
Alligator weed - Alternanthera philoxeroides 

 Alligator weed is not native to Florida. It is an aquatic 
weed native to South America . It was introduced to the US 
through ship ballast water (used in large ships to provide 
stability). It began invading Florida’s waterways in the early 
1900s.
 Alligator weed can grow in a variety of habitats, 
although it is usually found in water. Sometimes it forms 
sprawling mats over deep rivers, or along shorelines. 
Sometimes it is a pest on land. Alligator weed is an herb 
that occurs throughout Florida and flowers in the warm 
months. It has smooth stems that trail along the ground or 
out across the water. The stems are hollow. They have nodes 
from which other stems and roots grow. The simple leaves 
of alligator weed are elliptic and have smooth margins. The 
leaves are opposite, which means that two leaves grow on 
opposite sides of the stem, at the same place on the stem. 
The distinctive white flowers can be easily recognized. What 
appears to be one flower is actually a cluster of several 
flowers. They are whitish and papery looking and feeling. 
The flower cluster grows on a stalk that can be 2 inches long.

Characteristics:
• Whitish, papery flowers on stalks,
• Sprawling stems that are hollow, 
• Leaves that are opposite on the stem.
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Alligatorweed flea beetle - Agasicles hygrophila
 
 The alligator weed flea beetle, Agasicles hygrophila, 
was the first insect ever studied for biological control 
of an aquatic weed. The introduction of this insect into 
the United States was approved in 1963, but it was not 
successfully established on the invasive alligator weed until 
1965. The insect was first released in 1964 in California, 
and subsequently, in Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, South Carolina, and Texas.
 The first successful release in Florida was made on plants 
infesting the Ortega River near Jacksonville, Florida. These 
insects were originally obtained from the Ezeiza Lagoon near 
Buenos Aires, Argentina. Most of the beetles that were later 
released at subsequent locations were progeny (offspring) 
from this original population.   
 Alligator weed flea beetles kill the plant by destroying its 
stored food and interfering with photosynthesis by removing 
leaf tissue. Both adults and larvae feed on the leaves of 
alligator weed, often defoliating (removing leaves from) the 
stems. After the leaves have been consumed, the insects will 
then chew the epidermis (outer surface) from the stems.
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What can we do to control this 
alligator weed?

Chemical control is the use of special types of chemicals (herbicides) to kill 
or damage plants. 

Biological control is the use of insects, fish, and other organisms that eat or 
otherwise damage invasive plants. They only live on and/or eat the targeted 
invasive plant.

Mechanical control is the use of specially-made machines to cut, collecting, 
and transport invasive plants.

Physical control includes hand-pulling, water removal, flooding, and fire to 
control invasive plants.


