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HISTORY AND DISTRIBUTION
Giant reed is native to western Asia and the Indo-
Pakistan region. It was introduced to North America from 
Mediterranean Spain in the early 1500s by colonists for use 
as roof thatching and was spread for use in construction, 
as a windbreak, and for erosion control along canals. After 

becoming naturalized, it spread throughout much of the 
warmer regions of the continent. It has since been reported 
in 30 states in the USA, but it is most problematic in the 
Southwest as well as in Mexico.

IMPACT
Giant reed forms massive stands in riparian areas, displacing 
native plants and animals (both terrestrial and aquatic), 
consuming scarce water resources, and increasing wildfire 
threats. Large infestations alter channel morphology, increase 
erosion, facilitate the spread of cattle fever ticks, and impede 
law enforcement activities on the international border of 
Mexico and the USA. 

IDENTIFICATION
At A GlAnce
Giant reed (Fig. 2) is a 
perennial grass typically 
growing 6½–26 ft (2–8 m) 
tall from a rhizomatous 
root system. Stems are 
round, ⅓–1½ in (1–4 cm) in 
diameter, and hollow between 
nodes. Leaves are alternate 
and very distinctly two-
ranked, growing in a single 
plane. Leaves are a pale blue-
green, typically 1–2 ft (30–60 
cm) long, and taper to a fine 
tip. The leaves clasp the stem 
and have fine tufts of hair at 
the base. Flowers are borne 
in large feathery plumes 1–2 
ft (30–60 cm) long. Seeds are 
often absent or are sterile.

Roots
Giant reed has thick, knotty rhizomes that are solid tissue 
inside (Fig. 3a) as well as fibrous roots at nodes. The roots are 
deeply penetrating, and root mats can be more than 3 ft (1 
m) thick. Once established, the clonal root masses are large 
and continuous (Fig. 3b), sometimes covering several acres. 

RANKING SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME
Kingdom Plantae Plants

Subkingdom Tracheobionta Vascular plants

Superdivision Spermatophyta Seed plants

Division Magnoliophyta Flowering plants

Class Liliopsida Monocotyledons

Subclass Commelinidae

Order Poales

Family Poaceae Grass family

Genus Arundo Giant reed

Species Arundo donax L. Giant reed
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Figure 1. Giant reed reported distribution in North America (Credit: EDDMapS, www.eddmaps.
org; USDA PLANTS Database, plants.usda.gov; both accessed 17 December 2021)

Figure 2. Giant reed patch (John Goolsby, 
USDA-ARS)

https://www.fs.fed.us /database/feisplants/forb/acrrep/all.html/plants/forb/acrrep/all.html
https://www.fs.fed.us /database/feisplants/forb/acrrep/all.html/plants/forb/acrrep/all.html
https://plants.usda.gov/home
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stems And leAves
Giant reed stems typically grow 6½–26 ft (2–8 m) tall, but 
some may grow to 33 ft (10 m) under ideal conditions. 
Stems are round, ⅓–1½ in (1–4 cm) in diameter, and hollow 
between nodes (Fig. 3c). First-year stems are unbranched 
and then commonly branch the second year from stem 
nodes (Fig. 3d); they may only have leaves on the branches, 
and main shoots live 3–4 years total. When stems or stem 
fragments come in contact with the ground or water, they 
can grow new stems from nodes (Fig. 3e). Leaves are 
alternate, very distinctly two-ranked (growing in a single 
plane [Fig. 3f]), often drooping at the tips, have conspicuous 
parallel veins on their upper surface, and have margins that 

are rough to the touch. Leaves are a pale blue-green, typically 
1–2 ft (30–60 cm) long, and ¾–2⅓ in (2–6 cm) wide at the 
base but tapering to a fine tip. The leaves clasp the stem and 
have a small membranous ligule (Fig. 3g) with fine tufts of 
hair at the point of leaf sheath attachment but not all the way 
around the collar/ligule (Fig. 3g); however these hairs can be 
deciduous throughout the growing season.

FloweRs
Flowers are borne in large, feathery, but compact plumes 1–2 
ft (30–60 cm) long (Fig. 3h) produced at stem tips. Spikelets  
(Fig. 3i) are comprised of 2–4 florets, each with fluffy, silky 
hairs. Floret stalks are smooth and hairless.

Figure 3. Giant reed has (a) fleshy, rhizomatous roots that form a (b) continuous, penetrating mat. The stems are (c) hollow between nodes and unbranched the first year, but (d) produce side branches 
from nodes the second year. Stem fragments (e) can grow new stems from nodes. Leaves are (f) two-ranked, pale blue-green and drooping, clasp the stem, and have (g) a short membranous ligule and 
long hairs at the point of attachment. Flowers are produced in (h) very large, feathery, compact plumes. Spikelets are comprised of 2–4 florets, each (i) with fluffy, silky hairs. (a: Linda Jo Conn; b: K. 
Santacruz, USDA-ARS; c: Nasua; d: Carlos García Casanova; e: Joseph M. DiTomaso, University of California; f: Lorenzo Dotti; g: Dave Holland; h: Rebekah D. Wallace, University of Georgia; i: Steve Hurst, 
USDA NRCS PLANTS Database; a,c,d,f,g: iNaturalist.org CC BY 4.0; e,h,i: Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US)
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seeds
Seeds are often absent or are sterile.

ECOLOGY
The production of viable seed has not been recorded in North 
America, and all population spread occurs vegetatively 
through rhizome growth and branching, stem fragments, 
and rhizome fragments. New stems grow from rhizomes or 
stem fragments throughout the season, but most commonly 
in spring. Stems are unbranched the first year but often 
produce side branches in the second year. Stem growth 
continues throughout the growing season. In cold climates, 
stems and leaves turn straw-colored and become dormant 
over winter, sprouting new stems from rhizomes in spring. 
In warm areas, stems may remain green and grow year-
round. In either climate, when stems fall over and come in 
contact with the soil or water (Fig. 3e), they grow new stems 
from nodes (layering). Flooding events readily break apart 
stems and rhizomes of giant reed, and fragments carried 
downstream often sprout from nodes.

HABITAT
Giant reed can tolerate a variety of soils but grows best in 
moist, well-drained soils. It does well at disturbed sites. 
Once it is established, this grass can tolerate seasonally wet 
soils, periodic flooding, and some salinity, but it does not 
thrive in areas with prolonged or regular periods of freezing 
temperatures. It is frequently found growing in or along 
rivers, artificial irrigation canals, moist canyons, seasonally 
dry stream beds, moist roadsides, and irrigated yards/
gardens as an ornamental (Fig. 4).

SIMILAR SPECIES
Many large grasses in North America have features that 
resemble giant reed. Some are readily differentiated by 
being bunchgrasses (e.g., Cortaderia selloana) instead 
of growing dense mats via rhizomes. The rhizomatous 
common reed (Phragmites australis) is most similar, and 
the introduced strain of this species is also highly invasive 
in North America. Common reed differs in that it often 
grows several feet shorter, its stems are unbranched, and it 
has smaller inflorescences. Napier grass (Cenchrus purpureus 
[=Pennisetum purpureum]) is another large rhizomatous 
grass present in but not native to North America. Napier 
grass grows to a shorter height than giant reed, its leaves 
have a stout white midvein, and its inflorescence is a shorter 
and much narrower spike. Several bamboo species present in 
North America (both exotic and native) may resemble giant 
reed from a distance with their thick, hollow stems, tapered 
leaves, and general shape. Bamboos differ in that their stems 
are woody and much thicker, their leaves are smaller and 
attach to branches with petioles, and they rarely flower. 

Figure 4. Giant reed growing in or along (a) a river, (b) seasonally moist dunes, (c) moist canyon, 
(d) seasonally dry stream bed, (e) moist roadside, and (f) irrigated yards/gardens as an ornamental 
(a,d: Kathelma; b: Ruth Ripley; c: Alexey P. Seregin; e: Dariusz Kamiński; f: Leslie J. Mehrhoff, 
University of Connecticut, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; a–e: iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)

d

Many of these similar species are described in greater detail 
in Table 1, along with key characteristics that can be used 
for differentiating them from giant reed and from each other.  
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SPECIES SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES PLANT LEAF BASE INFLORESCENCE
Common reed

Phragmites australis 
Poaceae

Native and exotic 
lineages; both 
perennial

Similar habitat; rhizomatous; 
stems hollow between nodes; 
leaves alternate, often blue-green 
with conspicuous parallel veins on 
upper surface; long hairs where 
leaves attach, but often deciduous; 
large flower plumes at stem tips

Tolerates colder climates; stoloniferous; 
rhizomes with hollow lumen; ≤15 
ft (4½ m) tall; stems unbranched; 
leaves ≤20 in (50 cm) long by 1½ in 
(3¾ cm) wide; ligule with tiny hairs 
across entire edge; plumes purple at 
first, only 6–16 (15–40 cm) long; 
seeds fertile; stems and leaves often 
die over winter, re-sprouting in spring

Napier grass

Cenchrus purpureus
(=Pennisetum 
purpureum) 
Poaceae

Exotic perennial

Similar habitat; rhizomatous; 
stems hollow between nodes; 
leaves alternate, often blue-green, 
very long; long hairs where leaves 
attach, but often deciduous; long 
flower plumes at stem tips

Tolerates drier habitats; stoloniferous; 
grows ≤15 ft (4½ m) tall; rhizomes 
short; leaves narrower, covered 
in fine hairs near base, have stout 
white midvein; ligule long hairs; 
inflorescence a narrow spike, ≤8 in 
(20 cm) long; seeds fertile

Pampas grass

Cortaderia selloana 
Poaceae

Exotic perennial

Similar habitat; rhizomatous; 
stems hollow between nodes; 
leaves alternate, sometimes blue-
green, very long; long, dense flower 
plumes at stem tips

Fountain-like bunchgrass; plants 
all-female or hermaphroditic; rhizomes 
short, shallow; only grows ≤13 ft (4 
m) tall; leaves ≤6 ft (1.8 m) long; 
leaves v-shaped in cross section, 
with serrated margins, most from 
base of plant; ligule fringe of hairs; 
inflorescences feathery and more 
open; long awns; seeds fertile

Ravenna grass

Tripidium ravennae
(=Saccharum 
ravennae)
Poaceae

Exotic perennial

Similar habitat; stems hollow 
between nodes; leaves alternate, 
sometimes blue-green, very long; 
long, dense flower plumes at stem 
tips

Tolerates drier, colder sites; fountain-
like bunchgrass; only fibrous roots; 
only grows ≤13 ft (4 m) tall; leaves 
up to 3 ft (90 cm) long but only ½ 
in (1¼ cm) wide, serrated margins, 
stout white midvein; long fuzzy hairs 
at leaf base hide ligule; inflorescences 
pinkish, open; seeds fertile 

Golden bamboo

Phyllostachys aurea 
Poaceae

Exotic perennial

Extensive rhizomatous root system; 
spreads primarily via rhizomes; 
may be similar height; stems 
hollow between nodes; leaves 
alternate; usually evergreen

Tolerates drier, colder, more forested 
sites; often resembles narrow tree 
with thin side branches; typically 
grows 16–40 ft (5–12 m) tall; stems 
woody; leaves only 3–6 in (7½–15 
cm) long, attach to branches via 
petioles; flowering rare

NA

Table 1. Key traits for differentiating giant reed from similar species established in North America.

Photos: Common reed plant, leaf base, inflorescence (Travis McMahon, MIA Consulting); Napier grass plant (mcm19l, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), leaf base, infloresecence (Spycat77, iNaturalist.org 
CC BY-NC 4.0; pampas grass plant (Bobthebotanist, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), leaf base (Chris Ecroyd, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), inflorescence (Gladysrrojas, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); 
ravenna grass plant, leaf base (Jennifer Andreas, Washington State University Extension), inflorescences (Wendy DesCamp, Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board); golden bamboo plant (Nancy 
Loewenstein, Auburn University, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US), leaves and leaf bases (James H. Miller, USDA FS, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US)
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needed by the professional invasive species management 
community.
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