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Florida’s Struggle with Cogongrass and Native Plant Conservation

“When the
elephants play,
the grass suffers”

Above: Cogongrass infestation. Photo courtesy
of James H. Miller, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org

(Chinese Proverb)
Of all the many exotic weeds,
cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica) is well
known to be amongst the worst, especially
if you value native plants. It is a plain grass,
a bit coarse, not succulent or delicate. In
fact it seems to be a fierce competitor forcing out delicate plants by the acre until it
alone can be seen across a field. Tall, brown,
boring, monostands of cogongrass steal thousands of acres of native wildlife habitat from
the plants we love to see in the undisturbed
woodlands and grasslands.
Cogongrass has clearly set up its dominion
in the Florida landscape. It can be seen from
here to the horizon in places where the native
landscape has vanished. Although cogongrass
can out-compete and spread even where there
is a vegetation cover, initial establishment is
most often on disturbed ground. We wonder
how much hogs and fire ants contribute to
creating disturbed sites for cogongrass invasion.
We struggle to learn of all the mechanisms that
enable it to dominate a Florida landscape.
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By Charles Cook with contributions from the
FDEP Bureau of Mine Reclamation and the Florida
Institute of Phosphate Research (FIPR).

Why the Struggle?
To worsen its reputation, cogongrass has
fueled some disastrous wildfires across the
Florida landscape. Intense, fast-running fires
blaze through expanses of cogongrass scorching the native trees and plants that remain
within it. The result is more cogongrass and
fewer plants and animals. No wonder society
has ascribed to cogongrass a position among
the world’s worst pest plants. According to the
Global Invasive Species Databank, it is listed as
one of the world’s 100 worst invaders, another
source listed it as among the world’s 10 worst
weeds, and the official ranking given by the
Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council, is “Category
One” pest plant.

What makes cogongrass so formidable is
its ability to grow in so many different conditions. Climates hot and cold, soils wet or dry,
soft or hard, areas in part shade or full sun.
Cogongrass has stiff pointed root tips and
growing buds that can puncture asphalt
and hard plastic. A few years ago a blade
of cogongrass was found growing through
both sides of a 2 liter plastic soda bottle. The
burrowing roots ensure its spread even after
the top of the plant is removed or dies. Its
downy white seed grows along a narrow tassel
that stands among, or above, the yard long
leaves. These seeds may be wind blown
over great distances to colonize disturbed
ground. In a matter of several years a new
colony may completely cover an acre.
Getting energy from the sun, cogongrass
seems to grow best in open savannahs.
Cut or burned to the ground, a blade of
cogongrass will grow back at an extremely
fast rate. Six inches tall from blackened burnt
fields, the young blades provide needed
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green pasture to some Florida cattle in the winter months, sometimes
as fast as five days after a fire.
Around seventy years ago when it was introduced into the United
States from Southeast Asia, cogongrass was tried as a cattle forage and
soil stabilizer. The cattle shunned the coarseness of the grass and found
it palatable only in its early stages of growth. It was however successful
erosion control material and was used by road builders to stabilize
embankments. Since its release into the Florida environment it found
its way to disturbed roadsides, agricultural fields, stripmines and utility
easements. It has been found growing on top of office buildings in
Central Florida.

Recently, as has happened on occasion in past years, talks about
the tragedy of the cogongrass infestations took an upswing. Renewed
interest in adding to the valuable research done by Shilling stimulated
researchers to look again at what was being done to preserve the
Florida landscape from the dreadful weed.
In one creative effort to control cogongrass the Florida Department
of Environmental Protection, Bureau of Mine Reclamation attempted
to mash it down with agricultural equipment. This mashing was
followed by applications of herbicide, and the grass became so
depressed it allowed a variety of weeds to grow over it. One day a
wildfire hit at the edge of the mashed field of cogongrass and burned
into the unmashed portions of the adjacent area. Amazingly, the fire
traveled about a tenth as quickly through the mashed cogongrass as it

Source: 2007 Map from U.S. Army Corp of Engineers Web site

Environmental Agencies and Public/Private Involvement
For years now, a standard prescription has been used for the control
of cogongrass infestations. The method was developed by a scientist
who studied the known ways used to eradicate it, thereby validating a
recommended prescription (FIPR Publication #03-107-140 May 1997,
Donn G. Shilling, et al.). This involves the use of some mechanical
plowing and the application of herbicides in the right amounts and at
the right times. Although burning by itself will not control cogongrass
(in fact burning reduces woody competition and encourages cogongrass
spread), burning is also a preliminary part of the eradication program
that D. G. Shilling developed for controlling cogongrass, and his
prescription remains the standard. According to Dr. Steve Richardson,
Director of Reclamation Research for the Florida Institute of Phosphate
Research, burning in the late summer to remove thatch and standing
dead grass, followed by application of glyphosate (Roundup) or imazapyr (Arsenal/Habitat) to the more-lush and more-herbicide-susceptible
regrowth in the fall, is the most effective timing. This is because the
herbicides are carried into the rhizomes (underground stems) as the
plant tries to store food (carbohydrates) for the winter.

Above: Cogongrass seeds caught in barbed wire fence.
Photo courtesy of John D. Byrd, Mississippi State University, Bugwood.org
Below: Imperata cylindrica. Photo courtesy of James H. Miller,
USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org
Continued on page 10
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Florida’s Struggle with Cogongrass and Native Plant Conservation (from page 9)
did through the tall cogongrass. This led us to observe the possible
benefits in treating rampant growth by mashing – namely, fire
suppression, soil moisture and organic matter conservation, and the
conservation of ecological reserves for wildlife. Mashing cogongrass
seems to have potential as a future method of control, and studies
are being conducted to verify this hypothesis. Of course the
mashing method, or the burning /herbicide treatment, are mainly
applicable to solid infestations of cogongrass. Where mixed stands
of desirable plants contain some invading cogongrass you can spot
treat individual plants or patches with high rates of glyphosate or
imazapyr or, as FIPR researchers have been studying, apply broadcast
spray treatments of lower rates of imazapyr to get selective control.
This is possible because some native plant species such as pines,
wiregrass, blazing star, golden aster and several legumes are more
tolerant of imazapyr than is cogongrass.
Scientific Struggles and Education Matters
FIPR has found that a dense canopy of trees and shrubs can
shade out cogongrass (e.g., live oak, laurel oak, wax myrtle). The
trees may help control cogongrass. Some researchers are considering
non-native trees that have value for harvesting as an alternative fuel
source or as an alternative to cypress for mulch. We must consider
the wisdom of replacing one exotic with another. Which is worse –
a field of solid cogongrass or a field of eucalyptus trees which may
have some desirable plants in the understory? Current evidence
suggests the eucalyptus species planned for plantations are not
invasive. Native trees can be planted if the public and landowners
so desire, but eucalyptus provides a quicker return on investment
in a commercial plantation. Other non-native plant species are
under consideration as alternative cover to cogongrass.
It is important to point out that researchers and land managers
have found ways to kill cogongrass, although treatments are rarely
100% effective. But to truly succeed in controlling cogongrass, a
replacement cover must be installed and must grow to out compete
the reinfesting invader for a long time. This need is often met by
developments that install ornamental grasses, farmers who plant
tame pasture grasses such as bahia and bermuda, or restorationists
who plant a variety of native trees, shrubs, and herbaceous covers.
We are also conducting studies to find the best native plants to put
out in the fields of mashed cogongrass. (I use “we” to mean those
who know about the love and challenge of conserving and restoring
native plant communities). Members of the Sierra Club and the
Florida Native Plant Society have contributed some great ideas.
The Association of Florida Native Nurseries has also given some
great advice and encouraged the use of innovations and new
native plant materials as they are found.
Eastern gamagrass (Tripsacum dactyloides) was introduced to
our fields in the last few years and it seems to be holding its own.
Unfortunately, many natives (e.g,. wiregrass) are not vigorous
enough to compete well with cogongrass. The native plants that
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work, like gamagrass and a vigorous cultivar of maidencane
(Panicum hemitomon ), also called ‘Citrus’ maidencane,
switchgrass (Panicum virgatum), blue maidencane (Amphicarpum
muhlenbergianum), and a few others, have been the subject of
study for more than a decade by the Natural Resource Conservation
Service, the Bureau of Mine Reclamation, and FIPR along with
several University related forestry and reclamation programs.
(see www.fl.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/flplantmaterials.html).
Additional study is being given to some perhaps overlooked
native plants that have the key attributes useful in a restoration
project: availability, transplantability, transportability, tenacious
regrowth by rhizomes, plants that are structurally equipped
to arrest flying cogongrass seeds, persistence in the field, and
benefits to wildlife.
Among those candidates that might qualify fit species of genera
such as Solidago, Euthamia, Aster and many others. Given these
attributes, and the efforts on the part of others to develop donor
fields, seed sources, be they public or private, commercial or notfor-profit, we can work toward economically harvesting, planting
and watching the war of plants for species domination of the Florida
landscape, with the hope that one day our natives will triumph.
You might stop by to see these efforts one day, or invite a speaker
to update your group on these important environmental matters.
This is said to emphasize the need to know, because, what we know,
we love, and what we love we protect. Truly, each citizen as a native
plant enthusiast can contribute to the defense of our beautiful natural
communities, or help restore them by learning, and wanting to care
and keep them going...in the field or the backyard.
References:
Gaffney, J.F. 1996. Ecophysiological and technological factors influencing the management
of cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica). Ph.D. Dissertation. Univ. of Florida, Gainesville. 114 p.
MacDonald, G.E. 2004. Cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica) – biology, ecology, and control.
Critical Reviews in Plant sciences 23:367-380.
Richardson, S.G., N. Bissett, C. Knott, K. Himel. 2003. Weed control and upland native plant
establishment on phosphate mined lands in Florida. Presented at 30th Annual Conference
on Ecosystems Restoration and Creation, Tampa, FL, October, 2003. Sponsored by
Hillsborough Community College.
Shilling, D.G., T.A. Bewick, J.F. Gafney, S.K. McDonald, C.A. Chase and E.R.R.L. Johnson.
1997. Ecology, Physiology, and Management of Cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica).
Final Report FIPR Project 93-07-107. 136 p.
Tanner, G.W., J.M. Wood and S.A. Jones. 1992. Cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica) control
with glyphosate. Florida Scientist 55:112-115.
Willard, T.R., D.G. Shilling, J.F. Gaffney and W.L. Currey. 1996. Mechanical and chemical
control of cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica). Weed Technology 10:722-726.

Fall 2008

The Quarterly Journal of the Florida Native Plant Society

Palmetto
The purpose of the Florida Native Plant Society
is to conserve, preserve, and restore the native plants
and native plant communities of Florida.

Ofﬁcial deﬁnition of native plant:
For most purposes, the phrase Florida native plant refers
to those species occurring within the state boundaries
prior to European contact, according to the best available
scientiﬁc and historical documentation. More speciﬁcally,
it includes those species understood as indigenous,
occurring in natural associations in habitats that existed
prior to signiﬁcant human impacts and alterations of
the landscape.

For more Information:

http://fnps.org

To become a member, contact your local
Chapter Representative, call, write, or e-mail
FNPS, or join online at www.fnps.org/join

Follow FNPS online:
Blog: http://fnpsblog.blogspot.com/
Facebook: www.facebook.com/FNPSfans
Twitter: twitter.com/FNPSonline
LinkedIn: Groups, Florida Native Plant Society
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