Hydrocotyle ranunculoides (Apiaceae – floating (marsh) pennywort)

Why
The EPPO Panel on Invasive Alien Species made a first categorization of aquatic invasive plants and considered that Hydrocotyle ranunculoides should be added to the EPPO Alert List.

Description
H. ranunculoides is a stoloniferous, perennial, aquatic plant, with floating and emergent leaves. It is rooting in the shallow margins of slow flowing waters. It has round-reniform leaves (diameter 2-6 cm), with 3-7 lobes (lobe divisions extend to about mid-leaf). Long petioles (5-35 cm) are attached to leaf edge (although they appear to be attached to the centre of the leaf). It has small white, greenish or yellow flowers (umbels) arising from the leaf base (each flower has 5 tiny petals). In North America, it flowers during July and October. Fruit is 1-3 mm long, elliptic to round, and flattened with faint ribs. Many fibrous roots emerge from the stems at the nodes. In Europe, can be confused with the native H. vulgaris.


Pictures can be viewed on Internet:


http://www.habitas.org.uk/gardenflora/hydrocotyle_ranunculoides.htm


http://www.btinternet.com/~shsol/invasiveweeds/hydrocotyle.htm

Where
H. ranunculoides is a native of North America, and has become naturalized in Central and South America. 


EPPO region: Netherlands (first found in waterways in summer 1995, it is suspected that it escaped from garden ponds. Since then, its range rapidly expanded, and it is now considered that it will be very difficult to stop its spread), United Kingdom (first recorded as naturalised in the south east in the 1980s. Introduced by the aquatic nursery trade for tropical aquaria and garden ponds, by 2001 it was recorded at 71 sites, mainly in the south of England and south Wales, but it expands in northwest England). It is reported to occur in Portugal and Italy. In the Netherlands, it is now prohibited to sell and possess H. ranunculoides.


North America: Canada, USA (Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia). In some States (Illinois, New Jersey, New York) it is considered as an endangered species.


South and Central America: Argentina, Bolivia , Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica. It is probably present in other countries but data is lacking.


Africa: Zimbabwe.


Oceania: Australia (Western Australia). First found in 1983, and measures are taken to eradicate it and prevent any further spread. 

Habitat
H. ranunculoides can be found in slow-flowing water bodies, particularly ditches, canals, lakes and ponds. Growth is more abundant on eutrophic sites with high organic matter availability.

Damage
H. ranunculoides forms dense interwoven mats of vegetation which can quickly cover the water surface. Plants die back in winter, but shoots and roots survive in the bank and wet ground, and then quickly grow into new plants in spring. In UK conditions, mats of vegetation have been observed to grown up to 15 m from the bank in a single season (so approximately 20 cm per day). Leaf matter extends up to 40 cm above the water surface and the interwoven mat of roots and stems can sink up to 50 cm into the water. H. ranunculoides outcompetes other plants species. Its dense mats of vegetation pose a problem for recreational users and may have a negative impact on the ecosystem (lower light penetration to the water, oxygen shortage, higher risks of flooding).

Dispersal
Local dispersal is ensured by rooting at nodes, root and stem fragments, and seeds. Fragments of plants can be transported with flowing water to new sites. Waterfowl are also able to spread plant fragments. Over long distance, trade of plants for aquaria and garden ponds can disseminate H. ranunculoides.

Pathway
Plants for planting of H. ranunculoides, (soil/water containing viable plant fragments or seeds?).

Possible risks
Control is very difficult. Several methods can be used but none is fully effective. As H. ranunculoides forms very thick mats, it is usually recommended to remove plants mechanically before applying herbicides (diquat, 2,4-D amine, MCPA). Shading with dark material may be a possibility, as well as netting to reduce spread. At least in UK and the Netherlands, H. ranunculoides has shown a high potential for invasiveness. Further spread of this species should be avoided.
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