
WEST MICHIGAN INVASIVE 
SPECIES FIELD GUIDE 

 
A guide to some of the invasive species to 

watch for in West Michigan 

JAPANESE KNOTWEED (Fallopia japonica) 
Other Names: Mexican bamboo,  

Fleeceflower, Japanese bamboo (A) 

Description: Herbaceous perennial reaching up to 10 ft; dies back in 
winter but stalks persist. Forms dense thickets, can damage pavement. This 
species is prohibited* under Michigan law.  
Leaves: Simple, alternate, broad, abruptly pointed tip, up to 6 in long 
and 5 in wide  
Stems: Upright, round, hollow; dead stalks resemble bamboo. 
Flowers: Small, green or white in color, blooms August through       
September. 
Habitat: Semi-shade tolerant; found along roadsides, stream and river 
banks, wetlands, wet depressions and woodland edges; can tolerate a wide 
range of soil and moisture conditions. 
Important Considerations: This species is difficult to eradicate.        
Research control options thoroughly.  Grows back vigorously after cutting,  
mowing, tilling and digging. Fragments of roots and stem nodes can sprout 
and form new colonies. Do not compost. Permits are usually required for 
both herbicide use and mechanical control in water bodies and wetlands. 
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FLOWERING RUSH (Butomus umbellatus) 
Other Names: Grassy rush, water gladiolus (B) 

Description: Perennial, upright; can be submersed in water up to 3 ft deep. 
This species is listed as a restricted* species under Michigan law.  
Leaves: Linear, up to 39 in long and 0.2-0.4 in wide, growing from  
the base, triangular cross-sections. 
Stems: Smooth, upright, round, up to 3-4.5 ft tall. 
Flowers: Pale pink, or white in color, held in a many-flowered, rounded 
cluster, at the top of the stem. Not all populations produce flowers although 
many in Michigan do. 
Habitat: Found in rivers, lakes, emergent wetlands, ditches, and in waters 
up to 10 ft deep. 
Important Considerations: Cutting flowering rush under water may reduce 
population density. Remove all plant parts. Digging out isolated plants may 
prevent spread but rhizomes (root structure) must be removed. Do not compost 
near wetlands or water. Permits are usually required for both herbicide 
use and mechanical control in water bodies and wetlands. 
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PHRAGMITES (INVASIVE)  
(Phragmites australis) 

Other Name: Common reed (C) 

Description: Warm-season perennial grass ranging in height from 6-13 ft. 
Forms dense, impenetrable stands. This species has been listed as a re-
stricted* species under Michigan law.  Native phragmites is similar but does 
not crowd out all other vegetation and it does not grow as tall when mature. 
Leaves: Flat, smooth leaf blades, 10-20 in long, 0.4-1.4 in wide, hairy, 
green to blue-green in color. 
Stems: Upright, rigid and hollow; persisting in winter. 
Flowers: Dense branched clusters at the end of each stem, becoming 
open and feathery at maturity. 
Habitat: Found in wetlands, ditches, along shorelines, and stream and 
pond banks. 
Important Considerations: Burning, mowing, disking and digging may 
stimulate populations, making the problem worse, and are not recommend-
ed. Foliar herbicide treatment in late summer or fall provides effective control 
for large dense stands. Permits are usually required for both mechanical 
control and herbicide use in water and wetlands. 
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ORIENTAL BITTERSWEET  
(Celastrus orbiculatus) 

Other Name: Asiatic bittersweet (D) 

Description: Deciduous, woody, twining vine. Has bright yellow leaves 
and the female plants have showy fruit during the fall that persists into winter.  
Impacts other plants by reducing photosynthesis and girdling trees.  
Leaves: Simple, alternate, rounded to oblong, finely toothed, leaf tips 
pointed, 2-5 in long, turn conspicuous yellow in fall. 
Stems: Light brown, becoming woody as the plant ages, can climb 60 ft 
high in trees and reach 4 in in diameter, “strangles” or girdles trees 
Flowers: Small, greenish yellow, five-petaled, clustered, blooms May 
through June. Berries cluster along the stem turn red when ripe. Unlike the 
invasive, native bittersweet h only has berries at the branch ends. 
Habitat: Found in grasslands, open woods, woodland edges, undis-
turbed forests, roadsides and fence rows; extremely shade-tolerant. 
Important Considerations: Begin control efforts in highest quality areas. 
Initiate control efforts before burning or opening up forest canopy as both may 
stimulate seed bank. Cutting stimulates growth but reduces stress on trees 
the vine is climbing. Do not compost. Dispose of cuttings by bagging and 
placing in landfill or incinerator. In most cases of established populations, 
herbicide use is necessary for control.  
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GARLIC MUSTARD (Alliaria petiolata) 
Other Names: Mustard root, garlic root, garlicwort (E) 

Description: Upright, herbaceous biennial (2 year life cycle). All parts 
smell like garlic when crushed, especially in spring and early summer;      
dominates the ground layer of forests to the exclusion of almost all other  
herbaceous species; destroys soil fungi needed by woody plants for         
regeneration. 
Leaves: Heart shaped, scalloped-edged leaves at ground level in the plant’s 
first year; simple, alternate, triangular, and toothed leaves along stalk of tall 
mature plant. 
Stems: Up to 3 ft at maturity; one or more flowering stem per plant. 
Flowers: Numerous, small, white in color, 4 petals, usually in clusters at 
tops of stalks; blooms late April through early June. 
Habitat: Found in upland and floodplain 
forests, savannas, along trails, roadsides 
and disturbed areas. Shade tolerant but 
also found in full sun; spreads rapidly. 
Important Considerations: Begin     
control efforts in highest quality areas; pull 
seedlings when there are only a  
few, otherwise, focus on second year 
plants. Pull plants before seed  
is produced. Remove upper half of root or 
it may re-sprout. Herbicide can be used in 
early spring and fall, while native plants 
are dormant. Continue control efforts until 
the seed bank is depleted. Do not       
compost. Flower/seed heads must be 
burned or placed in a landfill to prevent 
seed development.  
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BLACK SWALLOW-WORT 
(Cynanchum louiseae)  

& PALE SWALLOW-WORT 
(Cynanchum rossicum) 

Other Names: Black dog-strangling vine, Louis' swallow-
wort; European swallowwort (F) 

Description: Herbaceous perennial vines, both range from 2-6 ft  tall. 
Grow rapidly over native vegetation; wind-dispersed seed travels long dis-
tances. Seed pods resemble those of milkweed, with similar interior; pods 
split open in mid to late-summer to release wind-borne seeds. Tricks monarch 
butterflies into laying there eggs on them but caterpillars do not survive. 
Leaves: Oval to heart-shaped, with a pointed tip, dark green with a smooth, 
waxy coating, emit a pungent herbal smell when crushed. 
Stems: Upright when standing alone, twining, may climb or creep 
around adjacent plants. 
Flowers: Small, five petals, clustered in leaf axils, slight rotting odor; 
purple-black for black swallow-wort, purple or pink for pale swallow-wort. 
Blooms June through August. 
Habitat: Found in hardwood forests, shaded woods, open prairies, 
fields, savannas, roadsides, can tolerate a range of light and soil conditions. 
Important Considerations: Populations most visible in late summer 
when the leaves turn golden and seedpods appear. Hand-pulling is difficult as 
roots are fragile. Foliar herbicide treatment provides the most effective long-
term control. Cut-stem herbicide application provides slightly less effective 
control and is labor intensive. Do not compost. Remove and bag/burn 
seedpods; multi-year monitoring and follow-up required.  
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CONTACT INFORMATION 

 
WEST MICHIGAN CISMA  

COORDINATOR 
(616) 402-9608 

westmi-CISMA@macd.org 

www.facebook.com/WMCISMA/ 

 

W E S T  M I C H I G A N  

INVASIVE  
SPECIES  

F I E L D  G U I D E  

If you think you’ve seen one of these invaders, 

report it on misin.msu.edu or contact the West 

Michigan CISMA Coordinator.  

 

The species in this brochure do not reflect every 

invasive you might encounter in Michigan. Visit  

www.michigan.gov/invasives/ for  a more    

comprehensive list of species the State of      

Michigan considers invasive.  

 

Always use caution when working with herbicides to   
protect your health and reputation.  

 
 

* Plants classified as prohibited or restricted by the State of 
Michigan are unlawful to possess, introduce, import, sell or 

offer for sale as a live organism.  
 
 
 

This project was funded in part with funds  
from the Michigan Invasive Species Grant  

Program through the Departments of Natural  
Resources, Environmental Quality, and  

Agriculture and Rural Development.  

 

 

The USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer and lender.  

KUDZU (Pueraria montana) 
Other Names: Japanese arrowroot (G) 

Description: Perennial, aggressive, semi-woody vine, forms dense mats 
covering trees and small buildings in southern states. Not aggressive in 
Michigan to date but may become a greater risk as climate warms. 
Leaves: Alternate, compound, with 3 large leaflets, smooth leaf     
edges, may be hairy. 
Stems: Young stems hairy, becoming smooth and brown as it ages, 
older stems up to 3 in in diameter; upright vines develop bark, annual rings, 
and can overwinter. 
Flowers: Reddish-purple in color, pea-like, grow on spikes up to 6 in long, 
fragrant, blooms August through September. 
Habitat: Grows in full sun on a variety of soils, but prefers deep loam. 
Important Considerations: Hand pull young plants, removing entire 
root crown and all plant material from site. Do not compost. Destroy by 
bagging and placing in landfill or incinerator. Mowing, grazing or tilling 
throughout growing season depletes root storage and weakens plant, but 
most effective in conjunction with herbicide. Older infestations require  
higher herbicide concentrations. Treat cut stems with herbicide; basal bark 
and foliar  treatments also effective. Kudzu is fire resistant. To stop it from 
spreading in Michigan, it is important to document new occurrences.  

EUROPEAN FROG-BIT 
(Hydrocharis morsus-ranae) 

Other Names: Frogbit, European frog-bit (H) 

Description: Perennial, floating plant that forms large colonies, creat-
ing dense mats on the water’s surface. This species is listed as a prohibit-
ed* by the Michigan law. 
Leaves: Usually floating, kidney shaped with long stems, dark purple 
below, resemble tiny water lilies, 0.5-2.25in across. 
Stems: Cord-like, horizontal stems, connecting plants together. 
Flowers: White in color, cup-shaped, three petals. 
Habitat: Occurs in shallow, slow-moving water on the edges of lakes, 
rivers, streams, swamps, marshes and ditches. 
Important Considerations: No control measures have been reported 
effective for this species. Hand pulling or raking out colonies before fall 
seems advisable. Permits are usually required for herbicide use in water 
bodies and wetlands. To slow the spread in Michigan, it is important to 
document any new occurrences. 
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CHINESE YAM (Dioscorea oppositifolia) 
Common Names: Cinnamon vine,  

Japanese mountain vine, Korean yam (I) 

Description: Deciduous, creeping and climbing vine, may reach up to  
16 ft in height given support from trees and shrubs. 
Leaves: 1.5-3 in long and up to 1.5 in wide with 7-9 veins. Pointed tip, heart 
shaped base. 
Stems: Smooth, creeping, climbing, twisting. 
Flowers: Small, yellowish-white in color, arise from the base of the leaves. 
May have a spicy fragrance similar to cinnamon.  
Habitat: Found in forests, stream sides, disturbed or undisturbed areas, 
roadsides, fencerows, waste places, and old home sites. 
Important Considerations: Mowing or cutting 
will control the spread but will not eradicate it 
unless it is continued until the root reserves are 
exhausted. Mulching and application of general 
use herbicides may also be effective. To stop it 
from spreading in Michigan, it is important to 
report new 
occurrences.  
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LYMEGRASS (Leymus arenarius) 
Other Names: Blue lyme grass (J) 

Description:  Perennial grass, growing erect from creeping roots in tufts, 
grows to 1.5-5 ft tall. Invades beaches, dunes and other sites with sandy soils; 
disrupts natural dune movement, degrading habitat that is home to rare species 
such as Pitcher’s thistle (Cirsium pitcheri). 
Leaves: Blue-green, 0.2 - 0.5 in wide 
Stems: Blue-green, hairless or nearly so at the top. 
Flowers: Arranged in a spike.  
Habitat: Native to Europe, it was introduced locally around the Great 
Lakes. It thrives on calcium-rich sands, shade and drought-tolerant. 
Important Considerations: Monitor beaches and dunes adjacent to sites 
where this species has been used for landscaping. Mechanical removal can be 
effective on small populations but lymegrass can sprout from root fragments so 
be sure to follow up treatment. May be treat-
ed with herbicide in spring while native spe-
cies are dormant. Use caution and research 
all options when considering using herbicides 
in sensitive areas such as dunes. 

HEMLOCK WOOLLY ADELGID  
(Adelges tsugae) (K) 

 
Description: Small bug, less than 1/16 in long, varies in color from dark 

reddish-brown to a purplish-black. As it matures, it produces a covering of wool

-like wax filaments to protect itself.   

Host plants: All species of hemlocks, but Eastern and Carolina hemlocks 

are particularly vulnerable. 

Impact: A heavy infestation can kill a host within 4 to 10 years as well as 

weakening it to other damaging pests. 

Important Considerations: This species is not yet wide spread in West 
Michigan so it is important to report any new sightings. To help prevent the 
spread, move bird feeders away from hemlocks, Do not move firewood, report 
any infestations to get it taken care of as soon as possible. 
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