity. In addition, it creates habitat and food sources for a
variety of organisms, and its flowers attract pollinators, adding
.ecological _an aesthetic value to wetland systems.
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Rushes

Juncus spp.

Rushes are a group of grass-like plants,
comprising around 225 species. While
often mistaken for sedges or grasses,
rushes stand out with their smooth,
cylindrical stems and modest blooms
that appear in spring and summer. You
will commonly find them growing along
the edges of ponds, lakes, and wetlands,
especially in moist soils where water
levels rise and fall.

These resilient plants play a vital role in their ecosystems. Their
roots anchor the soil, preventing erosion along riverbanks and
shorelines, while also absorbing excess stormwater runoff. Rushes
are also natural filters, making them excellent contributors to
wastewater treatment and improving water quality.

Beyond their environmental benefits, rushes support wildlife by
offering valuable grazing for livestock and local fauna. They provide
excellent cover for small animals seeking shelter. Historically,
people have found creative uses for rushes, crafting them into

baskets, mats, and other everyday items.
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Sedges

Carex spp.

Sedges are a diverse group of plants, :
boasting 4,000 species worldwide. While ™
they are often mistaken for grasses or
rushes, sedges can be distinguished by
their sharp-edged, blade-like stems and
their unique flowering structure, with
solitary spikes rather than clusters.
These hardy plants thrive along the
edges of ponds, lakes, and streams,
where they quickly spread and establish
themselves.

Ecologically, sedges help stabilize soil and prevent erosion,
especially in wetland areas, and they provide essential food and
cover for wildlife that call these environments home. Not only do
sedges play a vital ecological role, but many species offer aesthetic
appeal. Native varieties like Appalachian and Cherokee sedge can
enhance landscapes with their graceful foliage and texture.
However, caution should be exercised when considering non-
native species such as Japanese sedge. While visually appealing,
introducing non-native plants into local ecosystems can disrupt
ecological balance and should be avoided.
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Iris

Iridaceae

The iris family includes around 2,200
species found worldwide. Of these, 12
are native to Georgia. Be careful not to
confuse our native irises with the non-
native ornamental irises grown in many
gardens throughout Georgia. Georgia's
native iris species offer the same
vibrant, eye-catching blooms, but with
the added benefit of supporting local
ecosystems and promoting water
quality. Well adapted to wet or marshy
environments, they bring both beauty
and environmental value to lakes and
ponds.

Irises are known for their long, slender, sword-shaped leaves and can

grow up to two feet tall. These native irises prefer soil submerged in at
least six inches of water year-round, making them ideal for the shores
of lakes, ponds, and wetlands.

One of the iris's unique features is its thick rhizome. This root
structure not only helps the plant spread and reproduce but also plays
a crucial role in protecting aquatic environments. These rhizomes act
as natural water filters and help prevent erosion along the shoreline.
Interestingly, they are also toxic to some animals and livestock, which

means deer and other grazers typically leave them alone.
\ [ w | \ hoohod
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Hazel Alder

Alnus serrulata

Hazel alder, also known as smooth alder

or tag alder, is more than just a visually
appealing addition to aquatic environments.
This small deciduous shrub offers a range of
ecological benefits that make it an invaluable
part of riparian ecosystems. Typically
growing between 10 and 15 feet tall, hazel
alder thrives along the edges of ponds, lakes,
and streams. It produces attractive blooms in
late winter and spring, while its seeds mature
in the fall and can endure harsh winter
conditions. This allows the plant to
contribute aesthetic value to the landscape
throughout much of the year.

Beyond its beauty, hazel alder plays a vital role in improving soil and
water quality. Its root system forms a symbiotic relationship with
nitrogen-fixing bacteria, enriching the surrounding soil and supporting
the growth of nearby vegetation. Additionally, its roots help filter out
harmful pollutants from runoff and stabilize shorelines, reducing erosion
and protecting aquatic habitats.

Hazel alder is also remarkably low maintenance. It tolerates a wide range
of temperatures, fluctuating water levels, and responds well to pruning.
Once established, it is a resilient and dependable plant that requires
‘minimal care. L ) d
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Eelgrass

Vallisneria americana

Eelgrass, also known as tape grass,
is a submerged freshwater plant
that grows in dense clusters with
long, ribbon-like leaves. In late
summer, it produces a small
yellow-white flower that floats on
the water’s surface. Eelgrass forms
underwater “meadows” along the
bottoms of ponds, lakes, and
streams, often alongside other
submerged aquatic vegetation.

These meadows provide vital habitat for juvenile fish such as
largemouth bass and bluegill, as well as various aquatic
invertebrates. Eelgrass plays a crucial ecological role by acting as a
natural filter: it absorbs excess nutrients like nitrogen, which helps
prevent harmful algae blooms. Its strong root system stabilizes
sediments, improving water clarity and reducing turbidity.
Additionally, the dense growth of eelgrass helps suppress invasive
species such as hydrilla, supporting healthier aquatic ecosystems.
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Maidencane

Panicum hemitomon

Maidencane is a hardy aquatic plant
commonly found along the edges of
ponds, lakes, and slow-moving streams.
With its tall, upright hollow stems
reaching up to five feet, it is easy to
spot, though it is often mistaken for
similar species like cutgrass. Its long
leaves are rough on the upper side and
smooth underneath, and it produces
delicate, thin flowers that branch out in
airy clusters along the stem.
Overlapping, fleshy sheaths wrap
around the stalk, giving it a distinctive
layered look.

What makes maidencane especially valuable is its tough underground
rhizome system. These roots spread rapidly, creating a dense network
that anchors soil and helps stabilize shorelines, playing a key role in
preventing erosion. Beyond soil stabilization, maidencane's root
systems act as natural filters, trapping contaminants and improving
water quality. It is an important forage plant for deer and migratory
birds, and provides excellent cover and feeding grounds for popular
sport fish like largemouth bass, perch, and bluegill.
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Cardinal
Flower

Lobelia cardinalis

The cardinal flower gets its name from its
striking red blooms that appear in late
summer and early fall. Interestingly, the
name refers not to the bird, but to the
bright red robes worn by Catholic
cardinals. This native plant thrives in
moist soils along streams, ponds, and
other bodies of water, and can grow to a
height of four to five feet. Its stem is lined
with alternating, lance-shaped leaves,
while its vibrant flowers bloom at the top
of the plant, opening downward in a bell-
like shape.

Beyond its visual appeal, the cardinal flower plays an important role in
supporting pollinators. Its vivid red blossoms act as a magnet for
hummingbirds, bees, and butterflies, enhancing not only the aesthetic
value of your pond or garden, but also contributing to the overall health
of the ecosystem. Historically, it was used in herbal medicine to treat
fever sores and upset stomachs. However, it is important to note that the
plant is moderately toxic and should be handled with care around
humans and_elrnimals.
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Rivercane

Aurdinaria gigantea

Primarily found throughout the
southeastern states, rivercane is one of
four bamboo species native to the
United States. It can be distinguished
from non-native bamboo by its stem
shape and growth pattern. Rivercane
has a rounded stem, while many non-
native species have flattened edges.
Additionally, rivercane’s branches grow
vertically, unlike the angled growth of
non-native varieties. It grows much
more slowly and rarely exceeds heights
of twenty feet.

Areas dominated by rivercane are known as canebrakes. These dense
thickets provide critical habitat along pond and stream banks for a
variety of wildlife, including deer, bears, moles, and birds. The thick
stands of cane are supported by an extensive network of rhizomes,
which help stabilize the soil and prevent erosion.

In areas where rivercane thrives, it can suppress the growth of non-
native bamboo and other invasive plants, making it an important ally
in habitat restoration and native ecosystem protection.
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Elderberry

Sambucus canadensis

American elderberry is a native shrub
commonly found in riparian zones
along the edges of ponds, streams,
and lakes. Typically growing between
5 and 12 feet tall, it often spreads
wider than it stands, giving it a broad,
bushy appearance. Its leaves are
arranged in a feather-like pattern with
serrated edges. In early summer,
American elderberry produces
clusters of round, cream-colored
flowers with a lemony fragrance. By
late summer, these flowers give way to
small black berries, which are the
plant’s most well-known feature.

The shrub spreads through a thick root system that sends out runners,
allowing it to form dense colonies over time. This extensive root
network plays a crucial role in stabilizing soil and preventing erosion in
the moist habitats where it grows.

Elderberry shrubs create an overhanging canopy that provides shade
and habitat for fish and other aquatic life in shallow waters. The berries
attract a variety of birds and wildlife, and humans enjoy them for their
flavor and potential health benefits. Elderberries are often used to
make jams, pies, wine, and tea, and have a long history of use in

_ tradltlonal me,dlcme [}
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Lizard’s Talil

Saururus cernus

Lizard’s tail is an attractive shoreline
plant that typically grows 1 to 2 feet
tall. It can tolerate water depths of up
to one foot but prefers wet soils along
the water’s edge. The plant has broad
green leaves that are often described
as elongated, heart-shaped forms. Its
distinctive white “bottlebrush” flower
rises above the foliage and measures
approximately 6 to 8 inches in length.
As the flower matures and begins to
drop its seeds, it curls and produces
grayish nutlets that resemble a lizard’s
tail, which is how the plant gets its
name.

Although lizard’s tail provides little direct food value to wildlife, it
attracts a variety of pollinators with its citrus-like fragrance. Its broad,
drooping leaves help create shade and provide habitat for young fish
species along shallow pond edges. While it does not offer the same level
of ecological benefits as plants such as pickerelweed or arrow arum,
lizard’s tail is a beautiful ornamental addition to ponds, lakes, and
rivers, enhancing aesthetic value without harming the ecosystem.
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Swamp Hibiscus

Hibiscus coccineus

Swamp hibiscus, also known as scarlet
rosemallow, is a vibrant flowering
plant native to the marshy and
swampy environments of the
southeastern United States. It thrives
in moist soils that are periodically
inundated, making it an excellent
choice for the edges of ponds, lakes,
and rivers. Swamp hibiscus can grow
up to 7 feet tall, and its striking
blooms can reach up to 6 inches wide.
Flowering begins in July and
continues through the end of
September.

Swamp hibiscus attracts a wide variety of pollinators, and its value
extends beyond its flowers. Certain native pollinators, such as yellow
wasps and solitary bees, use the hollow stems as nesting sites. For this
reason, it is recommended that dead stems be cut back to 12—24 inches
and left standing until they naturally decompose. This practice allows
bees and wasps to continue using the stems for nesting habitat. Swamp
hibiscus is easy to propagate from seed or stem cuttings and grows best
in clusters, making it a beautiful and beneficial addition to pond, lake,
or river shorelines.




For more information check Need help finding your county
out our website Extension office?
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For further assistance or
guidance in selecting the best
plants for your needs, please
contact your county Extension
Office
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