
Cat-tail Marsh 

 

System: Palustrine 

Subsystem: Herbaceous 

PA Ecological Group(s): Marsh Wetland and Basin Wetland 

Global Rank: GNR  

State Rank: S5 

General Description 

These are robust emergent marshes dominated by common cat-tail (Typha latifolia), or less commonly, 

narrow-leaved cat-tail (Typha angustifolia). This type can occur in a variety of landscape positions 

including river backwaters, protected pond and lakeshores, and upland depressions. Shrubs may be 

present but cover less than 20%. This community is also common in disturbed landscapes (e.g., roadside 

ditches, storm water detention basins, disturbed portions of other wetland communities), where bare 

soil is available for colonization. This community may also occur where other wetland types have 

experienced an increase in nutrients, such as fertilizer run-off. The substrate may be muck or mineral 

soil. The surface is usually flooded for most of the year. Associated species include wool-grass (Scirpus 

cyperinus), arrow-arum (Peltandra virginica), bur-reed (Sparganium americanum), sensitive fern 

(Onoclea sensibilis), jewelweed (Impatiens capensis), pickerel-weed (Pontederia cordata), wapato 

(Sagittaria latifolia), beggar-ticks (Bidens spp.), smartweeds (Persicaria spp.), duckweed (Lemna minor), 

and sedges (Carex spp.) – especially tussock sedge (C. stricta). The invasive species common reed 

(Phragmites australis ssp. australis), narrow-leaved cat-tail (Typha angustifolia), and purple loosestrife 

(Lythrum salicaria) are frequently a major problem in these systems.  

Rank Justification 

Common, widespread, and abundant in the jurisdiction. 

Identification 

http://localhost:1977/photos/Communities/Cattail Marsh/cat-tail marsh, Irish Run Wetlands.JPG


 River backwaters, protected pond and lakeshores, and upland depressions  

 Often associated with disturbed wetlands  

 Substrate may be muck or mineral soil  

 Surface is usually flooded for most of the year  

 Dominated by common cat-tail (Typha latifolia)  

Characteristic Species 

Herbs 

 Common cat-tail (Typha latifolia)  

 Narrow-leaved cat-tail (Typha angustifolia)  

 Wool-grass (Scirpus cyperinus)  

 Bur-reed (Sparganium americanum)  

 Sensitive fern (Onoclea sensibilis)  

 Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)  

 Pickerel-weed (Pontederia cordata)  

 Wapato (Sagittaria latifolia)  

 Beggar-ticks (Bidens spp.)  

 Tearthumb (Persicaria sagittata)  

 Dotted smartweed (Persicaria punctata)  

 Mild water-pepper (Persicaria hydropiperoides)  

 Sedge (Carex stipata)  

 Sedge (Carex lurida)  

 Sedge (Carex gynandra)  

 Broom sedge (Carex scoparia)  

 Sedge (Carex tribuloides)  

 Sedge (Carex projecta)  
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 Sedge (Carex lacustris)  

 Sedges (Carex spp.)  

 Tussock sedge (Carex stricta)  

 Duckweed (Lemna spp.)  

Exotic Species 

 Narrow-leaved cat-tail (Typha angustifolia) 

 Common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. australis) 

 Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) 

 Hairy willow-herb (Epilobium hirsutum) 

International Vegetation Classification Associations: 

Eastern Cattail Marsh (CEGL006153)  

NatureServe Ecological Systems: 

Laurentian-Acadian Freshwater Marsh (CES201.594)  

Origin of Concept 

Fike, J. 1999. Terrestrial and palustrine plant communities of Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania Natural 

Diversity Inventory. Harrisburg, PA. 86 pp. 

Pennsylvania Community Code 

HC : Cattail Marsh 

Similar Ecological Communities 

Clear dominance by cat-tail (Typha spp.) distinguishes this type from the other marsh/palustrine 

herbaceous types that occur in similar settings. 

Fike Crosswalk 

Cat-tail Marsh 

Conservation Value 

Cat-tail Marsh can serve as an important habitat and food source for muskrats and shorebirds, such as 

the Marsh Wren (Cistothorus palustris) and American Bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus). This community 
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also serves as a buffer for sediment and pollution runoff from adjacent developed lands by slowing the 

flow of surficial water causing sediment to settle within this wetland.  

Threats 

Alteration to the hydrological regime and development are the major threats to this community (e.g., 

impoundments, beaver dams) and can lead to habitat destruction and/or shifts in community function 

and dynamics. Clearing and development of adjacent land can lead to an accumulation of agricultural 

run-off and pollution as well as sedimentation. Invasive plant species such as purple loosestrife (Lythrum 

salicaria) and common reed (Phragmites australis) can occur in this community. Cat-tail Marsh 

communities themselves can be a threat to other wetland communities through the clonal growth of 

cat-tails and displacement of other vegetation types. 

Management 

A natural buffer around the wetland should be maintained in order to minimize nutrient runoff, 

pollution, and sedimentation. The potential for soil erosion based on soil texture, condition of the 

adjacent vegetation (mature forests vs. clearcuts) and the topography of the surrounding area (i.e., 

degree of slope) should be considered when establishing buffers. The buffer size should be increased if 

soils are erodible, adjacent vegetation has been logged, and the topography is steep as such factors 

could contribute to increased sedimentation and nutrient pollution. Direct impacts and habitat 

alteration should be avoided (e.g., roads, trails, filling of wetlands) and low impact alternatives (e.g., 

elevated footpaths, boardwalks, bridges) should be utilized in situations where accessing the wetland 

can not be avoided. Care should also be taken to control and prevent the spread of invasive species 

within the wetland. 

Research Needs 

There is a need to collect plot data to characterize variations and guide further classification of this 

community. 

Trends 

It is difficult to characterize the trend of this community but it typically occurs in degraded wetlands. 

Wetland protection has most likely stabilized the decline of these communities. The relative trend for 

this community is likely stable or may be increasing slightly due to hydrological alterations. 

Range Map 



 

Pennsylvania Range 

Statewide 

Global Distribution 

Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, North Carolina, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 

New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Virginia, Vermont, and West Virginia. 
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