Wetland Plant Species Guide for Identifying Wetland Types
Bog Indicator Species:
Since bogs are fairly poor in nutrients, not very many plant species can grow here- it
may be easier to look at what common fen species are not located here, since many of
these can be found in fens as well. Tree species do not exceed 25% of land cover, but
bogs can have more than 25% of shrub cover, and only a few sedge species are
present.

Black Spruce Picea mariana
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● Also found in swamps and fens, but more dominant in bogs
● Often more shrub-like and less than 10m tall in bogs and fens
● As it matures it becomes needle sparse at the bottom and more dense at the top,
giving it a club-like crown
● Bark is grey-brown, thin and has a scaly appearance

● Needles are square and a pale blue-green colour
● Could be confused with White Spruce but White Spruce has hairless branches
and prefers drier environments

Sphagnum Moss Sphagnum spp.
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● An indicator of both bogs and fens, but bogs also have more raise peat
hummocks (picture #9)
● Grows in thick mats that dominates the landscape
● Ranges from pale green to deep red
● There are over 300 different species that can grow up to 30cm tall

Fen Indicator Species:
Since fens and bogs are closely related, many of these species can be found in both, as
well as in swamps and marshes. Key differences between fens and other wetland types
are that they will have more plant species than bogs (especially grasses and sedges),
and usually contain thick sphagnum moss matts around water bodies that swamps and
marshes lack. Tree species do not cover more than 25%, or it is classified as a swamp
even if other fen indicator species are present.

Tamarack Larix laricina
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● Also found in bogs (only around the edges) and swamps but they are the main
tree in fens
● Can grow up to 20m but grows slowly in wetlands

● Sparse branches with red-brown scaly bark when mature and grey/smooth when
young
● 1-inch soft and flat green needles attached in tight spirals that give the tree a
feathered look, needles turn bright yellow in the fall and drop off in the winter
● Cones are small, rounded and bright red, turn brown when open

Bog Buckbean Menyanthes trifoliata
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● Despite the name, bog buckbean is not commonly found in bogs, and it is also
found in swamps
● 5-10cm tall, leaves are 3-6cm with 3 leaflets that have wavy edges
● Flowers cluster at the top of the stalks that are white, sometimes purple-tinged in
the shape of a star, petals have long “hairs” that make it look fuzzy
● Flowers from spring to early summer

Cottongrass Eriophorum spp.
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● Most cottongrass species occur in fens, but tussock cottongrass is more common
in bogs
● Common cottongrass species in fens include Narrow-leaved, Tall, and Tawny
Cottongrass
● Cottongrass is a sedge that produces tawny or white fluffy tufts on hollow,
triangular stems
● Cotton-ball-like tufts appear from late spring to early fall depending on the
species

Marsh Indicator Species:
Dominated by grasses, sedges, and rushes. Open water that is less than 2m deep has
many emergent, submerged, and floating non-woody plant species that are easy to
identify.

Yellow Pond Lily Nuphar lutea
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● Yellow flowers bloom from June to early August
● Stems are often slimy, attached to flowers or flat green-purple leaves floating on
top of the water
● Leaves are floating, edges are smooth and slightly wavy, 10-25cm long and
oval in shape with a cleft at the back where the stem is
● 5-6 large yellow petals surround many small petals
● Has red-maroon oval and leathery berries with seeds that form mid to late
summer

White Water Lily Nymphaea odorata
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● Aquatic herb with fragrant white flowers and yellow-green leaves that rest on top
of the water, attached by a long stem
● Leaves form almost a complete circle with a deep thin slit at the base, 7-30cm
wide with smooth edges
● Top of the leaves are glossy green while the underside is purplish
● Flower has 20-30 small white petals, the whole flower is 7-20cm wide
● Flower opens wide in the morning and closes for the afternoon and through the
night
● Flowers bloom June to end of August, leaves can dominate entire water bodies
● Has leathery berries that ripen mid to late summer under the water

Common Duckweed Lemna minor
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● Extremely small, free-floating but widespread plant with round tiny leaves that
are no larger than 6mm
● Has flowers but they are so small they are rarely seen
● Grow very quickly and are able to produce rapid offshoots that can cover whole
marshes, leaves floating just on top of the water connected by tiny stems

Pickerelweed Pontederia cordata
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● Aquatic herb with large, thick leaves and purple flowers, often dominates open
water areas of marshes
● Rooted in the mud with long stems and leaves/flowers that sit above the water
● Leaves are green and waxy and vary in shape and size, but generally have a
wide arrowhead or heart shape
● Vibrant purple-blue flowers with 2 yellow dots on the upper lip, blooming from
July and into September, flowers are long stalks that can grow up to 60cm tall
● Can be mistaken for arrowheads they aren’t flowering, but arrowheads have
narrow leaves and less veins with no tubers

Swamp Indicator Species:
Wooded wetlands that have many dead standing trees, with more than 25% cover of
trees and shrub species, with very little peat.

Silver Maple Acer saccharinum
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● Common tree in upland areas as well
● Easily identified using the leaves- deep, narrow notches that separate 5-7
lobes, underside of leaves have a silver/pale white sheen to them
● Smooth grey bark when young, as it matures it becomes more shaggy and and
dark reddish-brown
● Wood is soft, often has large hollow spaces for animal burrows

Black Ash Fraxinus nigra
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● Also commonly found in upland areas, grows up to 30m tall
● Trees are fairly small and thin, soft light grey bark that becomes scaly as it
matures, bark can be easily peeled off
● Thick, opposite, ascending branches
● Leaves are oval in shape and end in a sharp tip, each branch contains 7-11
leaves that grow directly across from one another

Eastern White Cedar Thuja occidentalis
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● Eastern White Cedar is also a fen indicator species (generally smaller and takes
longer to grow in fens) and is generally not found in bogs
● Grows up to 20m tall
● Often found near Tamacks, slow growing
● Cones are very small- up to 1cm long and start out green and mature to a
red-brown
● Bark is red-brown and has thin, narrow vertical strips
● Flat, scaly yellow-green leaves are small and fan-shaped

Silky Dogwood Cornus amomum
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● A 2-3m tall shrub with clusters of white flowers and blue berries
● Bark is purple-grey and generally smooth, new growth is greenish-purple and
turns reddish-purple as it matures, bark is covered in small dense hairs
● Leaves are dark green and opposite, oval and pointed at the tip with smooth
edges and covered in tiny hairs
● Small white flowers grow in clusters with 4 triangular petals

Common Wetland Plants:
These plants are commonly found in 2 or more wetlands and may not necessarily be
used to differentiate wetland types, but are useful to know

Northern Pitcher Plant Sarracenia purpurea
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● Found in both bogs and fens
● A carnivorous plant in the shape of a pitcher with hairy and sticky edges that
catches insects, where they drown in water reservoirs within the plant
● 10-20cm tall, light green with purple veins that changes to red late summer
● Grows round fruit with brown seeds
● Sometimes flowers with red-orange petals, petals do not last long but the rest of
the flower lasts until fall on long 50cm tall stalks

Bog Laurel Kalmia polifolia
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● Low growing shrub, found in fens and bogs, can reach up to 1m tall
● Twigs are slightly flattened, leaves opposite, blade-shaped and stalkless
● Flowers are saucer-shaped and usually rose-purple to pink, white-pink as buds
and open May-July, and grow at the very end of the stem

Sheep Laurel Kalmia angustifolia
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● Low growing shrub, also found in fens and bogs, can get up to 1.5m tall
● Twigs are round (do not have the two edges like bog laurel), leaves are narrow
and blue-green (wider than bog laurel and edges are not rounded)
● Flowers in late spring to early summer, reddish-purple to pink in colour
● Similar to bog laurel, but flowers bunch lower on the stem and new leaves
are usually at the top

Leatherleaf Chamaedaphne calyculata
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● Low growing shrub found in all wetland types, but is dominant in bogs and fens
● Grows less than 1m tall and in dense clumps
● Leaves are alternate and leathery, long but oval shaped, rounded at the tip
with very fine-toothed edges, white-brown scales beneath
● The top of the leaves are light-dark green with a pale green-brown underside
● New bark is brown and scaly with fine hairs, older bark is grey with a bumpy
texture
● Bell-shaped flowers drop off branches, mature plants have many flowers in
the late spring and early summer

Labrador Tea Ledum groenlandicum
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Found in bogs, sometimes fens and swamps
Low growing shrub that grows less than 1m tall
Immature bark is coppery or reddish brown and older bark is grey
Leaves are leathery, oblong and thick, and in an alternate pattern. Edges are
turn downward, glossy dark green on top with wooly hairs on the bottom that
are white if immature and rusty orange when they mature
● White flowers with 5 petals bloom in late spring in circular clumps of 10-40
at the tips of branches

Common Invasive Species in Wetlands:
These species are commonly found in wetlands, but they are nonnative and invasive.
Take precautions around these plants so that you do not disturb them and release more
seeds into the surrounding environment. Wetlands with a lot of phragmites should not
be traveled through. Invasive species can be reported using EDDMaps Ontario.

Phragmites/European Common Reed Phragmites australis
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● An invasive grass found in all wetland types and along roadsides in ditches,
anywhere with moist soils
● Can grow up to 5m tall, grows in very dense clumps that remain all winter
● Leaves are flat and alternating, 1-3cm wide that grow out of overlapping
sheaths, mature plants are green-blue in colour and brown in the fall and winter

● Flowers are at the top of stalks, clustered and have a feathery appearance,
release many hairy seeds, flowers remain all year round

Purple Loosestrife Lythrum salicaria
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● Invasive herb species that grows up to 150cm tall, often in large clumps, found in
urban areas and in roadside ditches, but also wet areas including wetlands
● Leaves are opposite, 3-10cm long and shaped like a lance
● Flowers are pink/light purple clustered at the top of the stalk in long dense
spikes, flowers in mid-summer

European Water Chestnut Trapa natans
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● Mainly found in marshes, easy to identify since it does not look like any other
common wetland plant
● Leaves are leathery and bright green, up to 5cm wide, and fan-shaped with
toothed edges
● Whole plant is in the shape of a rosette, 30cm in diameter
● Stems have a swollen bump in them to help them float (see picture #161)
● Flowers are found in the centre of the plant and are very small and white with 4
petals

Water Hyacinth Eichhornia crassipes
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● Free-floating invasive aquatic plant from the pickerel-weed family, forms large
mats in shallow water and marshes
● Leaves are bright green and glossy, round/egg-shaped but wavy
● Whole plant forms a large rosette, stems have a swollen bump to help the plant
float (see picture #173)
● Purple/violet flowers cluster in the centre of the plant on a spike, each have 6
petals with 1 petal darker in colour with a yellow spot
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Links:
All species indicators were taken from the 2014 Ontario Wetland Evaluation System
(OWES) Southern Manual, pages 265-295
https://files.ontario.ca/environment-and-energy/parks-and-protected-areas/ontario-wetla
nd-evaluation-system-southen-manual-2014.pdf
Plant descriptions taken from:
Flora of North America: http://beta.floranorthamerica.org/Main_Page
Adirondacks Forever Wild: https://wildadirondacks.org/index.html
Minnesota Wildflowers:
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/canadian-wood-nettle
Government of Ontario: https://www.ontario.ca/
Ontario Invasive Species Awareness Program:
http://www.invadingspecies.com/invaders/aquatic-plants/water-hyacinth/
Newmaster, S.G., Harris, A.G., & Kershaw, L.J. (1997). Wetland Plants of Ontario. Lone
Pine Publishing.

