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INCREASE IN PURPLE LOOSESTRIFE

by Lyn Chimera

Last year I started noticing the increase of purple loosestrife 
(Lythrum salicaria) and this season it seems to be everywhere.
I asked Sharon Bachman from CCE Erie, and Andrea Locke 
from WNY-PRISM why this was happening. They both agreed 
that the insects released to control this invasive plant were 
very successful. With the decline of loosestrife, the insects 
also declined. This led to the return of purple loosestrife.

Andrea said they were not worried because as the plant 
spreads the insects will increase and an element of control 
will follow. This is a very good example of nature controlling 
nature.

The NYSDEC has had some measure of success controlling 
purple loosestrife populations. It had the following infor-
mation about the biocontrol insects used:

“Four species of beetles - 2 leaf beetles and 2 weevils - have 
been released in the United States as biocontrol agents 
for purple loosestrife. The leaf-feeding beetles Galerucella 
calmariensis and G. Pusilla will defoliate and attack apical buds 
as both adults and larvae which slows growth and diminishes 
seed production.”

“The weevil Nanophyes marmoratus feeds on seeds and 
flower buds; the weevil Hylobius transversovittatus attacks 
both roots, as larvae, and foliage, as adults.”

It is a perennial plant that prefers full sun and wetland soil. 
Part of its ability to spread is that it can also grow in fields, 
ditch banks and gardens.

I remember seeing it in its heyday in the marsh area at 
Montezuma Wildlife Refuge, literally solid purple. Why is it a 
problem?

Unfortunately, as a beautiful plant, people added it to their 
gardens and helped the spread. It is now illegal to purchase. A 
sterile cultivar was introduced but it wound up not being ster-
ile. Purple loosestrife is a very prolific seed producer and its 
seeds last in the soil for 3 years.

The plants form dense stands which inhibit nesting by native 
waterfowl and other birds. Other aquatic wildlife, such as 
amphibians and turtles, may be similarly affected.

The dense roots and stems trap sediments, raising the water 
table and reducing open waterways, which in turn may 
diminish the value of managed wetlands and impede water 
flow.

If you see it or have it on your property pull it out, be especially 
careful to get all the roots. This will have to be repeated for a 
several years to exhaust the seed bank.

For more information, photos and descriptions of the plant 
and it’s spread go to: http://nyis.info/invasive_species/purple-
loosestrife/
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