
Invasive Plants in Pennsylvania 
European water chestnut 

Trapa natans L. 

Description: 

This is an annual aquatic plant 
made up of submerged leaves and a 
buoyant rosette of floating green, 
glossy, roundly-triangular leaves 
with toothed edges.  The plant’s 
stem can reach up to 15 feet in 
length.   

The flowers are small, white and 
form at the center of the stem.  They 
appear in mid to late July.  The 
hard nuts ripen one month later 
and have four short, sharp spines 
that can puncture shoe leather. 

Habitat: 

This plant can grow in any 
freshwater body, although it prefers 
nutrient rich waters less than 16 feet 
deep. 

Background: 

European water chestnut was 
brought to the U.S. by water 
gardeners in the 1800s, after which it 
quickly became established.   

Range: 

This plant is a native of Eurasia, 
where it is vanishing from portions 
of its native range.  It was first 
observed in North America near 
Concord, Massachusetts in 1859.  
Since then it has spread to most New 
England and Mid-Atlantic states, 
including Pennsylvania.  It has 
established itself within Bucks, Pike 
and Dauphin counties, perhaps 
others. 

Biology and Spread: 

European water chestnut has a 
high reproductive rate, 
producing up to 20 nuts per 
rosette per season.  The blackish 
nuts have sharp, half-inch long 
spines that can get caught on 
animals and gear.  The seeds can 
remain viable up to 12 years, 
although most germinate within 
the first two.
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Ecological Threat: 

This aquatic plant can form dense 
floating mats that limit light and 
oxygen to other species.  Water 
chestnut can outcompete native 
organisms for nutrients and space 
and offer little nutritional value for 
wildlife.   

European water chestnut is also 
economically damaging: it can 
make boating and swimming 
dangerous and costs hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to control. 
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How to Control this Species: 

A combination of treatments is 
often the most effective against this 
plant. Eradication will require 
several years since seeds can remain 
viable for so long.  Infected waters 
may need to be monitored for five 
to 12 years to try tofi eliminate it. 

Small populations are easy to 
remove by hand.  Pull out the plant 
and dispose of it far away from the 
water, ideally in a trash bag. 

Larger infestations can be removed 
with a floating weed harvester.  
This will help open up navigational 
passageways and may or may not 
provide a long-term control 
solution, depending on follow-up 
monitoring. 

Chemical control is no longer 
widely used due to possible 
impacts to other species.  However, 
the herbicide 2, 4-D has been 
deemed safe for this use. 
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