
Purple loosestrife. 

 

  
 

Invasive Plant Series 

Purple Loosestrife 
Lisa Johnson, Commercial Horticulture Agent, UW-Extension Milwaukee/Waukesha Counties 

 

What is purple loosestrife?  Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) is a fast-spreading, tall Eurasian 
plant that grows primarily in wetlands and ditches, but can invade home gardens.  It was introduced from 
Europe in the 1800s as a perennial garden plant.  Although this plant or its cultivars are sometimes still 
sold in garden centers, it is illegal to sell, distribute or cultivate this plant or its seeds in Wisconsin.  Purple 

loosestrife has a wide tolerance of environmental 
conditions and spreads by seed as well as by 
aggressive rhizomes.  Purple loosestrife can 
produce more than two million tiny seeds per plant.  
Seeds are easily spread by wind and water, 
remaining viable in the soil for many years.  The 
plant also has a thick taproot with fibrous rhizomes 
that form a dense mat, making it difficult to remove.  
In addition, the insects and diseases that keep the 
plant’s population in check in its homeland are not 
present in North America.  These factors allow 
purple loosestrife to spread rapidly through 
wetlands and other areas where it chokes out other 
desirable native vegetation and eliminates open 
water habitat that is important to wildlife.  

 

What does purple loosestrife look like?  
Purple loosestrife usually grows to a height of 3 to 7 
ft., but it can grow as tall as 12 ft.  It can live for 
many years, usually becoming tough and fibrous at 
the base.  Purple loosestrife has narrow leaves that 
are arranged opposite each other on the stem.  
Each plant can produce from one to 50 flowering 
stems.  Flowers are magenta pink and have five to 
seven narrow petals.  Purple loosestrife may bloom 
from July all the way into early September.  

 

How can I control purple loosestrife?  Prevent the spread of purple loosestrife by inspecting 
equipment, boats, shoes, and other items that have been in contact with purple loosestrife-infested areas.  
Small infestations can be removed with a shovel.  Be sure no portions of roots or stems remain.  
Glyphosate-containing herbicides are recommended for chemical control.  Spray the foliage with a solution 
containing 1% active ingredient, or apply to cut stems in a solution containing 3-10% active ingredient.  
Herbicides containing the active ingredient triclopyr, formulated for water dilution are also effective.  
Biological control using insects that solely feed on purple loosestrife are also proving effective (see box 
below for more information).  All control methods will likely need to be repeated for several years.  
Encourage your community to scout for and remove any purple loosestrife in your area. 
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References to pesticide products in this publication are for your convenience and are not an endorsement or criticism of one product over similar products.  You are responsible for using pesticides 
according to the manufacturer’s current label directions.  Follow directions exactly to protect the environment and people from pesticide exposure.  Failure to do so violates the law.   
 

Thanks to David Eagan, DNR, for fact sheet information, and to Brian Hudelson, Laura Jull, Kristin Kleeberger, Ann Wied and Paul Hartman for reviewing this document.  
 

A complete inventory of University of Wisconsin Garden Facts is available at the University of Wisconsin-Extension Horticulture website:  wihort.uwex.edu. 
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For more information on purple loosestrife:  Access the Wisconsin DNR website 
(www.dnr.state.wi.us/org/land/er/invasive/factsheets/loose.htm), write to:  Purple Loosestrife Bio-
control, WDNR Research Center, 1350 Femrite Drive, Monona, WI 53716, email 
woodsb@dnr.state.wi.us, call (608)-221-6349, or contact your county UW-Extension agent. 
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