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Red root floater 
Phyllanthus fluitans (Euphorbiaceae): 

Another Aquatic 
Invader for Florida

By Michael P. Sowinski

Introduction

The genus Phyllanthus contains between 750 and 
800 species (Mabberley, 2008), with all but two species 
(P. fluitans and P. leonardianus) being terrestrial (Cook, 
1996). Phyllanthus fluitans or red root floater (also called 
floating spurge) is a small, free-floating aquatic plant from 
Central and South America (Wallach, 2003). The species 
is known to create dense floating mats that can shade out 
rooted plants growing below. Red root floater had never 
been identified in the United States prior to its discovery 
in Florida in 2010 (Wilder and Sowinski, 2010).

Chronology of Florida Events

On August 27th 2010, Dr. George Wilder, botanist and herbarium 
curator at the Naples Botanical Garden in Naples, Florida, discov-
ered red root floater growing in a canal attached to the Peace River 
in Desoto County west of Fort Ogden. After returning to Naples, 
Dr. Wilder contacted the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission (FWC), Invasive Plant Management Section, to report 
his finding.

Over the next two months, FWC biologist Michael Sowinski, 
along with Brian Nelson and Ronnie Crosby of the Southwest 
Florida Water Management District (SWFWMD), found scattered 
populations of the floating weed in roughly twenty-six river miles 
of the Peace River from just south of the initial discovery point 
to approximately five miles north of the Town of Arcadia. A large 
infestation was discovered in a channel located just north of the 
junction of Horse Creek with the Peace River. In October and 
November, SWFWMD staff, funded by the FWC, sprayed all red 
root floater plants observed in the river (including the channel) 
with KnockoutTM which is aquatic labeled diquat dibromide. Dr. 
Wilder prepared specimens for the Herbarium of Southwestern 
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Florida (located at the Naples Botanical Garden) and voucher 
specimens were taken to the University of South Florida Herbarium 
for cataloging and distribution to other locations.  

No new sightings were reported during the winter of 2010 or 
spring of 2011. In April 2011, Crosby and Sowinski surveyed much 
of the lower river and only found two very small populations in a 
stagnant area off  the main river. These populations were treated later 
that month with hopes that red root floater might be eradicated due 
to early detection and rapid response efforts.

While surveying the lower Peace River on July 28th, 2011, 
single plants and small bunches of red root floater were observed 
in floating debris and floating down the river. More intensive 
surveys over the next few months identified this floating weed in a 
number of locations along the original twenty-six river mile stretch 
of river. Due to numerous rain events over the summer, a few large 
populations of red root floater were observed in forested wetlands 
adjacent to the river and in the mouth of a small tributary. These 
populations were probably flushed from their original habitat by 
flood waters. SWFWMD staff was not able to treat some of these 
new infestations due to lack of airboat access. The populations 
were probably partially flushed down the river to Charlotte Harbor 
and deeper into the wetlands and pastures that make up the Peace 
River watershed.

Introduction to Florida

Red root floater is a popular aquarium and aquatic garden 
species due to its easy propagation, small size, unique shape, dark 
red roots, and reddish leaves that occur when exposed to periods of 
intense light (personal observation). This species may have entered 
the Peace River system accidentally (for example, if plants escaped 
from a pond during heavy rains) or intentionally (possibly through 

an aquarium dump). Some people purposely dump aquatic plant 
species to either dispose of unwanted plants or to cultivate them in a 
backwater area to collect and sell  at a later date. Numerous nurseries 
(USDA DACS, personal communication) are located in DeSoto 
and Hardee counties, but investigations have failed to turn up solid 
evidence to identify the source of red root floater’s introduction.

Identification and Misidentification

The foliage leaves of red root floater are arranged in two vertical 
rows, as leaves on opposite 
sides of a stem. Leaves are 1 

to 2 cm long, typically 
lie on the surface 
of the water and 
range in color from 
blue-green (plants 
in shade/broken 

sunlight) to pink 
or red (plants in high 

light) (personal observation). 
Each leaf has a large pocket 

on each side of the leaf 
median. The flowers 

are minute (ca. 2 to 
4 mm wide) and 
whitish (Wilder 
and Sow inski, 
2010).
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This scholarship provides up to $2,500 to a deserving junior, senior, post 
bachelor, or graduate student who is: 

1) Enrolled in an accredited Florida University or College

2) A U.S. citizen

3) Majoring in a field of study directly related to the management of aquatic 
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www.FAPMS.org. 
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Red root floater may initially be confused with other free-
floating aquatic plant species including water fern (Salvinia 
minima), duckweed (Lemna valdiviana, Spirodela polyrhiza, and 
Landoltia punctata), and immature water lettuce (Pistia stratiotes).

Environmental Concerns

If red root floater is not successfully controlled, it has the 
potential to become a problematic species comparable to water fern, 
water lettuce, and water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes). By covering 
large swaths of stagnant backwater areas, this noxious species may 
limit or totally block all ambient light penetration to the bottom of 
the system, which can stunt and potentially kill submersed plants 
growing below. 

It is not known whether the seeds produced by red root floater 
each fall are viable. Fragments of red root floater are sometimes 
found rooted in floating organic material that is pinned against 
bridge pilings by water currents (personal observation). This 
suggests the plant may be able to survive in damp soil when it is 
pushed into wetland areas during high water events, especially 
during the summer growing season. After the water recedes, these 

wetland areas may act as nurseries until the next high water event 
releases plants into the main river, effectively re-inoculating the 
river. For these reasons, it is highly unlikely that this floating weed 
will ever be totally eradicated from the Peace River system. FWC 
and SWFWMD personnel will continue to monitor and treat red 
root floater populations in an effort to prevent the spread of this 
species to nearby private and public waters.
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