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Ponds are often built to supplement farm income 
via fish production, for personal enjoyment, or for 
stormwater management. Soon after the pond is 
constructed, unforeseen problems often arise. One 
major problem that occurs is that the pond becomes 
clogged with aquatic plants. The level at which an 
aquatic plant becomes a weed problem depends on 
the pond's intended use. A farm pond used primarily 
for weekend fishing can tolerate considerably more 
vegetation than a pond constructed specifically for 
fish production and/or irrigation. Shoreline grasses 
can help stabilize and prevent bank erosion, but out of 
control grasses may encroach into the water, where 
they restrict access and usability. This circular 
provides information on aquatic weed identification 
and control for farm and aquaculture ponds.

Prevention is the best technique for reducing 
takeover by aquatic weeds. It's easier and more 
economical to prevent weed problems than it is to 
cure them. Preventive measures include proper pond 
location and construction.

Site Selection

Where you dig a pond can be an important 
decision when it comes to preventive control. Proper 
location can help minimize erosion and nutrient 
enrichment from the runoff of silt and inorganic and 
organic fertilizers that decrease the lifespan of the 
pond and limit its usefulness.

Whether you fertilize your pond for fish 
production or avoid intentional nutrient enrichment, 
sites near fertilized fields, feedlots, barnyards, septic 
tanks, gardens, roadways, or other sources of runoff 
should be avoided. Agricultural and domestic runoff 
such as from parking lots and roadways may also 
contribute heavy metals, oils, and pesticide 
contaminants. If an “ideal” pond location cannot be 
found, a berm to divert runoff away from the pond 
can be constructed (Figure 1).

Avoid building a pond with a flowing stream 
unless excessive water can be diverted. When a 
fertilization program is being used for algae 
production, the continual flushing action of a flowing 



Weed Control in Florida Ponds 2

stream would be counterproductive, resulting in the 
use of much more fertilizer to maintain an algae 
bloom. Herbicide effectiveness may also be 
diminished when a long contact period is required for 
underwater plants. Aquatic plants growing in the 
stream itself are much more difficult to control, even 
with the faster acting contact-type herbicides. 
Without control of water input, water quality in 
general will suffer and become difficult to manage.

Figure 1. A swale and berm system slows down 
stormwater runoff and traps pollutants before they reach 
the pond.

After considering the factors mentioned above, 
select locations that have recommended 
watershed-to-pond ratios if you don't have a well or 
other water source. The USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) recommends that, 
based on Florida's annual rainfall, an excavated pond 
should be no less than 6 to 8 feet deep (Figure 2), and 
that a drainage area of 2 to 3 acres is necessary to 
maintain one foot of water in a one-acre pond (Figure 
3). Experience with farm ponds in North Florida 
indicates that deeper ponds  (10 to 20 feet deep)  have 
fewer aquatic weed problems than shallower ponds. If 
a properly balanced fish population is to be 
maintained, then at least one surface acre of water is 
required. So, to build a one-acre pond with an average 
depth of 8 feet, an average 16 to 24 acres of 
watershed would be required. The surrounding 
vegetation cover, soil type, land slope, and other land 
use characteristics will have an effect on the degree of 
drainage. If the surrounding vegetation is primarily 
woodlands, then more watershed is required than if 
the surrounding land is primarily in pasture.

Figure 2. Based on probable seepage and evaporation 
losses, Florida ponds shoudl have a minimum depth of 6 to 
8 feet.

Figure 3. The watershed required for most of Florida 
would be 2 to 3 acres of watershed to 1 acre-ft of water.

If possible, choose a location that maximizes use 
of prevailing winds. Good water circulation is 
essential for increasing dissolved oxygen in the water 

column, cycling nutrients, increasing bacterial 
populations in the hydrosoil, and restraining floating 
plants from covering the pond.

If at all possible, avoid a location that will have 
heavy livestock usage. If the pond is going to be used 
primarily for watering livestock, divert water to a 
watering trough or section off a portion of the pond in 
order to prevent the livestock from wading in at will 
(Figure 4). Livestock increase erosion, levee 
destruction, organic pollution, and turbidity, as well 
as disturb fish spawning areas. Restricting livestock 
provides cleaner drinking water and will increase the 
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life of the pond. The cost of fencing will be more than 
offset by the lowered cost of pond maintenance.

Figure 4. Water is piped through the dam's drainpipe to a 
stockwater trough.

Pond Construction

Pond banks should be as steep as possible along 
the edges to a depth of several feet to avoid shoreline 
vegetation from becoming established. They should 
then gradually slope to a depth of 6 to 8 feet to the 
pond center. Removal of brush and trees along the 
edge will increase berm stability and reduce leaf and 
branch litter. Grass species should be encouraged to 
grow along the banks to prevent erosion and 
washouts.

The construction of a small berm (Figure 1) 
around the entire pond can be helpful in trapping 
rainwater runoff that may be rich in nutrients and 
suspended solids (leaf litter, trash, etc.). The water 
that percolates through the berm into the pond will be 
filtered rather than flowing directly into the pond 
itself. Terracing adjacent fields can also be a valuable 
method of decreasing both field erosion and 
sedimentation. If your future plans include water 
drawdown for pond reconstruction, now is the time to 
plan for drainpipes, risers, valves, etc.

Stormwater Ponds

Urban stormwater ponds, technically called wet 
detention areas, have the primary purpose of flood 
control. Secondarily, surface water detention ponds 
are hoped to protect receiving waters from pollutants 
and may also be used in part or in total to mitigate 
destruction of wetlands. Wet detention ponds are 
often constructed with shallow sloping areas, called 
littoral shelves. The purpose of the littoral shelf is to 
provide habitat for rooted plant life. Stormwater 
ponds often have permits associated with them that 
require management of aquatic plants in the pond, 
including maintaining a certain amount and type of 
plants. Before attempting any weed control measures 

in stormwater ponds, the Water Management District 
in which you are located should be contacted. It is 
advisable to contact a professional pond managment 
company to manage weed problems in stormwater 
ponds. For additional information on stormwater 
pond management see "Stormwater Ponds--A 
Citizen's Guide to Their Purpose and Management," 
available from Southwest Florida Water Management 
District: 352/796-7211 or 800/423-1476.

Methods of Aquatic Weed Control

Fertilization

The principle behind a pond fertilization program 
is that phytoplankton (microscopic algae) 
populations increase as a result of the controlled 
addition of fertilizer nutrients until light penetration is 
reduced below the level required for growth of 
submersed weeds.

Before you decide on fertilization for weed 
control, consider the following. 1) Once a fertilization 
program has begun, you must always continue the 
program or face possible severe weed problems. 2) 
Particular weeds, such as hydrilla (see “Submersed 
Plants” in Appendix 1), have been shown in Florida 
to outcompete phytoplankton communities for 
nutrients, thereby making the weed problem worse. It 
is therefore imperative that fertilization should not be 
initiated until current weed infestations have been 
totally controlled. 3) If the fertilization of a pond is 
intended to be used to stimulate food production in an 
aquaculture pond, then additional weed control with 
herbicides or with weed-eating carp 
Ctenopharyngodon idella (see page 6, “Herbivorous 
Fish”) may be beneficial (Figure 5).

Phytoplankton is the base of the food chain. 
Increases in phytoplankton will increase the 
production of zooplankton, which ultimately 
increases fish production. Most fertilization 
recommendations suggest adding inorganic fertilizer 
every 2 weeks until a shiny object placed 18 inches 
below the surface is no longer visible (Figure 6). 
Once this level of phytoplankton is obtained, 
maintain that level with periodic fertilization. The 
optimum pH should be at least 6.5 or higher, and 
liming may be required prior to fertilization. The best 
time of year to begin a fertilization program is in the 




