
PLANTS 

FLOWERING RUSH, Butomus umbellatus, 
ANEW, POTENTIALLY INVASIVE, 
SPECIES IN SASKATCHEWAN 

RANDY OLSON, 29 Potter Cr., Saskatoon, SK S7H 3L2 

In the summer of 2003, Etienne Soulodre 
called the W. P. Fraser Herbarium at the 

University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon 

to report a mystery plant. He had been 

talking to Allan and Linda Leslie, ranchers 

east of Young, SK who had noticed a 

conspicuous pink-flowered plant earlier in 

the summer in a wetland south of their home 

(Figure 1). Etienne visited the site and, based 

on some gardening catalogues that Linda and 

Allan had, he theorized that the plant might 

be Flowering Rush {Butomus umbellatus L.). 

Etienne brought the plant to my attention 

when I was working as the curatorial 

technician at the W. P. Fraser Herbarium, 

and on September 17,2003,1 visited the site 

with Linda. Approximate coordinates for the 

locality are 51.7°N and 105.64°W. We found 

two 1.5 m2 clumps growing at the edge of 

the wetland in fine-textured, water-saturated 

soil. Earlier in the summer, the plants had 

been seen growing in standing water but the 

plants were now thoroughly dried out and 

had set seed. I was able to confirm that the 

mystery plants were indeed Flowering Rush 

and collected several specimens, which were 

submitted to the W. P. Fraser Herbarium 

Location of the two clumps of Flowering Rush Randy Olson 
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(SASK) as collection number BU RO#l. 

Associated species were Silverweed 

Cinquefoil {Argentina anserina (L.) Rydb.), 

Smooth Brome {Bromus inermis Leyss.), 

Water Sedge {Carex cf. aquatilis Wahl.), 
Spotted Water Hemlock (Cicuta maculata 

L.), Fringed Willowherb (Epilobium ciliatum 

Raf.), Baltic Rush (Juncus balticus Willd.), 

Alfalfa (Medicago sativa L.), Common Reed 

{Phragmites australis (Cav.) Trin. & Steud.), 

Dock {Rumex sp.), Ragwort {Senecio sp.), 

Broadleaf Cattail {Typha latifolia L.) and 

poorly developed mosses. Mallards were 

also seen swimming nearby. 

Flowering Rush is the only species in the 

family Butomaceae.4 It is especially easy to 

Figure 2. The flowers of Flowering Rush 

(non-Saskatchewan specimen) 

Chris Eckert 

recognize when flowering (Fig. 2). Each 

flower has three pink petals and three pink 

sepals. The petals and sepals are poorly 

differentiated, with the sepals being slightly 

smaller than the petals and occasionally with 
a greenish tinge. The flowers have nine 

stamens and six pistils.4 The plant grows in 

large clumps from rhizomes (Fig. 3). The 
umbels of large flowers (about 2-2.5 cm 

wide) are produced on upright, leafless 

stems. The basal leaves are 2-ranked, up to 

1 cm wide, usually about 1 m long (up to 2.7 

m) and triangular in cross section.4,13 The 
flowers mature into small dark, many-seeded 

follicles with long beaks (Figs. 4 &. 5). 

Flowering Rush reportedly flowers from 

June to August and is typically found in 

wetlands, growing in water up to 2 m deep 

although it can also be found growing 

completely underwater.4,6 

Native to Europe and temperate Asia, 

Flowering Rush was first recorded in North 

America in 1897 near Montreal.1,10,12 

Flowering Rush has since spread to the 

northern United States and within Canada.4 

Figure 3. The rhizome and bottom part of 

the leaves of Flowering Rush Randy 

Olson 

In Canada, Flowering Rush is most 

widespread in the east.15 Sporadic 

populations have been found in the western 
provinces, including Alberta and Manitoba.14, 
15 

How the first Saskatchewan population 

was introduced is unknown. Flowering Rush 

is widely sold as an ornamental for planting 
in small-scale ponds, and may have escaped 

from cultivation. Some authors have 
speculated that long-range dispersal may 
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Figure 4. The umbel of Flowering Rush 

occur via waterfowl.14 Once established, 

Flowering Rush has been known to spread 

by rhizome fragmentation and through 

vegetative bulbils on the inflorescence and 

rhizomes.2’8> 14 This species also produces 

many seeds, which remain viable for at least 

5 years.2,11 This wide range of reproductive 

methods appears to be a major part of this 

plant’s ecological success.2 * 5 * 

In northeastern North America, Flowering 

Rush is of major concern as an invasive weed 

and is being recognized as a potentially 
invasive species in other parts of the 

continent.14, 15 Flowering Rush has been 

shown to be intolerant, but not completely 

so, to establishment in saline and brackish 

water.5,12 In the Prairie Provinces, Flowering 

Rush is expected to mainly threaten fresh 

water marshes.15 The current threat of 

Flowering Rush to the prairies is fairly 

moderate in comparison to other species like 

diploid ortriploid. 

Triploids rarely 

produce 

Randy Olson inflorescences or 
bulbils; they rely 
instead on highly 

branched rhizomes for reproduction.9 * * * 

Diploid populations present the greatest 

invasive threat when introduced into a new 

region because they produce many, highly 

viable seeds and bulbils.2,9 Interestingly, the 

bulbils apparently out-compete seeds for 

suitable sites for establishment as few plants 

growing from seed reach maturity.3 

Populations found well outside the normal 

range of Flowering Rush are usually triploids 

escaped from cultivation.9 Examination of 

the material collected near Young revealed 

no bulbils on the rhizomes or inflorescences. 

Based on this, the population found near 

Young is likely an escaped triploid. However, 

ploidy levels from these plants have not been 

confirmed. 

Many new populations of Flowering 

Rush appear to be the result of human 

introductions.15 Early detection and 

monitoring of invasive species is crucial to 

Purple Loosestrife 

( L y t h r u m 

salicaria L.).7 * 

However, the 

biology of 

Flowering Rush 

and impact on 

native ecosystems 

have yet to be 

fully explored and 

there are some 

indications that 

the threat posed 

by Flowering 

Rush has been 

underestimated 

previousl* y.2 

Populations of 

Flowering Rush 

tend to be either 
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The fruits of Flowering Rush. The arrow 

points to one of the beaks of the follicles. 

Randy Olson 

ensuring that plant species do not become 

weeds that threaten native habitat. If you do 

see this plant, record its exact location and 

plant features, and report it to: The 
Saskatchewan Purple Loosestrife & Invasive 

Species Project (SPLISP) at 975-4101 

(Saskatoon) or 1-877-281-3006. 

For more information on Flowering Rush 

and other invasive species that threaten 

Saskatchewan go to http:// 
www.sfn.saskatoon.sk.ca/science/splep/. 
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