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Submersed plants grow entirely or almost entirely underwater. Some submersed species produce flowers and are 
pollinated underwater or at the water surface (eel grass). Some submersed species have branches and leaves that reach and 
spread across the water just below the surface (sago pondweed). Some produce flowers that float on the surface (fanwort). 
Some have flower stalks that emerge up to six inches above the water (water milfoils). Some are free-floating plants that live 
underwater (bladderwort). And some have several of these attributes, such as coontail, which is a submersed, free-floating 
plant that produces very tiny flowers that pollinate underwater. 

Free-floating and floating-leaved plants may or may not be anchored to the sediment (they may be rooted 
to the bottom or free-floating), but they all have leaves that float on the water’s surface. Florida has a number of native float-
ing-leaved rooted plants, but, curiously, we have very few free-floating plants, compared to the number of free-floating plants 
that exist in the world. However, Florida does have the world’s smallest flowering plant (a duckweed called “water meal”) and 
two larger duckweeds (small duckweed and giant duckweed). The free-floating plant, water hyacinth, on the other hand, is a 
non-native invasive plant in Florida and is considered “the worst aquatic weed in the world”. Florida’s native floating-leaved 
plants (rooted to the bottom) include the waterlilies, spatterdock, American lotus, and water shield. 

Emersed plants grow out of the water (or during low-water times, in exposed sediments). They are rooted to the bottom, 
but their stems, leaves and flowers are above the water. Some emersed plants have no particular stems - just leaves reaching 
for the sky (cat-tails). Some emersed plants are very large-leaved with big spikes of flowers (the arrowheads and fire flag). 
Some are small plants, growing inches above the water (the bacopas). Some are viney, rooted in the mud but crawling across 
the water (the morning glories). Some are tall and leafy (the native lake hygrophila). And some can color a large prairie (bur 
marigold). 
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  Freshwater Plant Habitat Guide
A companion resource for a number of activities including: Freshwater Plants Jigsaw Puzzle Activity; 

Hands-on Classification; What Am I? (A Plant Guessing Game), Freshwater Plant BINGO! and more...
http://plants.ifas.ufl.edu/manage/why-manage-plants/aquatic-and-wetland-plants-in-florida

Copyright 2012 University of Florida


