Scientific Name: Eleocharis palustris L. Family: Cyperaceae

Common Names: creeping spikerush, common spikerush, spike sedge

Plant Description

Perennial, graminoid in growth, with stout creeping
rhizomes, forming dense mats (stands can be 30 cm to
2 m in diameter (Hauser 2006)); tufted culms,
somewhat flattened stems 10 to 100 cm high; leaves are
bladeless sheaths at base of stems; single, narrowly
ovoid to lanceolate spikelet at stem tip, conical and
brown, 0.5 to 2 cm long; 1 to 3 sterile scales at base of
spikelet, fertile scales are lanceolate and acute and
usually have firm mid vein to the apex; 2 stigmas.
Fruit/Seed: Yellow-brown lens-shaped achenes 1 to
1.5 mm long, conical swelling at tip (half the width

of the achene), usually 4 barbed bristles somewhat Eleocharis palustris flower head.
longer than achene.

Habitat and Distribution

Wet places, marshes, wet meadows, ditches, mud
flats, along stream banks, lakeshores and flood areas.
It is shade tolerant and drought intolerant (Hauser
2006). Adapted to saturated sites or areas of seasonal
inundation.

Seral Stage: Early colonizer on newly developed
wetlands; decreases with competition but can be
found in all seral stages. Grows well on disturbed
sites (Hauser 2006).

Soil: Grows in a variety of soils: alkaline, sandy
loams, sedimentary peat, organic loams (Hauser
2006).

Soil pH ranges from 4 to 8 (Hauser 2006).

Adapted to coarse and fine textured soils, it can
withstand anaerobic soil conditions and is found on
heavy clays (Hauser 2006).

Distribution: Common and widespread across Alberta
and across North America, north to the tree line.
Circumpolar: Alaska, Yukon to Hudson Bay,
northern Quebec and Newfoundland (Moss 1983,
USDA NRCS n.d.).

Eleocharis palustris
a. showing roots and
rhizomes and flowering
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Phenology

Active growth period is spring, with moderate growth
rate (USDA NRCS n.d.). Flowers from June to
September. Seeds ripen in late August to October
(USDA NRCS n.d.).

Pollination
Wind-pollinated (Hauser 2006).

Seed Dispersal

Seed from Eleocharis sp. do not float so are not
carried very far unless water in the area is flowing
(Leck and Schutz 2005).

Genetics
2n=10to 96 (USDA NRCS n.d.).

Symbiosis

Colonized by vesicular-arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi
(Bohrer et al. 2004). According to Ogle et al. (2012)
common spikerush is associated with VA mycorrhizae
and has the ability to fix atmospheric nitrogen and make
it available to other plant species in the wetland
community.

Eleocharis palustris seeds.

Seed Processing

Collection: Harvest by hand, stripping or clipping with
hand shears (USDA NRCS n.d.). Power seed harvesters
may also be used (Ogle et al. 2012). Handheld seed
strippers can be used in dense patches.

Can produce prodigious amounts of seed but viability is
low (Hauser 2006).

Seed Weight: 0.76 g/1,000seeds (Royal Botanic
Gardens Kew 2008).

Cleaning: Hammer mill can be used to break up large
debris and free seeds (Ogle et al. 2012).
Storage/Longevity: Orthodox, long term with IPGRI
preferred storage conditions (Royal Botanic Gardens
Kew 2008).

Propagation

Natural Regeneration: Spreads rapidly by rhizomes
and occasionally by seed (Ogle et al. 2012).
Rhizomes are most productive in mid to late summer
(Hauser 2006). Establishes areas by colonization
when not able to seed (Rook 2002).

Germination: Should start germinating after 7 to 14 days
(Ogle et al. 2012). Light, moisture, and heat are
required for seed germination (USDA NRCS n.d.).
75% germination success average (Royal Botanic
Gardens Kew 2008).

Promoted by stratification (Hauser 2006).
Pre-treatment: Light seed scarification followed by
30 to 45 days cold stratification (2°C) in a mixture of
water and sphagnum moss (Ogle et al. 2012).

8% germination after 30 days following a 9-month
cold stratification at 4°C (Shipley and Parent 1991).
Direct Seeding: 5% germination rate, after 5 years of
growth, germinated seeds were firmly established and
thriving (Hauser 2006).

Maximum seeding density of 47,000 seeds/ha
(USDA NRCS n.d.).

Vegetative Propagation: 63% survival of rhizome
sprigs (Tannas 1997) the first year and 42% survival
by year 2; spreads extensively in wet areas.

Use of plugs with spacing of 30 to 45 cm to allow for
fill will provide suitable establishment (Ogle et al.
2012).

Wildlife/Forage Uses

Wildlife: Important food source and cover for
waterfowl (Hauser 2006). Also provides cover for
many small mammals. Seeds, stems and rhizomes
are an important food source for a variety of
waterfowl, marsh and songbirds. Seeds are eaten by
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ducks and the shoots by geese (Ogle et al. 2012).

E. palustris has fair food value for elk and mule deer
(Hauser 2006).

Livestock: Tops are heavily grazed by livestock
especially after seed set. E. palustris may increase in
response to grazing (Hauser 2006).

Low palatability (Hauser 2006).

Grazing Response: Although Tannas (1997) notes it
is fairly resistant to heavy grazing and trampling,
Hauser (2006) states it is highly susceptible to
trampling in wetland areas.

Reclamation Potential

Common spikerush can be used for wetland restoration
and for development and improvement of plant diversity
in wetland and riparian habitats (USDA NRCS n.d.).
Reported to naturally colonize reclaimed wetland sites
in the oil sands region of Alberta (Cooper et al. 2006).
Because of its extensive rhizome formation, it is good
for erosion prevention and for soil building (Tannas
1997).

Commercial Resources

Availability: Not available commercially in Alberta
or Saskatchewan (Tannas 1997).

Cultivars: Numerous cultivars are available in the
U.S. but these are not suitable for reclamation in
Alberta.

Notes

Because of its sprouting rhizomes, the common
spikerush is well adapted to fire. The underground
rhizomes usually remain undamaged by fire because the
common spikerush grows in saturated or flooded soils
(Hauser 2006).

Negatively affected by invasive Elaeagnus angustifolia
and found to be in association with Canada thistle at
some locations (Hauser 2006).

Shade intolerant (Rook 2004).
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Line Diagram: John Maywood, used by permission
of Bruce Peel Special Collections, University of
Alberta.
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