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The PlantED Tank: Backyard Aquariums

A Regular Column by Ed Koerner, KWAS (edkoerner@sympatico.ca). Photos by the author.

As promised this month, we will spring past the snow and cold
and focus on taking some plants outside for some fresh air - or
water, as it were. I will be talking about pond plants of all sizes
and colours to wet your whistle and ease you out into the new
season.

Pond plants are really divided into 3 categories based on the
function they provide - floating or cover plants, oxygenating
plants and marginal or edging plants. I will describe each in its
role and function and list some examples that I have
experienced over the past few years. Most are considered
perennial, which is to say that they can be left planted for the
winter and they will survive our climate conditions and re-
grow starting in the spring. So, once you invest some money on
these plants they are quite hardy and after a few years will have
multiplied and spread to the point you may be finding new
homes for them. These plants can be propagated in various
ways, many by simply splitting or dividing the plant into
several smaller versions that will grow on their own. Some will
flower and produce seed that will create new plants each
spring. Some will send out runners and will create a small
jungle underneath the surface that will literally choke the life
out of the water.

Floating and Cover Plants

As the name suggests these plants will normally float on the
water surface and provide cover. There are many purposes to
these plants. Some have wide surface leaves like water lilies
that will provide shade and cooling to fish below. This is
important on hot summer days when the sun is at its peak and
fish would cook a bit if they were exposed. Other floaters have
fine root structures that provide shelter and hiding areas for fry
and tadpoles and other water creatures. Without these most of
the insects and other small animals would be simply eaten very
quickly and the water would become dead and fail to support
much of the life it does. As that life develops it also pollutes the
water and other floating plants are specialized to absorb
nutrients and dissolved waste and act as bio filters that cycle
and refresh the life feeding them.

Lemna minor (duckweed)

This is an easy to grow floating plant that will overwinter and
can be found naturally in the wild or in many of our indoor
aquariums. Its small star-like leaves will multiply quickly and
will be grazed on by most koi and goldfish. If left unchecked
this plant can spread to cover a pond and will choke out life
going on under the surface and will hinder water flow. This is a
good plant to have in limited and controlled amounts.

Salvinia

Another small leaved plant but larger and more easily
controlled than duckweed. It will develop roots underneath that
will offer a bit of cover to very small fish and water life. This
plant is not as hardy as duckweed and may not winter as well.

Eichhornia crassipes (water hyacinth)

This is a popular floater as it serves many purposes. It is known
for its water filtering properties. The roots are long (over a foot)
and absorb many impurities and wastes while providing very
good shelter to small fish. If given full sun they will develop
attractive blue flowers that look similar to the garden hyacinth.
Individual plants are about 6 inches across and will propagate
by sending out runners and new plants. Three or four plants
purchased in the spring can cover a 5x10 pond by the end of the
summer, but at first frost they will be killed off as they are a
tropical species. Take them out of the water and compost them
as they will foul the water over time if you leave them in the
pond to rot. They can be brought inside and overwintered if
you have a good high light source.

Pista stratiotes (water lettuce)

This is another tropical plant that will not winter. It has the look
of a small crinkled head of lettuce and forms new clone plants
much like the water hyacinth. It may produce small
uninteresting flowers but is used more for a simple floating
plant to offer some cover. It does not provide near the same bio
filtering and its root structure is much finer than the previous
plant. It too will be killed off at first frost.

Nynphaea species (Water lily)

The water lily is not a floating plant but used for surface
coverage. The root or rhizome is potted at the bottom of the
pond and leaf stems will grow to the surface and float large
round dinner plate-like leaves. There are many cultivars and
colours to water lilies and far too many to describe in one
article. Flowers can be found in reds, yellows, pinks, whites and
purples with some varieties that will even change colour as they
mature. Lilies will be found in assorted sizes as well, ranging
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from dwarves that will grow 18 inches deep with a coverage of
2 or 3 square feet to monsters that can be potted 4 feet below the
surface and cover a surface area of 25-30 square feet or more.
Most lilies purchased are hardy but there are also tropical
species available. They are often more vibrant in colour and
may be fragrant. Another twist is that there are night blooming
tropical lilies that can be interesting. These are usually one
season specimens as they are difficult to keep over the winter
without adequate space and lighting needs but are worth a try
for something different.

Lilies serve another important purpose in the pond. They are
very heavy feeders — as in, they absorb large amounts of
nutrients from the water. Many people will worry and complain
about the amount of algae in their ponds early in the season.
This is a natural cycle as there is fresh water in the pond, heavy
in nutrients in the spring, with very little plant life ready to
absorb these nutrients. An algae bloom takes place until either
the nutrients are used up or other sources compete for them. As
lilies are heavy feeders, once they become active they will suck
up those extra nutrients and compete with algae and the pond
will stabilize and the algae will subside more quickly. To help
produce more flowers you can add fertilizers tabs into the pots
near the roots but I have found that once lilies become
acclimated, fertilizing is not something you need to worry
about.

Hardy lilies have a long life and are very easy to propagate.
They have a large rhizome than can get quite thick and woody.
A potted plant can be pulled out and the rhizome chopped and
cut and any place there is an eye it will send out a stem. I have
grown plants that became so large and thick that the whole
weighted pot started floating because there was so much
floating plant growth. The leaves of a water lily will provide
very good shade for fish and other pond life. The leaves will
often have varied colours and patterns on them as well and can
be quite attractive. Keep them away from fountains or
waterfalls as the leaves do not want to be constantly wet on top
once they have developed into surface growth. Many fish will
like to use the undergrowth for hiding and spawning as well
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and of course if you have frogs in the pond they will use the
leaves as their own personal tanning beds.

Water lotus fall under the same species name as water lilies and
are quite similar. Plants tend to grow from bulbs or tubers
instead of rhizomes though. There are tropical and hardy
versions of water lotus to be found and even the aquarium
version of the red tiger lotus can be grown outdoors during the
summer.

Oxygenating Plants

These plants are placed into the pond to provide a gas exchange
for the fish being kept much like we were taught way back in
the dark ages of aquarium keeping (I'm certain that some of
you can remember reading that in an old scroll or tome
somewhere?). The good thing is that most of us have all seen or
heard of many of these plants already and may have them in
our tanks. Many are North American species or have come from
other parts of the world and will manage to overwinter in a
pond that does not freeze solid to the bottom. This makes the
plants perennial varieties that don’t have to be replaced each
year (unless of course the fish enjoy them a little too much and
chew them down to nothing). Most of these plants will also
provide cover for small fish to hide in and will make very good
spawning mops for goldfish and koi or whatever fish may be in
the pond. When using these in a pond it is best to plant them in
a pot with some pond soil and fill the top with stone or gravel
to keep fish from uprooting or tearing them apart. While most
of these plants will winter, many people will harvest them in
the fall. Please be wary and careful when doing so. If you put
them directly into an aquarium there are several pitfalls that
you may be dealing with. For one by the time you bring it in at
the end of the season most plants will have acclimated to cooler
temperatures. Putting them into a heated aquarium will shock
them and very often kill them. Additionally, many varieties of
parasites and diseases will piggyback along with them as well
and plants are better quarantined for a while. Snails, insect
larvae and even predatory insects could get into your aquarium
and cause havoc. Also keep this in mind when bundling things
up for those fall auctions. Quarantine, quarantine quarantine!

Ceratophylum demersum (hornwort)

Yes, this is the ever popular and simple plant that we all know
and love for saving our livebearer fry and it works in the pond
too. Hornwort will overwinter and come back each year to
provide shelter and oxygen. You may even need to pull out
excess plant material a few times a season as it will get a bit too
thick. It will often grow heavier in a pond and sit near the
bottom rather than all floating as we are used to. This is both a
very inexpensive and handy plant.

Vallisneria species

There are many varieties of vals that can be grown in a pond.
Giant (gigantean), Italian (spiralis) and corkscrew (americana)
all are good choices. These will grow and propagate just as they
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would in an aquarium and can overwinter if they are kept deep
enough. Smaller plants will be chewed on by goldfish and koi
which may rip them out of pots or they may eat them down to
the crown so giant val is the best plant for fish like these.

Hygrophila species

Hygrophila polysperma is a plant that I was rather surprised to
find wintered and came up very different than I was used to. In
the pond it sprung up from some pieces left at the bottom the
year before, to form a thick burgundy mass with crinkled leaves
floating on top of the pond covering about 10 square feet. It was
quite attractive and was a favourite spot for spawning
shubunkin.

Natural sunlight turns hygro into a different plant
Elodea species

This is a native plant which can be found under various names
— elodea, anacharis or even egeria. It used to be one of the more
common aquarium plants but is not seen nearly as often today.
This will grow in nice tight bunches and gives good cover for
small fish.

Marginal and Edging Plants

Marginal is a term used for plants that do not grow completely
in water but not completely out of it either — they are marginal.
They can live in either set of conditions. A bog plant is a
marginal plant although bogs don’t usually go dry and most of
these plants will suffer if kept too dry. In a pond setting most of
these specimens will be kept around the edge of the pond to
soften the look and provide some transition between the pond
and the rest of the landscaping. In general keep their roots wet
and in 0-4 inches of water. Use a heavy soil - commercial pond
soils are available but I have used rose soil or clay. Plants can be
divided in the spring before they shoot up or in the fall when
they are dying down. Don’t remove canes from the reeds or
rushes in the fall and leave the grasses as they are. This will aid
in oxygen being pulling into the pond water and will leave a
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more textured look through the winter months. It also offers
more places for non-fish residents to find homes until spring.
All of these plants are perennial unless otherwise noted.

Iris pseudacorus (yellow water iris)

One of the more common marginal plants the water iris is an
easy to maintain plant looking like its dry cousin. The roots
need to be kept wet or they will start to rot or decay. The blades
will grow up to 3 feet tall and a simple yellow flower is
produced that will form a seed pod. Seeds will winter and find
anchors in the spring and shoot up where-ever they can find
hold. Over time these plants will form large tight clumps and
need to be broken apart as they can be quite dense and woody
(I wore down a serrated steak knife last season). Roots will
grow a foot long in open water and provide some hiding areas
and food for fish.

Iris versicolor (blue water iris)

Looking quite similar to the yellow water iris this specimen is
slightly less hardy and not as vigorous a grower. It will give
blue flowers in late spring and early summer.

Iris sibrica (Siberian iris)

The Siberian iris will survive in dry gardens quite well but is a
bog plant by nature. It does better with its feet wet and looks
quite different than other iris. The leaves are much narrower
and form soft arching plants over the growing season. They
produce tall spikes that are topped off with flowers that can be
found in blues, yellows and whites. Their rhizome is much
smaller than other iris and is not as pushy and invasive to other
plants.

Typha augustifolia (graceful cattail)

This is a more delicate cousin to the familiar cattail or bulrush
which are seen in marshes and even roadside gutters. The
leaves and stems are narrower and more “graceful” and do not
grow as tall. They can handle being in up to 12 inches of water
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on a constant basis and will grow to 6 feet being topped with
their brown fluffy seed pod late in the season.

Sagittaria lorata (Arrowhead)

Most aquarists are familiar with sag but not to the size this
plant will grow. Plants will root in water 2-6 inches deep and
the plant will grow to 24 inches. Arrow shaped leaves are
formed and small clusters of white flowers form in late summer.
The plant will spread by runners or seed and is not invasive.

Top to bottom: Water Iris, Arrowhead, Blue Rush

Juncus species (Rushes)

These are reed plants that will grow 18-36 inches in height. I
have glaucus (blue rush) and effusus ‘spiralis’ (corkscrew rush)
growing and they make the edge of the pond look like a true
wild aquatic environment. They grow narrow, hollow
segmented spikes that are topped with clusters of non-descript
flowers late in the summer. The corkscrew variety will form a
very gnarled and twisted formation and is an interesting
specimen. What I find interesting about these plants is that they
seem to be favourites of dragonflies who are seen buzzing just
above them or resting on the tips of their stems. There are
several other varieties of rushes that will bring a different look.
Scirupus tabernaemontani with it striped segments brings it the
name of zebra rush and the interesting tufted flower of
Equisetum hyemale gives horsetail rush its name.

Lysimachia nummulularia (creeping Jenny)

This is a small low growing marsh plant that flowers
throughout the season. It will grow out onto the water and float
along the surface if given the opportunity only reaching 2 or 3
inches in height. It makes for an easy fill in for tight spots that
need a bit of growth.

Myriophyllum prosperpinacoides (parrot feather)

This is a tropical plant that may survive protected and sheltered
ponds in our area. It can survive to zone 6 but is best considered
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a seasonal plant. It will root in shallow areas along the pond’s
edge and will form long feather-like stems that will float along
the surface and provide lots of soft cover. This is an interesting
specimen plant to use in a still area of the pond.

Nasturtium officinale (watercress)

This is one of the more interesting plants to get your hands on.
Not because it is all that special to look at or has a spectacular
bloom but more its bio properties. It is a fantastic natural bio
filter and will naturally filter ten times the amount that water
hyacinth will. It is so efficient in taking out impurities including
some metals that some communities have planted it in their
water purification systems instead of using heavier doses of
chemicals. I have seen a koi and goldfish system with
watercress growing in the sumps and holding tanks to help
filter the water to great effect. It has naturalized in the Great
Lakes region so if you can find it at a plant store it will winter. It
will root in shallow water and spread slowly along the top of
the water. It can also be used to make salads and fancy little
sandwiches.

Well..... the sun is setting on another chat over plants that I
continue to enjoy and it’s time to set back on the deck and think
about what I will write for next month. Thanks for reading and
see you next time. - Ed

Welcome to our Newest Members:

Tim Everett
Brian White
George Driscoll

Also, welcome to all of our guests. We hope you
find good friends and a fun time here.
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