water foxtail
Alopecurus geniculatus L.
Synonyms: Alopecurus australis Nees, A. geniculatus var. aquaticus Schltdl., A. pallescens Piper, A. palludosus Crantz,
A. palustris var. geniculatus (L.) Syme ex Sowerby, Tozzettia geniculata (L.) Bubani
Other common names: bent foxtail, false Timothy grass, floating foxtail, kneed foxtail, marsh foxtail, marsh meadowfoxtail, water meadow-foxtail
Family: Poaceae
Invasiveness Rank: 49 The invasiveness rank is calculated based on a species’ ecological impacts, biological
attributes, distribution, and response to control measures. The ranks are scaled from 0 to 100, with 0 representing a
plant that poses no threat to native ecosystems and 100 representing a plant that poses a major threat to native
ecosystems.
Description
Water foxtail is a perennial, tufted grass that grows 20 to
50 cm tall. Plants are able to root at the lower stem
nodes. Stems are numerous and erect to decumbent.
Leaves are green to gray-green, flat, 2 to 7 mm wide,
and 2 to 12 cm long with rough upper surfaces and
short-hairy to nearly smooth lower surfaces. Ligules are
rounded and 2 to 5 mm long with slightly toothed
margins. Leaf sheaths are open. Panicles are pale green
or purple-tinged, cylindrical, 2 to 7 cm long, and 3 to 7
mm wide. Spikelets are 3.2 mm long or less (excluding
awns) and consist of one fertile floret. Glumes are 2.5 to
3.5 mm long and fringed with long hairs along the keels
and nerves. Lemmas are oblong and 2.5 to 3.5 mm long
with truncate apexes. Awns are attached to lemmas 0.5
mm above the base. Awns are bent or twisted and 3.5 to
5 mm long, and they extend more than 1.5 mm beyond
the glumes. Anthers are 1.2 to 2.2 mm long (Peeters
2004, Clayton et al. 2006, Crins 2007, Malyshev 2007,
Klinkenberg 2010).

Panicle of Alopecurus geniculatus L. Photo by Rasbak.

Alopecurus geniculatus L. Photo by Rasbak.
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Similar species: Several other Alopecurus species can be
confused with water foxtail. The non-native meadow
foxtail (A. pratensis) can be distinguished from water
foxtail by the absence of creeping lower stems and
longer spikelets that are 3 to 6 mm long (Hultén 1968,
Klinkenberg 2010). Meadow foxtail also has broader
panicles (6 to 10 mm wide) and longer anthers (3 to 3.5
mm long) than water foxtail (Peeters 2004). Two native

Alopecurus species can be found in Alaska: shortawned foxtail (A. aequalis) and alpine foxtail (A.
alpinus). Unlike water foxtail, short-awned foxtail has
straight awns that arise from the middle of the lemmas
and extend less than 1.5 mm beyond the glumes
(Stewart and Hebda 2000). Alpine foxtail can be
distinguished from water foxtail by the presence of
panicles that are ovoid to short cylindrical, 1 to 2 cm
long, and 0.7 to 1 cm wide (Cody 1996, Clayton et al.
2006). Water foxtail is similar to the non-native timothy
(Phleum pratense). Timothy can be distinguished from
water foxtail by the presence of awns on the glumes
rather than on the lower portion of the lemma (Hultén
1968, Cody 1996, eFloras 2008).
Ecological Impact
Impact on community composition, structure, and
interactions: Water foxtail is often the sole occupant of
wet microsites (Peeters 2004) and may reduce
populations of other species on nutrient-rich soils
(Kalusová et al. 2009). However, it is not highly
competitive (Peeters 2004) and probably has only minor
impacts on natural community composition. Infestations
of water foxtail have occurred at up to 10% ground
cover in Alaska (AKEPIC 2011) and therefore may
increase the density of forb/graminoid layers in wet
areas. Water foxtail forms sterile hybrids with the native
short-awned foxtail (Crins 2007). It is used as a forage
grass in Russia (Malyshev 2009) and is possibly
palatable to wildlife, although it has little nutritive value
(Peeters 2004). Water foxtail grown for hay has been
associated with several fungi species that contribute to
pulmonary diseases in horses (Seguin et al. 2010).
Impact on ecosystem processes: Although no impacts on
ecosystem processes have been documented for water
foxtail, it has occurred at up to 10% ground cover in
Alaska (AKEPIC 2011) and may reduce nutrient
availability, as it is moderately to very demanding for
soil nutrients (Peeters 2004). A similar species, meadow
foxtail, is thought to have little impact on ecosystem
processes (Rutledge and McLendon 1996).
Biology and Invasive Potential
Reproductive potential: Water foxtail reproduces
sexually by seeds and vegetatively by rooting at stem
nodes (Clayton et al. 2006, Klinkenberg 2010). The
amount of seeds produced per plant has not been
quantified. Seeds remain viable in the soil for at least
three years (Roberts 1986), but the maximum period of
seed viability is unknown.
Role of disturbance in establishment: Water foxtail can
establish in vegetated, wet areas (Stewart and Hebda
2000, Cody et al. 2003, Klinkenberg 2010). However, in
Alaska, most infestations occur in areas disturbed by fill
importation (AKEPIC 2011).
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Potential for long-distance dispersal: Each seed has a
mass of approximately 0.8 mg (USDA 2011) and can
likely be transported short distances by wind.
Potential to be spread by human activity: Most
infestations of water foxtail in Alaska are associated
with fill importation and are located near areas of high
human traffic (AKEPIC 2011, UAM 2011), suggesting
that this species can be spread by human activities. This
species has been identified as a contaminant in ryegrass
straw imported from Washington and Oregon (Conn et
al. 2010).
Germination requirements: Cold stratification is not
required for germination (USDA 2011).
Growth requirements: Water foxtail grows in wet to
very wet soils and is moderately to highly nutrient
demanding. It often grows in wet clay or peat. This
species is not drought tolerant (Peeters 2004).
Congeneric weeds: Meadow foxtail (Alopecurus
pratensis) is known to occur as a non-native species in
Alaska with an invasiveness rank of 52 (AKEPIC 2011).
Slender foxtail (A. myosuroides) is considered a noxious
weed in Washington (Invaders 2011, USDA 2011).
Legal Listings
Has not been declared noxious
Listed noxious in Alaska
Listed noxious by other states
Federal noxious weed
Listed noxious in Canada or other countries

Distribution and Abundance
Water foxtail is grown as a forage grass in Russia
(Malyshev 2009). In Scandinavia, this species frequently
occurs as a weed in reduced tillage systems (Tørresen et
al. 2006). It has been associated with imported straw in
Alaska (Conn et al. 2010). Water foxtail has invaded
open wet meadows, stream banks, shores, and shallow
water in North America (Ling 2011) and wet ground
near streams and lakes in New Zealand (Johnson 1982).
This species grows in wet areas near lakes in several
locations in Alaska (UAM 2011).
Native and current distribution: Water foxtail is native
to Eurasia and parts of western North America (Crins
2007). It has been introduced to Australia, New Zealand,
South America, and parts of North America (Johnson
1982, Clayton et al. 2006, Crins 2007). This species
grows in 34 states of the U.S. and much of Canada
(USDA 2010). It is known to grow in arctic regions of
western Russia (Malyshev 2007) and occurs as far north
as 71°N in Norway (Vascular Plant Herbarium Oslo
2011). Water foxtail has been documented from all three
ecogeographic regions of Alaska (Hultén 1968,
AKEPIC 2011, UAM 2011).

Pacific Maritime
Interior-Boreal
Arctic-Alpine
Collection Site

Distribution of water foxtail in Alaska
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