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Rob Tervo (1971 - 2008)

Management Biologist 
OMNR Niagara Area 

J. Rouse

This stewardship guide is dedicated to the memory of Rob Tervo, who passed away 
suddenly leaving us with countless observations and stunning photographs of species 
at risk in the Niagara/Hamilton and Haldimand regions.  The American Water-
willow habitat stewardship project would not have been initiated without Rob’s 
charismatic persuasion of our funding partners and yours truly.

Anne R. Yagi
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This booklet will tell the story of the American Water-willow and 
the importance of landowner stewardship to its survival in Canada.

More than 190 of Ontario’s species are in danger of becoming 
extirpated in Ontario, and the American Water-willow is one of 
them.

Fortunately, there is also a growing concern amongst people to get 
involved and help species at risk such as the American Water-willow. 
This action is called stewardship.  Stewardship actions will make a 
positivepositive difference toward the recovery of species such as the 
American Water-willow.  

R. Tervo
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This stewardship guide would not have been possible without our partners.
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American Water-willow

This stewardship guide was 
designed to provide informa-
tion and promote awareness 
to landowners about the 
American Water-willow and 
how to live together with this 
species at risk. 

This booklet contains infor-
mation on habitat, identifica-
tion, threats and stewardship 
actions that will help to 
protect this species for future 
generations to enjoy
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Did you know?
The stigma, style and ovary make up the pistil; the female reproductive 
parts of the flower, while the anther and filament make up the stamen; 
the male reproductive parts of the flower.

ovary
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American Water-willow (late summer)American Water-willow (mid July)

Swamp Loosestrife (late summer)

American Water-willow flower is 
small (about 1.2 cm long), tube shaped 
and white or light purple in colour.  
The flower is found on a thin stalk, 
and blooms in mid-July.

Swamp Loosestrife has a very small 
dark pink, bell-shaped flower. It 
blooms in late summer (July - Sept).

R. Tervo R. Tervo

Niagara Falls Nature Club
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The presence of a hard woody stem suggests that you have likely 
come across Swamp Loosestrife and not American Water-willow.

American Water-willow

Swamp Loosestrife

Plant height: 20 - 100 cm tall.  

Leaves: 7-20 cm long, opposite 
pairs, smooth edges, narrow and 
elongated in shape. 

Stem:Stem: single or multiple stalks,  not 
woody, grows vertically, forms 
colonies.

Flower: white and pink-purple - 
older flowers turn dark pink, 2 
petals; upper petal 2-lobed, and 
lower petal 3-lobed, 2 stamen.

Plant height: 90 - 270 cm tall.

Leaves: up to 15 cm long, opposite 
pairs or whorled in groups of 3 - 4, 
smooth edges, narrow and 
elongated in shape. 

Stem:Stem: single stalk, woody, thick and 
ridged; 4-6 sided. 

Flower: pink - red colour, 5 petals, 
10 stamen; 5 long, 5 short and 
arranged in an alternating pattern.

Niagara Falls Nature Club
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The American Water-willow is found in east-central North America, 
south to Georgia and west to Texas. In Canada, it is at the northern 
limit of its range and is only found in southern Ontario and Québec. 

Ontario has confirmed 7 sites along the north shores of Lake Erie, 
from Point Pelee to Niagara, within the last 25 years. 

Québec populations exist at 3 sites along the St. Lawrence River and 
Lake Saint Pierre area.

Historically, there were 24 Canadian sites where the American 
Water-willow was found.  The remaining 10 sites indicate a sharp 
decline in species range in Canada.  

It is possible that other colonies still exist within southern Ontario 
and Québec.  When you are visiting these areas... you might discover 
one of Canada's threatened plant species!  

Approximate distribution of American Water-willow in Canada (Canadian Wildlife Service, 2004) 



The American Water-willow tends to flourish in 
open areas where there is abundant sunlight.
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The American Water-willow is  a ‘pioneer species’.  This means that, 
like the early settlers, it is the first to move into an area.  This species 
requires open wetland areas with plenty of sunlight to grow and 
reproduce.

Ideal Water-willow habitat 
includes shallow lakes, rivers, 
and lowland marsh 
communities with a soft sand, 
gravel, or organic bottom.   

AA strong root system allows 
this plant to grow where 
exposure to wave or ice 
erosion occurs.  However,  
calm water is more suitable 
for the development of 
colonies. 

The strong root system helps to anchor the 
American Water-willow in place and stabilize 
the immediate shore banks.

R. Tervo

R. Tervo

The American Water-willow 
can be found in water up to 
1.2 m deep or along the 
bank, and will survive as 
long as its roots remain 
submerged in the water.  
This plant is known to grow 
onon floating mats, where 
other competitive species 
may struggle to survive.



If you look closely, you can see a bee; 
one of several species attracted by 
the colourful flowers of the American 
Water-willow. 

In addition to the broad scale benefits plants provide through
photosynthesis, aquatic plants also absorb pollutants from watershed 
run off and use it to grow.

They also help add oxygen to the water along the shoreline for other 
aquatic life.  Their roots provide habitat for other aquatic plants, 
insects, amphibians and fish.

Since the Water-willow is one of the first plant species to occupy an 
area, it helps stabilize the shoreline, reducing bank erosion. 

The showy white and purple flowers attract an assortment of bees 
and butterfly species. This is important for pollination.
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Interesting Fact: The American Water-willow is one of over 500 
species that are recognized as being at risk in Canada.

The American Water-willow is currently listed as a threatened species 
in Canada.  This is because of its limited distribution and small number 
of populations or colonies located in fragmented patches in southern 
and eastern Ontario, and Québec.  

TheThe latest survey indicated a decline in the distribution and 
abundance of this species in Canada.  Therefore, two panels of 
scientific experts (COSEWIC and COSSARO) determined the species to 
be at risk. 



American Water-willow populations are scattered throughout 
southern Ontario and Québec.  At times, sites can be found up to 
1000 km apart! 

This broad distribution, along with its high vulnerability to human 
activities, has allowed the species and its habitat to receive full 
protection under a wide range of provincial and federal legislations.  

American Water-willow growing along a wetland shoreline in Niagara

9

R. Tervo



10

Wetlands and shorelines are some of the most productive habitat on 
earth.  They are the natural link between land and water.

UnliUnlike some animals that are able to easily move to new locations 
when their home is destroyed, plants tend to be especially 
vulnerable to human development.  In other words, plants are 
unable to move out of the way of a bulldozer.  Unfortunately this is 
what happened to historic Water-willow sites along the St. Lawrence 
River in Montreal.

American Water-willow growing along a 
wetland shoreline in Niagara.

A shoreline breakwall  now in place  which was once 
a wetland shoreline in Niagara.

For most species at risk, human activities are the greatest threat to 
their long term survival.  The warm climate and rich organic soils are 
required conditions for the American Water-willow to grow and are 
also ideal areas to be used for housing and agricultural development. 

Interesting Fact: In parts of southwestern Ontario, over 90% of the 
area’s original wetlands are gone.  This rate of loss is among the 
highest recorded anywhere on Earth.

R. Tervo

R. Tervo



Native shoreline and wetland aquatic plants such as the American 
Water-willow have evolved over millions of years, in the presence of 
natural ecological dynamics such as flooding, erosion and drought.  
During periods of low water levels,  Water-willow colonies grow in 
size.  When water levels are high, colonies decrease in size.  

FFor example, a storm event may erode away an entire colony, and 
leave in its place an open area that is free of competitors.  This open 
area would be an ideal location for the nearest remaining colony to 
expand into during the next low water level period.  This natural 
dynamic is not a threat to the American Water-willow.

Our concerns arise when natural processes have been altered and 
shorelines and wetlands have been lost to the point that the natural 
expansion and retreat of colonies can no longer occur within the 
space and time needed for the American Water-willow to re-colonize.
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Example of a hardened shoreline 

Example of an altered wetland shoreline.

NOTE: A small patch of
American Water-willow
in front of wall
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Image courtesy of Arkansas 
Watershed Advisory Groups

Everyone and everything that lives in the watershed are linked 
together through the mechanisms of rainfall, overland flow, surface 
flow, groundwater infiltration and seepage.
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Example of a watershed



Recreational trails and pathways along shorelines can cause excessive 
trampling of sensitive plants like the American Water-willow.  Many 
of the remaining colonies are located within provincial or federal 
parks which experience heavy traffic by outdoor enthusiasts. 

While the public might not be
aware of their impact, trampling 
does affect Water-willow survival. 
This is especially true during the 
fall season because the seedlings 
have begun to germinate and 
areare very delicate.  Warning signs 
are now being installed within 
some parks to improve public 
awareness about their impact.  

Browse damage was observed on 
American Water-willow colonies within 
some provincial and federal parks.  The 
full impact of over browsing is unknown, 
but an observed reduction in seed pro-
duction suggests reproductive success of 
the American Water-willow has been 
reduced.reduced.

Canoeists enjoying wetlands can 
unknowingly trample shoreline vegetation 
and habitat for the American Water-willow.

White-tailed deer fawn
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Interesting Fact: Landowner involvement will play a leading role in 
ensuring that suitable wetland habitat continues to be available for 
the survival of this species in the future.
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Stewardship of the land begins with the realization that what we do
today can affect the ability of our future generations to enjoy what
we have today. 

“W hen we begin to see land as a community to which 
we belong, we may begin to see it with love and respect” 

(Aldo Leopold, 1948). 

16
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Familiarize yourself with identifying native plant and animal species 
You’ll be surprised by the overall diversity that can be found living 
in your own backyard!

Find out where sensitive areas are and avoid them 
Use the contact information at the back of this booklet to contact 
knowledgeable people about species at risk in your area.

Plant only native species in your gardens Plant only native species in your gardens 
Some exotic species expand from your garden and out compete 
native plants like the American Water-willow.

Stop cutting lawns to the water’s edge
Instead, leave a buffer region, enabling the shoreline community to 
regenerate naturally.  Native plants are better suited to the shoreline 
dynamic environment than your lawn. This will save you time and 
money and pmoney and protect your shoreline from excessive erosion. 

Stick to designated trails and obey all posted signs
When participating in outdoor activities, reduce your impacts by 
hiking along designated trails or boardwalks and stay away from the 
water’s edge as much as possible.

Reduce boat wake
Decrease boating speeds while in close proximity of the shoreline, or 
tatake a canoe instead.

Remove break-walls
Consider removing break-wall structures along the waterfront of 
your property where possible.  Use the contact information at the 
back of this booklet for more information about ‘Protecting your 
Shoreline Naturally’. 
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When Gardening Use Compost Instead of Peat 
Peat comes from wetlands.  By using composted manure or compost 
from municipal sources you reduce the threat to wetlands.

Stop Using Commercial Pesticides and Fertilizers 
Use alternative ways to reduce pests in your garden and keep your
lawn green with natural mulch recycling techniques.

RReduce, Reuse, Recycle and Recognize Hazardous Waste 
Learn how to reduce household waste and identify what items are
hazardous and dispose into proper facilities.

Get Involved with Local Nature or Conservation Clubs
Local clubs put together information meetings and field trips to learn
about the wildlife in their area.  This is the best way to learn how to 
identify wildlife first hand, from some very experienced observers. 
SendSend your observations into the Ministry of Natural Resources 
Natural Heritage Information Centre. Details are in the back of this 
booklet.

Spread the Word 
The best way to bring about conservation and protection of species 
at risk in your area is through word of mouth.  Start by talking to 
your family, neighbours and friends. Before you know it, you’ll have 
the support of the community behind you.

CompostHousehold Hazardous 
Waste

Reduce Reuse 
Recycle

Reduce consumption
of Bottled Water



Local volunteers from Nature Club

Other Watershed Activities

Local Nature Club Volunteers 
Many organizations offer wildlife programs and need volunteers 
for assistance. Most agencies rely on volunteers to assist with field
surveys, tree planting, building bird houses and helping with habitat 
enhancement projects.  This group of volunteers assisted the Ministry 
of Natural Resources staff with American Water-willow surveys. 

Tree planting
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No matter what level of involvement you want to have, there are 
resources available to you.  For example, recovery teams and local 
agencies have educational materials available for workshops or 
school visits.  Fact sheets are also available for many projects such as 
fencing, boardwalks, pest-free gardening, composting and recycling. 

FFor the more adventurous types, expertise, funding  and help are 
available for tree planting, wetland creation, invasive species removal 
and shoreline naturalization projects.  

Example of Natural Shoreline with minimal impacts to wetland

Stewardship Support

A. Yagi

MNR: Community Fish and Wildlife Involvement Program (CFWIP)
MNR: Species at Risk Stewardship Fund
MNR: Species at Risk Tax Incentive Program 
MNR: Conservation Land Tax Incentive Program (wetlands)
Environment Canada: Habitat Stewardship Program

See the back of this booklet for more information. 
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Glossary
Anther: pollen-producing part of the stamen.

Colonization: occurs when and one or more species populates an area.

Erosion: the weathering of soils via wind, water and ice. 

Filament: structure holding up the anther.

Invasive species: a non-native plant or animal that  takes over the natural 
habitat of the native species.

OOvary: the lower part of the pistil, typically develops into a fruit.

Ovules: found inside the ovary, and develop into seeds. 

Perennial: a plant that blooms every year.

Pistil: the female reproductive organ; includes the stigma, style and ovary.

Pollination: transfer of pollen in plants.

Pollinators: organisms that carry pollen from the anther to the pistil.

Stamen: the male reproductive organ; includes the anther and filament.

SStigma: receives pollen, found at the top of the pistil.

Style: a part of the pistil connecting the stigma to the ovary.

Watershed: all surface water and ground water in a geographic area that 
is drained to a common point (i.e., wetland, pond, lake or ocean).

Water table: the body of underground water where the soil or rocks are 
permanently saturated with water.

Wetland: an area of land where the soil is saturated with moisture either 
pepermanently or seasonally.
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