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Species Description and General Information 
 

 Water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes) is an aquatic plant with thick, glossy, curved leaves.  The plants 
freely float on the surface of the water and leaves can stand 1 to 3.5 feet up above the water.  The curled 
leaves are 4-8 inches across and branch out from the center of the plant on modified stems.  The enlarged 
stems are spongy, bulbous stalks called petioles that contain light, air-filled tissues that keep the plant afloat.  
When flowering, water hyacinth has a tall stalk in the center that supports several purple flowers with six petals 
each.  Its long, feathery roots dangle in the water, hanging from the underside of the center and are dark purple 
or black with small, white root-hairs like a pipe cleaner.  Water hyacinth reproduces by way of runners or 
stolons to form new daughter plants and also through seeds.  When large quantities of its seeds are produced, 
they may be viable for up to 30 years.   
 

Why is Water Hyacinth Considered an Invasive Species? 
 

 Water hyacinth is considered invasive throughout the world because it grows rapidly and can spread 
easily over vast expanses of water.  It has been known to double its population within two weeks and infest 
large areas.  After establishing in Africa’s Lake Victoria in 1989, water hyacinth eventually grew to cover 
approximately 77 square miles of the water body!   
 
 Water hyacinth grows in mats and populations covering large areas can cause a variety of 
environmental and economic problems.  Thick layers of water hyacinth on the surface shade out native aquatic 
plants below, and reduce nutrient availability to native species. The plant mats reduce light and oxygen in the 
water column, changing water chemistry, degrading plant and animal habitat and harming fish populations.  
Large infestations also cause practical problems for boating, fishing, or swimming through dense plant masses.    
Globally, water hyacinth is considered a serious threat to biodiversity and human health, creating prime habitat 
for mosquitoes which carry a variety of infectious diseases including Eastern Equine Encephalitis Virus (“triple 
E”) and West Nile Virus. 
 

How Did Water Hyacinth Become Established in Rhode Island? 
 

 Water hyacinth originated in South America and has been introduced as an ornamental water garden plant to all 
parts of the world except Europe.  It was first introduced to North America in 1884 and has since spread to most areas of 
the United States including Rhode Island, likely planted here as an ornamental.  Although accustomed to more tropical 
climates and often considered intolerant of freezing weather conditions, water hyacinth appears to be adapting to the 
climate in southern New England and surviving mild winters.  Over-wintering populations may have been found living in 
Connecticut, and as winter temperatures rise due to climate change it is more likely than previously expected to become 
established in Rhode Island. 
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Purple flowers arise 
from the center stalk1 

Inside of its thick stem 
looks like styrofoam1 

Inflated stems act as buoys 
enabling plants to float3  

Thick, glossy leaves  
radiate from center of plant2 

Plant growth can quickly 
cover entire lakes4 
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What Methods Are Currently Being Used to Control Water Hyacinth? 
  

 Management techniques to control populations in other areas have included coordinating manual 
beach cleanup efforts in the local community to remove plants before they produce seeds.  However, in order 
to ensure protection of native or rare wetland plants and animals, this type of project requires approval from 
the RIDEM Office of Water Resources Wetlands Permitting Program.  By law in Rhode Island, the manual 
removal of aquatic vegetation is restricted to that area adjacent to, but no more than fifteen feet from existing 
or permitted docks, beaches or swimming areas under the RI Fresh Water Wetlands Regulations (Rule 6.02).  
Manual plant removal outside this area or physical control of larger patches via mechanical cutting or 
harvesting requires a DEM wetlands permit (or special permission from the Water Quality and Wetlands 
Restoration Team).   
 Chemical control of plants using herbicides may be effective for large populations.  Each herbicide 
treatment requires a specific permit from the DEM Division of Agriculture to ensure the federally regulated 
chemicals are used properly to treat invasive plants.  Additionally, due to the volatile nature of herbicides, they 
can only be applied by a person properly licensed by the DEM Division of Agriculture. These professionals 
can outline the possible control options, and estimate associated treatment costs to develop a treatment plan 
designed specifically to target the invasive plant. A certified lake manager or licensed herbicide applicator who 
is knowledgeable about the invasive must comply with regulations, ensure environmental impacts are 
avoided, and complete the project safely.  To develop this type of comprehensive strategy to treat invasive 
species in a lake, a more detailed survey of the entire water body will likely be needed to assess the severity 
of the infestation and develop the most effective and cost efficient long-term management plan.   
 

Please Help Prevent the Spread of Water Hyacinth in Rhode Island! 
Prevention is key to stopping the spread of water hyacinth to other water bodies. It is important to avoid 
planting or disposing it from water gardens.  Learn to identify invasive plant species and be on the lookout for 
new plants in your lake.  It is much easier and cost-effective to manage a small patch of invasive plants than 
an entire lake covered with plants, so early detection is key! Thus constant monitoring is essential to avoiding 
a long term battle with this invasive plant.   

 

Be a GREAT Boater!  
Check, Clean, Drain & Dry! 

 

RIDEM encourages the use of clean boat 
hygiene practices.  CHECK boats (trailers, 
gear, and motors, too) for plant fragments 
before launching in the water AND after 
boats have been hauled out of the water.  
CLEAN any plant fragments, and dispose of 
them away from the water, and DRAIN your 
motor and bilge. Allow boats to DRY 
overnight at least 24 hours before putting in 
at another lake. See posted reminders at 
state boat ramps.  
 

Where is Water Hyacinth  
found in Rhode Island? 

 

As of October 2017, water hyacinth has 
been documented in 4 lakes/ponds and in 1 
river segment. Note that at each location it 
was found,  it did not appear the following 
summer, so it is believed that it cannot 
survive yet though the Rhode Island winter. 
The distribution map on the right shows 
locations where it was found in red. A larger 
map can be found online @  http://
www.dem.ri.gov/programs/benviron/water/
quality/surfwq/aismaps/eiccra.pdf 


