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WHAT REED (PHRAGMITES) ECOLOGY TELLS US
ABOUT REED MANAGEMENT

PART 2. OPTIMIZING REED VALUES

By Erik Kiviat*

Common reed (Phragmites australis) is both an invasive pest—
capable of overwhelming native plant communities in certain set-
tings—and a valuable resource, providing ecosystem services,
products for human use, and habitat for animals and plants (see
News from Hudsonia 20[1]). Reedbeds vary in their habitat func-
tions, depending on a number of intrinsic characteristics, environ-
mental factors, and management. In this second part of a two-part
article, | review the ways that people use, perceive, and manage
reed, and offer an approach to making management decisions that
can optimize the benefits of this controversial plant.

CONTEMPORARY AND EARLIER USES OF REED
The principal contemporary use of reed in the U.S. is in constructed
wetlands for wastewater treatment,!3 a cost-effective technology
for nutrient removal or sludge dewatering in use at hundreds of sites
around the country. Pecple use reed in dried plant arrangements
and occasionally in gardens, and ornamental fencing made of reed
culms (aerial stems) is imported from Europe and sold in nurseries.
A few artisans practice European-style reed thatching in North
America (two examples may be seen on the south side of Route 23
east of Windham in Greene County, New Yark). Fishing poles are
made from reed culms in Florida. Occasionally reed is planted in
restoration projects and there is interest in using native genotypes
for this purpose.

Reed was prominent among herbaceous (non-woody) plants
used by North American Indians, especially in the western states.'0
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Reed use was common during the period of contact with Europeans
and reed artifacts are abundant in many southwestern prehistori
archaeological sites where dry, cool conditions have preservet
organic materials in caves. The most common reed products wen
arrowshafts, pipestems, “cigarettes” (culm sections containing
smoking mixtures), sugar, medicines, and boats. Some Nativi
American groups managed reedbeds for harvest.

Europe has traditional and modern reed harvest for thatch, wal
construction, paperboard, fuel, fencing, mats, and livestock foddel
Complex systems of reed management maximize quality for thatcl
or other products while improving habitats for biodiversity.5 Reec
is also used in many other areas of the world.

THE COMMON AND LITTLE-KNOWN COMMON REED

Many managers, researchers, sportspeaple, and naturalists tend t
overlook the ecological values of reed because they have beer
taught that reedbeds support little biological diversity.4 Also, fielc
workers who look at reedbeds usually do so during the day, in th
springtime, and from outside the bed, because they assume that thi
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and reducing marsh diversity; building up soil
levels in tidal marshes thus reducing exchange of
water between marshes and estuary and inhibit-
ing use of the marshes by estuarine fishes and

Robust rhizomes (underground stems) of common reed
allow formation of dense colonies. photo @ 2007 Erk Kivia:
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most often used is glyphosate in various tormu-
lations (¢.g., Roundup® or Rodeo®). Glyphosate,
applied properly, kills the underground as well
as aboveground parts of reed, Glyphosate is
more-or-less toxic to all vascular plants as well
as mosses, thus valuable native species or rari-
ties of conservation concern are at risk where
they occur in and downwind or down-current of
reedbeds being treated. Although glyphosate is
reportedly inactivated by binding to soil parti-
cles, the toxicity of glyphosate to many common
and rare wetland animals has not been investi-
gated. Glyphosate was an endocrine disruptor in
cultured mouse cells, 8 thus has the potential to
cause reproductive disorders and other hor-
mone-related problems in wild mammals and
humans (see additional toxicology information
in the Phragmites Management Sourcebook?). |
have seen no data addressing the actual on-site
toxicology of glyphosate where used in reed
management projects. Because of water move-
ment and the occurrence of many rare plants
and animals in tidal wetlands, herbicide may be
particularly hazardous there.

Burning, Cutting, Grazing

Cutting or burning common reed during the
dormant season produces a temporary “short
grass” habitat in spring that attracts migrant
birds such as American woodcock and common
nighthawk, and breeding birds including certain
ducks and shorebirds. Fire also removes the abun-
dant and persistent litter thus opening up space
for other arganisms and reducing soil build-up.
Burning reed on organic soils when water levels
are low in summer or during drought can burn
off patches of soil and reed rhizomes, creating
openings or pools in reedbeds. Frequent cutting
reduces the vigor of reedbeds; two or more cuts
annually during the growing season for severel
years may be required. Cut material should be
removed from the beds if possible and either used
or disposed of where it cannot root. Most live-
stock readily eat reed, especially the young
shoots in spring. Grazing and trampling inhibit
or even kill reedbeds but the grazing intensity
must be designed to affect the reed without
unwanted impacts to soil or other plants. Details
on these and other management technigues and
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