
Fighting Phragmites in Ontario: 
A successful first year of the Ontario 

Phragmites Action program

2025 Latornell Symposium
Land ðSession 5A

November 4 th , 2025



Who We Are
Å The Nature Conservancy of Canada 

(NCC) is the countryõs largest 

environment charity, working to 

deliver large-scale, permanent land 

conservation

Å Managing invasive species is a 

cornerstone of our habitat 

restoration work

Å My role is Habitat Restoration 

Manager  and OPA Regional 

Coordinator
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Ontario Phragmites 
Action program
Å The Ontario Phragmites Action 

(OPA) program is a relatively new 

effort to enhance coordinated 

action against the impacts of 

invasive Phragmites across the 

province

Å Implemented by NCC and the 

Invasive Species Centre, as well as 

other key partners
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What is Invasive 
Phragmites? 

ÅPerennial wetland grass

ÅIt grows quick, thick and tall!
ÅMore than 5m tall

ÅOver 200 stems per m2

ÅThe above ground growth is the 
άǘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŎŜōŜǊƎέ
Å60-80% is below ground

ÅRoots can reach up to 40m 
όмолΩύ ƛƴ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ 

ÅReproduces by: 
ÅRoot fragments

ÅStolons/runners

ÅSeeds
Photo: Dan Engel
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Environment
Impacts of Invasive Phragmites

Å Loss of biodiversity

Å Loss of habitat

Å Changes in water flow, quantity, and 

quality

Å Nutrient Cycling 

Å Phragmites impacts over 25% of 

Ontarioõs Species at Risk
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Society and Economy

Impacts of Invasive Phragmites

In Ontario, invasive Phragmites costs municipalities 

and the agricultural industry millions in lost 

revenue each year

Å Substantial damage to infrastructure

Å Clogged drainage systems

Å Increased roadside maintenance costs

Å Increased fire hazards (dry biomass)

Å Decreased property values

Å Loss of productivity in woodlots and agriculture

Å Delays and increased cost in construction activities

Å Blocked sightlines

Photo: Kyle Borrowman/NCC
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The need for a landscape-scale approach

Phragmites does not respect property lines: 

collaboration across the fence is essential for 

long term success! 

Successful program works with a variety of 

actors including municipalities, 

Conservation Authorities, Indigenous 

communities, community groups and many 

more.

Å Photo:



A landscape-scale 
approach

Ontario Phragmites Action

Å The impacts of Phragmites are felt 

across Ontario and beyond

Å Each region has its own unique 

strengths, challenges and needs

Å Some regions have seen extensive 

Phragmites growth while others are 

on the edge of expansion

Å Management needs to consider the 

bigger provincial picture

Photo: iNaturalist.org



Preparing for the OPA Program

Ontario Phragmites Action

With our partners, we have set the stage for a 

comprehensive program to support community -led 

action on Canada's "worst" invasive plant. Together, 

we provide:

Å A Strategic Framework for Coordinated 

Management in Ontario

Å A Cost-Benefit Analysis on expanded response 

to invasive Phragmites

Å A Regional Plan Guidebook

Å Trial Phragmites Management Area Working 

Groups

OPA is based on learning and experience from 

existing landscape -scale efforts!



How OPA Works

Ontario Phragmites Action

Å In 2024, the province of Ontario announced an 

exciting new investment of $11M over 3 years 

to create the OPA program

Å The program supports and expands on existing 

efforts in Ontario, and connects local working groups 

across the province in harmonized management of 

invasive Phragmites

Å Brings together efforts of municipalities, conservation 

authorities, Indigenous communities, and NGOs

Å Supports local working groups through the Invasive 

Phragmites Control Fund

Å Organized by Phragmites Management Areas 

(PMAs) that are categorized into 4 Ontario regions 

(Northern, Southern, Central, Eastern)
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Phragmites Management Areas 
(PMAs)

Ontario Phragmites Action

Å PMAs: Spatial units where Phragmites 

monitoring and control activities are 

coordinated. They can be defined by any 

number of features (ie. municipal 

boundaries, watersheds, MNR districts, 

treaty boundaries).

Å PMA Working Groups:  a collection of 

organizations, individuals, 

business/industry, govõt representatives, 

and others who contribute to local 

implementation within their PMA
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Regional Coordination

Ontario Phragmites Action

Å Each region has a Coordinator who 

supports PMAWG Leads with technical and 

program resource supports. That might 

include:

Å Additional training

Å Genetic testing services

Å Invasive Phragmites Control Fund 

guidance

Å Within each region there are numerous 

PMAs ð with the number of groups 

increasing over time



Invasive Phragmites Control 
Fund

The Invasive Phragmites Control Fund supports 
collaborative action in Ontario to:

ÅMap and develop integrated collaborative plans to: 
Åamplify and expand control implementations; 

and/or
Åaddress the leading edge and rapid Phragmites 

spread
Åincrease collaboration and coordination, volunteer, 

and landowner participation and capacity; and/or
Åadvance the use of innovative prevention and 

control techniques available in Ontario

2026 IPCF Applications to go live in Late -
NovemberPhoto: Giles Restoration Services



OPA Additional Supports 
Genetic Testing

ÅNative and invasive Phragmites are difficult to distinguish 
morphologically - Resources like McTavish (2023) help & 
Hybrids are possible

ÅIn FY2025-26, 400 free DNA collection kits mailed out to 
program participants, to ensure they are managing invasive 
Phragmites not native Phragmites

ÅProgram continues to build our understanding native/invasive 
Phragmites distribution throughout Ontario

ÅFY2024-25 Results:

Å50/50 split between native and invasive Phragmites

ÅDistribution consistent with previous understanding

ÅConsiderable overlap between subspecies



OPA Additional Supports 
Biocontrol

ÅAs of 2025, there are 58research release sites across 
Ontario with a total of 41,253 moths released to date.

ÅWe see the future of biocontrol to be a tool in the toolbox 
of invasive Phragmites management techniques but not a 
stand-alone method of control

ÅNext Steps:
ÅContinue to grow domestic populations to sustainable 

levels
ÁReach a level where moths can be widely 

distributed
ÅExplore the integration of biocontrol with traditional 

management techniques.
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OPA 2024-25 - By the numbers:

Å Number of active PMAõs: 27

Å Implementation projects : 63 projects covering 4100 hectares

Å Enhancing Collaboration: 

Å 78 municipalities and govõt agencies

Å 36 Indigenous communities

Å 62 non-profits and community groups

Å 30 industry and academic partners

Å Building Capacity: 

Å 77 jobs supported

Å 690+ volunteers mobilized

Å 77 management practitioners trained

Å Value for money: $1.3M of support from partners
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OPA 2025-26 ς Continuing to Grow

New PMAõs in development:

- Chatham-Kent PMA

- Huron County PMA

- Kitchener-Waterloo PMA 

- Elgin County PMA

- Peterborough/Kawartha PMA

Partner Engagement and useful tools

- Industry connections

- Contractor list development

- Mapping development and assistance

- Government relations 


