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Michigan fun facts

• 28 pondweed species

• 10 submersed carnivorous 

species

• 8 milfoil species



FOUNTAIN LAKE, WISCONSIN

The world beneath the waves…



AQUATIC PLANT COMMUNITIES
A TRANSITION FROM LAND TO WATER

Aquatic Plant Types
• Emergent
• Rooted Floating
• Submersed
• Free Floating



Common Species:
• Hard‐stem bulrush
• Broad‐leaf cattail
• Arrowhead
• Spikerush

Emergent Plants



Common Species:
• Yellow water lily
• White water lily
• Water shield
• Floating leaf pondweed

Floating‐Leaf Plants



Submersed 
Plants

Common Species:
• Pondweeds
• Milfoils
• Bladderworts
• Chara



Free Floating
Common Species:
• Duckweed
• Watermeal



General Plant Identification

University of Minnesota Extension



AQUATIC PLANT ANATOMY –
LEAF TYPE

• Simple

• Finely Divided 
(compound)

Leaflet

M. Smith

P. Skawinski

University of Minnesota Extension

Leaflet

Leaf

Leaf



Finely Divided Leaves

Forked

Feather‐like
or 

Christmas Tree like Branched (forked multiple times)

P. Skawinski



Aquatic Plant Anatomy –
Leaf Margin

University of Minnesota Extension

P. Skawinski P. Skawinski

Aka sinus



Aquatic Plant Anatomy –
Leaf Arrangement

Basal

University of Minnesota Extension



Aquatic Plant Anatomy –
Leaf Attachment

Clasping              
Stalked/petiolate

Sessile

P. Skawinski

Petiole



STEP BY STEP PLANT ID
WHITESTEM PONDWEED

Key Characters:

Simple leaves

Obvious midvein

Alternate leaf arrangement

Leaf is hugging the stem

Leaf tip splits when pressed



• Shoreline & Sediment Protection

• Habitat for fish & other critters

• Oxygen Production

• Nutrient Cycling

• Algae Competition

• Water Quality

• Beauty

• Invasion Resistance

IMPORTANCE OF AQUATIC PLANTS

A. De Palma‐Dow

Sediment 
Resuspension

Reduced 
Water Clarity

No Submersed Plants Submersed Plants

Wave Energy 
Reduced

Modified from Beudin et al. 2017

Sediment 
Deposition
Increases

Reduced 
Wave Height



AQUATIC PLANT STEWARDSHIP
1. Protect native plants

• Reduce disturbance & removal
• Avoid hardening shorelines
• Enjoy them!
• Snorkel
• Fishing

2. Properly manage invasive species



INVASIVE SPECIES



ESTABLISHED SUBMERSED AQUATIC INVASIVE
PLANTS IN MICHIGAN

Eurasian milfoil
Myriophyllum spicatum

Curly-leaf pondweed
Potamogeton crispus

Starry stonewort
Nitellopsis obtusa

Modified from MiCorps Exotic Aquatic Plant Watch



Allison Fox, University of Florida, Bugwood.org

Key Characters:

• Feather‐like leaves

• Leaves with 12 – 21 pairs 
of leaflets

• Leaves limp out of water

• Pinkish stem  
Trivia:

• Originally from Europe

• First described by Carlos Linnaeus in 1753

• Reproduces readily by fragmentation

• Has difficulty invading lakes with well 
developed native plants

EURASIAN WATERMILFOIL
MYRIOPHYLLUM SPICATUM



IS THIS EURASIAN MILFOIL?



CURLY-LEAF PONDWEED
POTAMOGETON CRISPUS

Leslie J. Mehrhoff, 
University of Connecticut, Bugwood.orgP. Skawinski

Key Characters:

Simple leaves

Obvious midvein

Alternate leaf arrangement

Serrated leaf margin

Trivia:
• Native to Eurasia, Africa, and Australia

• First discovered in North America in 1880



IS THIS CURLY-LEAF PONDWEED?



• Tiny star‐shaped, tan or white 
bulbils produced on rhizoids 
(clear filaments) 

• Long, uneven length 
branchlets

• Smooth stem
• Brittle

B. Grabill
P. Skawinski

Starry stonewort – Nitellopsis obtusa



Scott Brown



STARRY LOOK‐A‐LIKE: NATIVE MUSKGRASS (CHARA)

No Smell? Then it 
might be Starry!

• Macroalgae
• No star bulbils
• “Smells skunky”
• Shorter ‘branching’ 
(i.e. reach) of the plant 
compared to Starry

• Rough feel

A. Dow



STARRY LOOK‐A‐LIKE:   NATIVE NITELLA

• Macroalgae
• No star bulbils
• Even branching
• Shorter ‘branching’ 
(i.e. reach) of the 
plant compared to 
Starry



EMERGING THREAT: 
EUROPEAN FROG‐BIT

Hydrocharis morsus‐ranae



EUROPEAN FROG‐BIT IDENTIFICATION

European Frog-bit

White Water Lily

Narrow-leaf cattail





DECONTAMINATION



BASIC STEPS
1. Inspect
2. Physical removal

a. Hand remove
b. Brush, sweep, or vacuum 
c. Drain
d. Flush or pressure wash

3. Sanitize
a. Dry 
b. Disinfect
c. Heated pressure wash



INSPECT
Trailers and boats



DETERMINING RISK

• Actions based on risk level



STEP BY STEP PLANT ID
CURLY-LEAF PONDWEED

Leslie J. Mehrhoff, 
University of Connecticut, Bugwood.orgP. Skawinski

Key Characters:

Simple leaves

Obvious midvein

Alternate leaf arrangement

Serrated leaf margin



HANDS‐ON ACTIVITY: PLANT ID



QUESTIONS?

Erick Elgin 
•231-928-1053 
•elgineri@msu.edu



CONTACT INFORMATION

Dr. Jo Latimore
• 517-432-1491
• latimor1@msu.edu

Erick Elgin
• 231-928-1053
• elgineri@msu.edu



EARLY DETECTION OF INVASIVE PLANTS

10+ lakes discovered Starry Stonewort in Oakland County  for 
the first time using the Exotic Aquatic Plant Watch in 2018



STEP BY STEP PLANT ID
WHITE WATER BUTTERCUP

Key Characters:

Finely divided leaves

Alternate leaf arrangement

Has a leaf stalk





NEW THREAT
EUROPEAN FROGBIT
Hydrocharis morsus‐ranae

• Free‐floating rosette, roots hang 
below 

• Small, heart‐shaped leaves (2‐3”)

• Small, white flower, 3 petals



EUROPEAN FROG‐BIT IDENTIFICATION

European Frog-bit

White Water Lily

Narrow-leaf cattail


