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Alternanthera philoxeroides (Mart.) Griseb.

Common Name: Alligator weed
Synonymy: Achyranthes philoxeroides (Mart.) Standl.
Origin: South America
Botanical Description: Trailing, decumbent, perennial herb, forming 
dense mats in water; stems fleshy, sometimes reddish pink, often 
hollow or swollen, to 1 m (3.3 ft) long and rooting at the nodes, 
flowering stems erect. Leaves simple, opposite, linear-elliptic, to 10 
cm (4 in) long and 2 cm (0.8 in) wide, slightly succulent; margins 
smooth, tapering at base to a short petiole (or sessile), tips short and 
pointed. Inflorescence a small, rounded cluster of minute, papery, 
white flowers on a long stalk (5-7 cm; 2-3 in), and borne on the 
end of stems or in leaf axils. Fruit a tiny, one-seeded capsule. Not 
known to set fruit in Florida; reproduces vegetatively from stem 
fragments.
NOTE: Long-stalked inflorescences and slightly succulent, rounded 
leaves differentiate A. philoxeroides from other native and exotic  
species of Alternanthera in Florida.
Ecological Significance: Likely introduced to the United States in  
contaminated ship ballast water, with the earliest herbarium speci-
men dating from South Carolina in 1885 (Kay and Hoyle 1999), and 
possibly arrived in Florida by 1894 (Schmitz et al. 1991). A threat 
to waterways by the early 1900s, but largely overlooked until after 
1950 when extensive water hyacinth control cleared waterways and 
allowed alligatorweed to flourish (Schmitz et al. 1991). By 1990, 
243 water bodies were covered (510 ha), and alligatorweed ranked 
46th in abundance of all aquatic plant species in Florida (Schardt 
and Schmitz 1990). Forms dense mats to 1 m (3.2 ft) deep that float 
on the surface of water, block waterways, drains and water intake 
valves, cause economic and recreational access problems, reduce 
light penetration, and outcompete native species. After control of 
alligatorweed in Mississippi and Louisiana, 31 native plant species 
returned or increased in abundance in the study area (Vogt et al. 
1992). Can alter aquatic ecology by interfering with light, water 
flow, flooding, and sedimentation patterns (Blood 2001). Associated 
with photosensitization of skin in cattle (Blood 2001). Able to up-
take (accumulate) heavy metals and possibly affect nutrient cycling 
(Naqvi et al. 1993). Alligatorweed extracts reduced rice radicle dry 
weight by 25% (Mendt and Braverman 1996). Introduced biologi-
cal control agents (Agasicles hygrophila, Vogtia malloi, Amynothrips 
andersoni) have reduced alligatorweed populations throughout 

much of its range in the United States. However, current biological 
control agents have not proved effective in swampy or terrestrial 
situations (Julien and Bourne 1988), and colder climates prevent 
establishment of the insects (Buckingham 1996). It remains a se-
rious aquatic weed problem where biocontrol agents are absent 
and is also a major crop pest in low-lying areas of the southeastern 
United States (Kay and Hoyle 1999). It is a serious pest in New 
Zealand wetlands where the flea beetle is not likely to be effective 
(Stewart et al. 2000), and is prohibited in Australia, where it in-
vades aquatic and agricultural areas, contaminates food crops and 
displaces pasture species in seasonally moist paddocks (Julien and 
Bourne 1988). 
Distribution: Herbarium specimens documented from 33 counties 
across Florida (Wunderlin and Hansen 2002). Naturalized in 18 
conservation areas in south Florida from 7 habitats including fresh-
water tidal swamp, slough, floodplain marsh, and strand swamp 
(Gann et al. 2001). Currently found in 27 states from coastal north-
ern Virginia to Florida, westward to California, and in Puerto Rico. 
A noxious weed in 35 states, including Florida (USDA NRCS 2002). 
A serious problem in waterways in tropical and warm-temperate re-
gions of the world, it is naturalized in tropical Asia, Indonesia, and 
New Zealand (Blood 2001). Occurs in all states of Australia where it 
invades many habitats, including dune hollows, floodplain pasture, 
and irrigated areas (Parsons and Cuthbertson 1992, Blood 2001). 
Also found in India (Kesavulu and Raju 1999) and China, where 
it is economically damaging in rice fields (Wang Q et al. 2000), 
and recently recorded in Italy (Garbari and Pedulla 2001). Targeted 
for removal from commercial production by FNGA/TBWG growers  
associations (FNGA 2001). 
Life History: Tolerates full sun to very low light (Longstreth and 
Mason 1984), is fairly salt tolerant (Xia et al. 2000), and can survive 
in upper tidal reaches and other saline conditions (Blood 2001). 
Requires a warm summer growing season and tolerates cold win-
ters, but cannot survive prolonged freezing temperatures (Julien 
et al. 1992). Grows well in high-nutrient (eutrophic) conditions, 
but can survive in areas with low nutrient availability (Julien et 
al. 1992). Can tolerate inundation for several days (Blood 2001). 
Grows vigorously and spreads from floating fragments. New plants 
develop rapidly from any piece of stem or root material containing 
a node.
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