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Executive Summary 

Phragmites australis subsp. australis (European Common Reed) is an invasive 

perennial grass that is spreading rapidly throughout Ontario and causing severe 

impacts within our communities and ecosystems. Phragmites has colonized the 

Collingwood shoreline over the past two decades. This infestation has driven 

community concern around shoreline aesthetics, shoreline access, property values 

and ecosystem degradation. One ecosystem in particular where Phragmites is 

becoming an increasing concern is the west shoreline of Collingwood, Ontario. This 

shoreline hosts globally rare coastal marshes that are home to a diversity of 

species, including Species at Risk, and is a part of the larger Provincially Significant 

Silver Creek Wetland Complex.  

Following an initial community stakeholder meeting in September 2014, 

Nottawasaga Valley Conservation Authority (NVCA) and Georgian Bay Forever 

(GBF), with the help of Blue Mountain Watershed Trust (BMWT), coordinated a 

community action plan for the West Collingwood shoreline. In July 2015, NVCA 

received a grant of $29,039 from Environment and Climate Change Canada’s Lake 

Simcoe/South-eastern Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund and GBF received a $50,000 

grant from RBC Bluewater Project to assist the community with Phragmites 

monitoring, control and education. 

In 2015, NVCA staff worked with BMWT members and other community groups to 

map the extent of Phragmites in the study area. In July of that year, GBF and NVCA 

hosted a community training session prior to control efforts. Control efforts 

undertaken in August 2015 engaged dozens of volunteers who contributed 

hundreds of hours toward Phragmites control – largely on private shore lands. The 

Town of Collingwood played a key role in the effort, providing pickup and haulage 

to approved landfill sites for high-temperature composting. Follow-up monitoring 

was undertaken in fall 2015 to assess initial success of control efforts. 

In April, prior to 2016 field work, GBF hosted Phragmites workshops in Collingwood 

and Toronto. Many partners including GBF, BMWT and NVCA presented on 

Phragmites control and the shoreline ecological communities at risk at this event. 

In June 2016, Phragmites stands in the study area were re-mapped by NVCA, 

BMWT and community members, and planning for priority control began. Control 

efforts occurred throughout August 2016 and involved 89 volunteers with additional 

focus on publicly owned lands and the addition of a new condominium community 

(Blue Shores). Once again, the Town of Collingwood played an important role, 

providing timely pickup and haulage.  
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Community outreach and education continued in 2016 through dissemination of fact 

sheets, media releases and canvassing in shoreline communities. 

In 2016, the project engaged 89 volunteers, who contributed approximately 690 

hours of time to Phragmites control. Volunteers in condominium communities, such 

as Lighthouse Point, dedicated additional hours of removal beyond the community 

cutting event. In total, 5,179 kg of Phragmites was removed from the Collingwood 

shoreline and sent to a local waste facility for composting. Although removal 

tonnage was less than in 2015, considerably greater coverage of Phragmites stands 

was achieved including significant coverage of small, colonizing stands on public 

lands within the provincially significant wetland. 

NVCA, GBF and BMWT aim to make this project a long-term sustainable initiative in 

the Collingwood community through education and outreach, annual monitoring 

and large-scale cutting events on both private and public lands. The scale of this 

project will be dependent on funding. Continued large-scale monitoring, cutting 

events and reporting will require dedicated funding sources.
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1.0 Introduction 

In 2005, researchers at Agriculture and Agri-food Canada ranked Phragmites 

australis subsp. australis (hereinafter referred to as Phragmites) as Canada’s worst 

terrestrial invasive plant (Catling, 2005). Phragmites forms a dense monoculture 

which prevents the growth of native species and therefore degrades habitat for 

Species at Risk such as the Blanding’s turtle (OMNR, 2011). It jeopardizes the 

continued persistence of globally rare endemic coastal marshes (part of provincially 

significant Silver Creek Wetland Complex) along the Collingwood shoreline. 

Phragmites also poses concerns for tourism, property values, shoreline aesthetics 

and recreational opportunities (OMNR, 2011). 

Phragmites has become established in many locations along the Georgian Bay 

shoreline and continues to spread. Being proactive in the removal of existing stands 

and managing new incursions along the shoreline and tributary streams and rivers 

will help control the invasion of Phragmites. Nottawasaga Valley Conservation 

Authority’s (NVCA) effort to map and remove Phragmites along Collingwood’s west 

shoreline was made possible through Environment and Climate Change Canada’s 

Lake Simcoe/ South-eastern Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund. The project supports the 

goal of enhanced research and monitoring by mapping current stands and following 

the invading front of Phragmites. It improved conservation of aquatic habitats and 

species by being a part of the province-wide effort to control Phragmites and 

provided a drive to protect a critical part of Ontario’s environment and economy. 

Significant control efforts are already present along portions of the Georgian Bay 

shoreline (through Georgian Bay Forever (GBF), Township of Tiny Beach 

Associations, and Wasaga Beach Provincial Park). This project aims to add on to 

these initiatives by educating local residents and empowering them to carry out the 

monitoring and control efforts within their community.  

2.0 Phragmites 

Phragmites or European Common Reed is a perennial grass native to Eurasia that is 

now spreading rapidly throughout Ontario (OFAH, 2015). There is a native strain of 

Phragmites (Phragmites australis subsp. americanus) that is often found in fen 

wetlands but has not been found to date along the Collingwood shoreline.  

Although it is unknown how invasive Phragmites became established in Canada, 

researchers suspect it likely was transported in ballast waters between 1700 and 

1800 (OFAH, 2015). It was also introduced through the horticultural trade and is 

still currently being sold at garden centres despite its invasive behaviour. 
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Phragmites stands develop and expand quickly through seed dispersal, 

underground roots and horizontal “runners” (stolons) (OMNR, 2011). Dispersal to 

new locations occurs as a result of environmental factors such as water, air, or 

animal movement, as well as human actions and equipment including the 

horticultural trade, boats, trailers, or ATVs (OMNR, 2011).  

Along with shorelines and wetlands, Phragmites is also commonly found in 

disturbed areas such as road side ditches (OFAH, 2015). Key features for 

identifying Phragmites as shown below in Figure 1 include: height (up to 5 metres), 

dense stands (200 stems per square metre) and large seed heads which are 

brownish red in colour (Swearingen and Saltonstall, 2010). Other features to look 

for when identifying invasive Phragmites are the tan/beige stems, blue-green 

coloured leaves and rigid stem (culm) with tightly clinging leaf sheaths (Swearingen 

and Saltonstall, 2010). 

 

Figure 1. Phragmites australis photo by Wasyl Bakowsky 

Once established in a location, Phragmites is extremely difficult to eradicate due to 

its extensive root systems and proximity to water, which limits tools available for 

control. Phragmites infestations can result in loss of wildlife habitat and 

biodiversity, including impacts to Species at Risk (OMNR, 2011). Phragmites 

directly attacks surrounding vegetation by secreting toxins from its roots into the 

soil, preventing growth of native species and allowing the formation of dense stands 

(OFAH, 2015). It has a high metabolic rate, leading to higher transpiration rates 
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which can alter local hydrology (drying out wetlands; OMNR, 2011). In addition to 

environmental factors there are also economic factors associated with Phragmites 

infestation such as increased risk of fires, loss of agricultural land, and reduced 

recreation and tourism values (OMNR, 2011).  

2.1 Controlling Phragmites 

Phragmites is one of the most difficult invasive species to control due to its 

extensive root system, abundance, stand density, height and tendency to establish 

in or near water. There are both mechanical and chemical control options available, 

with the majority of best management recommendations promoting the 

combination of two methods. Mechanical options include excavation, 

mowing/rolling, hand cutting, flooding, prescribed burning, and tarping. Chemical 

options involve herbicide applications in the form of spraying or wicking. In Ontario, 

herbicide storage, use, transport, and sale is regulated under the Pesticides Act and 

Regulation 63/09. Under this legislation, Phragmites on dry land can be controlled 

with approved herbicides subject to approval by the Ontario Ministry of Natural 

Resources and Forestry (MNRF). Landowners must contact their local MNRF for an 

application form and then submit their project proposal. MNRF may then issue a 

written opinion stating that the project is a natural resources management project. 

No herbicides are approved for over-water use in Ontario, so herbicide control is 

generally not an option for Phragmites stands in standing water (MNRF, 2015).  

Phragmites is mostly found in close proximity to water along shorelines, wetlands 

and ditches. Most of the West Collingwood stands lie along shorelines that were 

exposed and colonized during the recent, lengthy low water period in Lake 

Huron/Georgian Bay. Over the past three years, these stands have been inundated 

with the recent rise in lake levels. Herbicide control is not an option in these stands 

at this time. The Collingwood shoreline hosts globally rare coastal marsh habitat 

and Species at Risk, therefore ruling out large-scale mechanical options. Based on 

this assessment, the recommended control method for the West Collingwood sites 

is cutting Phragmites stalks on land as close to the ground as possible, and in water 

below the water level and as close to the substrate as possible, in late summer 

(August).  

Timing of control is linked to the annual cycle of Phragmites. In mid to late August, 

the majority of the plant’s energy has moved from its root system into its stalks 

and leaves and continues to the top of the plant to facilitate seed production. Thus, 

cutting the stalks at this time is most effective as it ensures that nutrients will not 

be transported back into the roots to facilitate further growth. By cutting the stalks 

during this time frame every year, the roots will weaken and, over several 

treatments, the plant will eventually weaken and/or die. It is important to note that 

these techniques need to be repeated several years to be effective. Cut stalks 



 

 
Collingwood Phragmites Report 2016 Page 4 

should be removed from the site and spread out flat to dry for 1-2 weeks. Dry 

Phragmites stalks are then taken to an approved composting facility that meets the 

minimum temperature requirements as set by the Ontario Ministry of Environment 

and Climate Change Ontario Compost Quality Standards to destroy seeds and plant 

fragments, and prevent future propagation (OMOE, 2012). This process was verified 

with MNRF during 2009 Phragmites removal at Wasaga Beach Provincial Park and 

was reconfirmed by Simcoe County staff in 2015. The cutting method is labour 

intensive and requires ongoing monitoring of regeneration and new stand 

development to assess the effectiveness of treatment. 

2.2 Over-water Herbicide Use 

NVCA, along with the support of Conservation Ontario and other partner 

organizations, has petitioned the provincial government through a letter to Premier 

Wynne in January 2016. This letter supports the expedited approval for an 

herbicide for over-water use for Phragmites, expedited approval for aerial herbicide 

treatments for control of large monoculture stands of Phragmites, establishment of 

a province-wide Phragmites control program, and control of Phragmites along 

provincial highways (NVCA, 2016).  

Special over-water permit projects in southwestern Ontario (Rondeau and Long 

Point) appear to be successful (OPWG, 2016a,b). The pilot projects for aerial, over-

water herbicide application in the southern Ontario locations of Long Point and 

Rondeau Provincial Park are being conducted under the MNRF as an emergency use 

registration project for over-water herbicide. This project will determine the 

appropriateness of this treatment for Phragmites control of dense monoculture 

stands in sensitive areas in the future. As of September 2016, the latest update 

from the Ontario Phragmites Working Group outlined that aerial spraying and 

ground herbicide application in Long Point, and aerial spraying of 100 hectares of 

wetland in Rondeau had been successfully completed (OPWG, 2016a,b). NVCA and 

GBF support efforts to fast-track over water use herbicides as a key tool, 

particularly for large, dense stands. 

It is the hope that in the near-future an over-water herbicide will be approved for 

the treatment of Phragmites. This could potentially be piloted in large stands along 

the Collingwood shoreline. It was suggested by Bruce Dodgson (Lighthouse Point 

Champion) that the large stand at Rupert’s Landing condominium be considered as 

a test-spraying site once an herbicide is approved, as it is quite a large, dense 

stand. We do need to be cautious and fully understand the recent pilot project 

experiences/findings in southwestern Ontario and nearby Great Lakes states before 

embarking on an herbicide control program. We need to ensure that the provincially 

significant wetlands along this shoreline, with their multitude of important 

functions, are protected to the best of our ability. 
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3.0 Project Funding 

3.1 Environment and Climate Change Canada’s Lake 

Simcoe/South-eastern Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund (LSGBCUF) 

The initial Clean-Up Fund from 2007-2012 was focused on Lake Simcoe. This fund 

expanded for 2012-2017 to include South-eastern Georgian Bay and funding was 

increased to $29 million dollars. The Lake Simcoe/South-eastern Georgian Bay 

Clean-Up Fund was created with the goal of improving environmental monitoring 

and promoting best management practices (BMPs) in the watershed to reduce 

phosphorus loading, improve water quality and conserve critical aquatic habitat for 

species protection. Acceptable projects are those that involve research and 

monitoring to improve environmental information, as well as conservation projects 

such as ecological restoration, to improve critical aquatic habitat. This Phragmites 

project received $29,039 over two years (2015/2016). Clean-up Fund funding will 

cease in 2017 and it will be important to find new sources of funding to keep the 

West Collingwood project operating at its current level of effort. 

3.2 RBC Bluewater Fund 

The RBC Bluewater Fund launched in 2007 and has announced a $50 million 

charitable commitment to help support local communities working towards 

watershed protection and access to clean drinking water. The RBC Blue Water 

Project generously donated $50,000 to GBF to help continue the work on 

monitoring and removal of Phragmites along the broader Georgian Bay shoreline 

(not limited to West Collingwood). This funding helped community partners and 

volunteers tackle priority stands and contain the spread of this devastating 

shoreline invader for the next two years through 2015 and 2016. The RBC Blue 

Water Project and RBC Royal Bank Collingwood are longstanding supporters of 

environmental projects in the Georgian Bay area.  

4.0 Involved Organizations and Efforts 

The success of many environmental projects relies on collaboration with local 

organizations and hard-working volunteers. The genesis of this project began with a 

meeting organized by local residents Gail Bascombe and Betty Beacon at the 

Collingwood Rod & Gun Club on September 24, 2014. This meeting brought 

together a number of stakeholders, all with a concern regarding Phragmites and an 

interest in community action. The meeting concluded with a commitment from GBF 

and NVCA to facilitate a community action plan and to seek funding from the Lake 
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Simcoe/South-eastern Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund to assist in its implementation. 

By the end of the year, important partnerships had been formed with: 

 The Town of Collingwood 

 Blue Mountain Watershed Trust (BMWT) 

 GBF 

 NVCA 

 condominium associations  

 community groups (Rod and Gun Club, Sunset Point Residents Association) 

 Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters (OFAH) 

The Phragmites Planning Committee (Gail Bascombe and Betty Beacon) initiated 

this project out of concern for their shoreline health, recreational uses and property 

value. They spearheaded this campaign by rallying support and promoting the 

project within the shoreline community. They became involved with the outreach 

and education of the greater Collingwood community using media outlets. Although 

Gail and Betty are no longer directly involved, the authors wish to express gratitude 

for their passion and efforts which resulted in the genesis of this project. 

Phragmites Champions from each condominium association and community group 

took the lead on organizing and implementing the annual removal of Phragmites at 

their respective locations. These champions in particular have dedicated a 

considerable amount of time organizing removals, meeting with NVCA and GBF 

staff, and liaising with residents. Four condominium associations (Admiral’s Gate, 

Dockside, Cranberry Resort, and Blue Shores) were able to mobilize private 

maintenance companies (trained by NVCA staff) to undertake control efforts on 

their properties.  

This year, 2016, we would like to recognize the following Phragmites Champions 

from the community for their dedication: 

 Blue Mountain Watershed Trust 

 Bill Sutton- Admiral’s Gate 

 Kathi Coyle- Rupert’s Landing 

 Wendy Riggins- Rupert’s Landing 

 Cindy Williamson – Collingwood Rod and Gun Club 

 Lanee Brown- Dockside 

 Bruce Dodgson- Lighthouse Point 

 Sandra Dodgson – Lighthouse Point 

 Rick Zimmerman – Lighthouse Point 

 Tim Morris- Lighthouse Point 

 Joanne Clement- Blue Shores Ltd. 

 Sharon Cormier – Georgian Manor Drive Resident 

 George Powell – BMWT 
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 Blanka Guyatt – BMWT 

 Stella Juhasz - BMWT 

The Town of Collingwood played an important role by providing in-kind support to 

control Phragmites on Town property and to pick up and dispose of cut Phragmites 

from the various control sites. They provided a crew of five Parks and Recreation 

staff in 2016 to cut and remove Phragmites west of Sunset Point. They also liaised 

with the condominium associations and community groups to collect and transport 

cut stalks to the Collingwood Transfer Station. Collingwood Mayor Sandra Cooper 

continued to support the project at the April 21 GBF event and Councillor Deb 

Doherty came out for a day’s work at the August 6 community event.  

BMWT is a volunteer-run environmental, non-government organization focused on 

preserving and enhancing the ecology of the Blue Mountain Watershed. They 

contributed environmental expertise throughout the summer, assembled volunteers 

and promoted the control effort through reporting and website promotion to help 

educate the local community. BMWT led control efforts at Sunset Point Park again 

this year, focusing on wetland stands (see BMWT 2016 Report in Appendix B). 

GBF and NVCA acted as the overall coordinators and project managers ensuring 

stands were mapped and managed at the appropriate time using correct 

methodology. This year mapping efforts were undertaken with NVCA staff, BMWT 

and community groups in June. GPS units were used to identify the inside (dry) 

edge of Phragmites stands. The outside (wet) edge of these stands was mapped by 

NVCA staff in June via canoe. 

The OFAH, through their Invasive Species Hit Squad program, assisted with 2015 

and 2016 control efforts. Stewardship Earth Rangers from Earl Rowe Provincial Park 

assisted with efforts in 2016.  

Control efforts in the second year (2016) started August with a volunteer kick-off 

event at Sunset Point and Hen and Chicken’s Trail. Phragmites Champions at 

Rupert’s Landing and Lighthouse Point organized volunteer cutting events that took 

place simultaneously on their properties. Control efforts continued through August 

by community volunteers at Rupert’s Landing, Lighthouse Point, and Blue Shores. 

NVCA and GBF staff removed Phragmites throughout August for a total of 10 

removal days on public and private lands.  

In 2016, the project engaged 89 volunteers, who contributed approximately 690 

hours of time to Phragmites control. Volunteers in condominium communities, such 

as Lighthouse Point, dedicated additional hours of removal beyond the community 

cutting event to provide ongoing control of their Phragmites stands. In total, 5,179 

kg of Phragmites was removed from the Collingwood shoreline and sent to a local 

waste facility for composting.  
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Over the two years of the project, 2015 and 2016, approximately 130 volunteers 

have contributed over 1,100 hours of time to Phragmites control on the Collingwood 

shoreline. Approximately 15 metric tons of Phragmites was cut, removed and 

appropriately disposed of over this time period. The 2016 effort represents a slight 

reduction in total mass removed; however, this was offset by significantly greater 

coverage stands along the entire shoreline. A number of stands on public lands – 

often associated with globally rare coastal marsh habitat – were treated. 

5.0 Coastal Marshes and Provincially Significant Wetlands 

The Collingwood shoreline was chosen as the current focus for Phragmites removal 

in part due to the threat it poses to Collingwood’s rare coastal marshes. Coastal 

marshes on the Great Lakes are transition zones between terrestrial and aquatic 

ecosystems. Endemic to the Great Lakes (found nowhere else in the world), they 

are characterized by shallowly sloping limestone and shale shorelines, and relatively 

low nutrient inputs and are highly dependent on variable water levels to maintain 

their form and function (Midwood et al., 2012). The extent of the marshes expands 

and contracts with daily, seasonally and long-term water level cycles. Collingwood’s 

coastal marshes are home to a diverse array of flora and fauna including Species at 

Risk and provincially rare species (Featherstone and Fortini, 2011; Cvetkovic et al., 

2010). They provide suitable spawning, nursery and feeding areas for many fish 

species. They are also used by migratory waterfowl for staging, nesting and feeding 

(Featherstone and Fortini, 2011; Cvetkovic et al., 2010).  

Wetlands in the province of Ontario are classified by a science-based ranking 

system known as the Ontario Wetland Evaluation System (OWES). The OWES 

framework is a standardized method of assessing wetland functions and societal 

values, enabling the province to rank wetlands relative to one another (MNRF, 

2015). The OWES framework is a standardized method of assessing wetland 

functions and societal values, enabling the province to rank wetlands relative to one 

another (MNRF, 2015). Each wetland is then classified as “provincially significant” 

or “non-provincially significant.” This information is provided to planning authorities 

to support the land use planning process and ensure the protection of provincially 

significant wetlands (MNRF, 2015). The Silver Creek Wetland Complex (Figure 2) 

has been evaluated as a Provincially Significant Wetland (PSW).  

The Silver Creek Wetlands extends eastward from the east limits of the Town of 

Blue Mountains to the east side of Collingwood Harbour. Portions of the Silver Creek 

Wetland Complex are present along the length of our study area. Human influences 

and invasive species are the primary threat to coastal wetlands in this area. 

Incompatible development along southern Georgian Bay has resulted in degradation 

and fragmentation of coastal ecosystems. Phragmites also threatens these coastal 
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wetlands by impacting marsh plant biodiversity, degrading fish and wildlife habitat 

and altering wetland hydrology. 

There are multiple authorities involved in the protection of these provincially 

significant wetlands, including: Department of Fisheries and Oceans, MNRF, NVCA, 

Grey Sauble Conservation Authority, Simcoe County, the Town of Collingwood, Grey 

County, and Town of Blue Mountains. Activities in and around these wetlands are 

regulated by these agencies through a variety of legislation.  

 

Figure 2. Provincially Significant Wetlands in the 
West Collingwood study area, ON 

6.0 Education and Outreach 

Community education and outreach are an essential component for the success and 

sustainability of many large scale projects. Media outlets such as the Bradford 

Times and Georgian Bay News were helpful to raise awareness about Phragmites 

and the Collingwood effort. David Sweetnam, David Featherstone and Gail 
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Bascombe appeared on an episode of The Penny Skeleton Show (Rogers Cable) in 

2015, which focused on science and issues surrounding Phragmites in Collingwood. 

The summer 2016 issue of On the Bay magazine focused on invasive species and 

ran an article entitled ‘Alien Invader’ which highlighted the Phragmites issue in 

Southern Georgian Bay and the associated efforts of the NVCA and GBF (see 

Appendix C). 

Outreach was conducted to local nurseries in the summer of 2015 by the NVCA’s 

Ontario Federations of Anglers and Hunters Hit Squad student. Nurseries and 

garden centres in the watershed were visited and provided information on invasive 

species and the importance of planting native species. Increasing education and 

awareness to those buying and selling potential invasive species is an integral part 

of preventing the spread of invasive species. 

The large scale cuttings were organized with the campaign name: “Fight the 

Phrag!” and the NVCA and partners produced a series of fact sheets for landowners 

on the topics. The “European Common Reed: Phragmites australis” and 

“Collingwood’s Globally Rare Coastal Marshes” were published in early summer 

2015 while “Collingwood’s Dirty Dozen Invasive Species” and a “Landowner Guide 

for Controlling Invasive Phragmites,” were published in February 2016 (see 

Appendix D). We believe the fact sheets will be very helpful in empowering 

landowners to understand more about Phragmites and how they can control it on 

their property – not just in West Collingwood but along the entire Georgian Bay 

shoreline. GBF also created and made available numerous online educational 

resources about invasive Phragmites and the selective cut method. 

The Phragmites Workshop held on April 21, 2016 by GBF engaged a number of 

stakeholders including landowners, municipal employees, government employees 

(Ministry of Transportation), and environmental groups. Participants heard 

presentations on the general issues associated with Phragmites and the type of 

available control before breaking into different groups for municipal players and 

community members. The municipal group touched on issues about Phragmites in 

parks, drainage ditches and the need for them to support community efforts. The 

community group discussed current community efforts, shared examples of their 

experiences and concerns and learned more about the process of removing 

Phragmites. 

From June to September 2016, Sharon Cormier – a dedicated volunteer – 

conducted door-to-door canvassing in her community of Georgian Manor Drive, 

Collingwood. Sharon canvassed on Saturdays with a pamphlet designed by the 

NVCA to provide basic information on Phragmites, in order to increase awareness 

for shoreline land owners.  
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On September 13, NVCA, in partner with the Ontario Invasive Plant Council (OIPC), 

held an Invasive Species and Phragmites hands-on workshop in order to train 

municipal roads and lands staff in the proper management of Phragmites. Thirty 

people took part in the day-long training. 

 

Figure 3. Hands-on training for municipal roads and lands staff on 

managing Phragmites in their communities. 

7.0 Study Area 

The West Collingwood shoreline is the general study area, spanning approximately 

8 km of shoreline from the east end of Dockside Drive to Sunset Point (see Figure 

4). Shoreward land use in this location is dominated by condominium development. 

In 2016, the study area expanded to encompass the Blue Shores condominium 

development and Black Ash Creek (upstream to south limit of channel works). 
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Figure 4. Study Area, West Collingwood 

One of the first priorities of the project was to map the current extent of Phragmites 

and select those of most importance for removal. In June 2016, the West 

Collingwood shoreline from Dockside Drive to Sunset Point Park was re-surveyed 

using GPS units on foot and by canoe by NVCA staff and Phragmites Champions. 

This was accomplished with consistent methodology, by taking waypoints around 

each stand, which could then be turned into a polygon using the GIS mapping 

software. Phragmites stands were then mapped and categorized based on density 

and size and prioritized for removal.  

8.0 Mapping Results 

As shown below in Figure 5, Phragmites spans the majority of the Collingwood 

shoreline and is present throughout this portion of the Silver Creek Wetland 

Complex. Deep, heavily armoured shoreline areas associated with marinas and the 

Harbour represented the only non-infested areas. Size, density and status of stands 
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are indicated on the map. Yellow, orange and red colours represent low, medium 

and high densities. Stands that were cut in the 2016 season are grey in colour. 

 

Figure 5. Density and Size of Phragmites Stands 
in West Collingwood, Ontario 

By mapping the areas of cut stands we can then determine the percent that has 

been removed and track these stands over time. More detailed maps were created 

for each control area (see Appendix A), and data points for the mapped stands of 

Phragmites were shared with EDDMaps Ontario. Data points including stand density 

were provided through a bulk upload to the EDDMaps system, which maps 

instances of invasive species in Ontario. Currently very little Phragmites points 

along the Collingwood shoreline exist through this public mapping service, therefore 

this data will help fill in gaps for those researching and monitoring invasive species, 

as well as the general public. Based on the current mapping, we estimate that there 

is currently 21,500 metres squared of Phragmites along the West Collingwood 

shoreline and Black Ash Creek. 
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9.0 Control Areas 2016 

On August 6 large-scale cuttings were planned at public parks and condominiums, 

where volunteers signed up for three-hour cutting shifts in the morning or 

afternoon, and gathered for an appreciation BBQ lunch at the Collingwood Rod and 

Gun Club. In attendance of the event were Mayor Cooper of Collingwood, Councillor 

Deb Doherty, Executive Director David Sweetnam of GBF, as well as other GBF, 

BMWT, NVCA staff and volunteers. Throughout August NVCA’s Invasive Species 

Technician (OFAH partnership), along with partner organizations and volunteers, 

assisted with control of stands at public locations and along condominium 

shorelines.  

9.1 Methodology 

The methodology was consistent at each location. Stands were cut using long 

handled trimmers (either gas or hand powered) or regular pruning shears. Gas-

powered trimmer use was limited to areas of dense Phragmites monocultures where 

minimal native vegetation was present. The stands in deep water were cut as low to 

the substrate as possible, below predicted future water level in hopes to drown out 

the root systems and prevent regeneration. These cuttings were then placed in 

canoes or onto tarps and floated into shore where they transferred to the pickup 

locations. On land, or in areas of shallow water, stands were cut as low to the 

ground as possible. The cut stalks were left to dry out for 1-2 weeks, and then were 

picked up by the Town of Collingwood and transported to an approved Simcoe 

County landfill in Stayner for high temperature composting. Garden gloves were 

used for handling the cuttings and hip waders or heavy soled shoes were required 

as the remaining cut stalks were sharp. 

9.2 Blue Shores 

Blue Shores was added as the easternmost condominium association in the study 

area in the fall of 2015. In the spring of 2016 there was no response in the 

community to planning removal, but as the season progressed community 

members became concerned about their shoreline and contacted the NVCA. Two 

cutting days took place at Blue Shores with residents, landscaping contractor 

Service One, and NVCA staff. Large stands in the bay and along their shoreline 

were removed through hand-cutting and use of a gas-powered trimmer. Additional 

stands were removed from the internal storm water management pond (which 

drains directly to the Bay), which had been previously cut in September 2015.  
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9.3 Sunset Point 

In 2015, BMWT and the Sunset Point Resident’s Association took a leadership role 

for this site by rallying volunteers and organizing their own large scale removal of 

stands from the Town of Collingwood’s Sunset Point Park. The majority of stands 

removed along the beach shoreline did not show any regrowth in the spring and 

summer of 2016. Cutting efforts in 2016 were therefore focused on the western 

wetland areas, and large high-density stands located behind Sobey’s and the 

Courthouse. This site was one of the locations for the public volunteer event, ‘Fight 

the Phrag’, which occurred on August the 6th. A total of 27 volunteers helped to 

remove Phragmites over a three-hour period using hand trimmers and with the aid 

of the gas-powered trimmer. Additional stands were cut later in August by NVCA 

and Town of Collingwood staff.  

9.4 Harbourview Park 

Phragmites stands near the Arboretum in Harbourview Park were cut by NVCA staff 

and the Earl Rowe Stewardship Youth Rangers on August 15. A second day of 

cutting took place with NVCA staff and a student volunteer, focusing on an area cut 

in 2015. This cutting opened up a small bay area and increased water access and 

bay views to the public. 

Additional stands near the mouth of Black Ash Creek remained uncut due to deep 

water conditions and logistical difficulties in transporting cut stems back to shore. 

These large stands are priority removal areas; however, additional consideration of 

logistics is required to tackle these areas. 

9.5 Hen and Chickens Island 

Phragmites stands along this public shoreline trail within the Silver Creek Wetland 

Complex were re-mapped in the summer of 2016. Stands easily accessible by the 

boardwalk were cut on Aug 6th during the ‘Fight the Phrag’ volunteer event, and by 

NVCA staff. Water levels being very high made other stands in the area difficult to 

access without a boat, and limited areas available for piling and drying the cut 

Phragmites. This area represents one of the best examples of globally rare coastal 

marsh along the Collingwood shoreline and should remain a priority for future 

control efforts. 

9.6 Admiral’s Gate 

Admiral’s Gate is located in White’s Bay where it is open, experiencing strong wind 

and wave action. Inshore from the coastal marsh, there is an area of open 
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deciduous and thicket swamp that has wet soils and can experience high water 

levels. Within the coastal marsh there is one very large, tall and dense stand of 

Phragmites that was partially removed with the gas-powered trimmer. High water 

levels and a mix of native vegetation made it difficult to move further into this 

stand for removal. Three other open-water stands were removed using the gas-

powered trimmer and several small stands throughout the marsh habitat were also 

removed through hand-cutting. Phragmites is managed at this property by 

contractors; NVCA staff assisted with cutting and providing instruction to 

contractors. 

9.7 Rupert’s Landing 

Rupert’s Landing is located in White’s Bay just south of the marina. The ecosystem 

in the bay has changed over time due to shoreline development and changes in 

water levels. Unlike other areas along the shoreline, this bay is dominated by marsh 

habitat with organic soils, grass and cattail-dominated vegetation. In June 2016, 

stands of Phragmites cut the previous year under the water level showed minimal 

regrowth, and additional stands were mapped. On August 6, Rupert’s Landing 

Phragmites Champions organized a removal day as a part of the ‘Fight the Phrag!’ 

event and had 12 volunteers attend to help remove the remainder of a large, dense 

stand using hand-cutters and a gas-powered trimmer. Large dense stands still 

remain within the cattails and native vegetation of the small bay.  

9.8 Lighthouse Point 

Lighthouse Point is on the outside edge of White’s Bay where more wave and wind 

action is present. A mosaic of coastal marsh vegetation and shallow waters extend 

out approximately 60 m from shore. Phragmites stands of variable size and density 

lie within this shoreline area. Lighthouse Point was the location of a pilot project 

between residents and GBF in fall 2014, where residents removed Phragmites 

around their beach area. This inundated beach area remained relatively free of 

Phragmites through the summer of 2015. Both residents and environmental 

organizations were pleased with this initial success.  

In early summer 2015 and 2016, stands were re-mapped with additional stands 

identified by residents and NVCA staff in the sensitive coastal marsh area located 

on the property. 

In summer 2015 and 2016, a group of dedicated residents continued to remove 

several stands of Phragmites. On August 6, 2016, Phragmites Champions organized 

a removal day to coincide with the ‘Fight the Phrag!’ event, and had a total of 27 

volunteers participate in the cutting of Phragmites stands. Cutting of additional 

stands continued throughout August, and the majority of new/small stands within 
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the marsh natural area removed. It was noted by Phragmites Champion Bruce 

Dodgson, that at Lighthouse Point the best results from cutting have been seen 

when the stems are cut early and often throughout the growing season. 

9.9 Dockside 

Dockside is located to the west of Lighthouse Point. The Phragmites stands at 

Dockside have been managed for several years by contractors and the stands are 

coming under control. A small stand on the east side of the property was removed 

by the contractors and NVCA staff in August 2016, after being cut the previous 

summer.  

9.10 Black Ash Creek 

The headwaters of Black Ash Creek emerge south of Lake of the Clouds with 

additional tributaries arising on the Simcoe Lowlands. The Escarpment branch flows 

quickly off the Escarpment into the Simcoe Lowlands where it meanders 

northeastward, picking up flows from lowland tributaries through rural/agricultural 

lands. In Collingwood, Black Ash Creek descends into a flood control channel which 

extends downstream to Collingwood Harbour. Black Ash Creek discharges into the 

Harbour into the provincially significant wetlands, making it important to monitor 

and control these stands as well, as fragments from the surrounding landscape are 

easily transported by the creek.  

In summer 2016, stands along Black Ash Creek were re-mapped by NVCA staff and 

control efforts took place at three locations. A large, dense stand located in the 

creek just north of Mountain Road was removed in its entirety. However, parts of 

this stand are located above normal flow levels and therefore will have a higher 

chance of regrowth.  

10.0 Findings 

Dense Phragmites stands appear to be associated with nutrient-rich sediments (i.e. 

Harbourview Park, Rupert’s Landing) as well as edges of developed shorelines. 

Fertilizer and stormwater runoff along developed shorelines may be associated with 

denser stands. Although stands are present along natural cobble/bedrock 

shorelines, they tend to be relatively sparse possibly due to the low nutrient 

environment and, where exposed, by wave action. According to our mapping 

efforts, we have mapped approximately 21,500 m2 of Phragmites along the West 

Collingwood shoreline and Black Ash Creek.  
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Assessment of regrowth of cut Phragmites stands was conducted in the fall for both 

years of the project. It was found that regrowth of cut Phragmites is highly 

dependent on the water levels of the habitat. Overall, mechanically controlled 

Phragmites stands on land have shown faster regeneration than stands cut in open 

water. For example, stands cut on land in early August were about 1.5 metres tall 

by late October, whereas those submerged in water had little to no re-growth. 

Similarly, wetland areas with nutrient-rich, saturated soils where water levels were 

not high enough to cover cut stalks showed fast regrowth (see Figure 6). In some 

cases a large biomass of dead stalks are present to cover the substrate and 

moisten the soil, which leads to conditions of regrowth similar to shallow-water 

wetland conditions. However, short-term regrowth from August to November 

showed a decrease in stand density. Based on fall mapping and follow up, 

approximately 6,400 m2 of Phragmites was removed in 2016, approximately 30 

percent of the total Phragmites coverage in the study area. 

 

Figure 6. Pictures demonstrating speed and amount of 
regrowth in stands where cut stems were not submerged. 

Preliminary assessment of results from Lighthouse Point (2014-2016) and control 

sites indicate that annual cutting of submerged stands shows the best results, as 

shown in Figure 7 taken at Lighthouse Point. In the case of Lighthouse Point, 

Phragmites cutting and regeneration has been observed yearly by Bruce Dodgson, 

who recommends that cutting underwater stands as early and as often as possible 

throughout the growing season. Bruce notes that he has seen the best results when 

plants are cut as they start their regrowth (i.e., just emerging from the water), as 

the plant has little chance to grow its leaf structure to perform photosynthesis, 

therefore limiting nutrient re-supply to the rest of the plant/root structure. The 

authors note that Lighthouse Point is fortunate to have an extremely dedicated 

group of “Phrag Busters” and that this level of effort is unlikely to be sustained by 
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most groups. In most situations, we recommend late summer cutting as a “best 

bang for the buck” approach. 

 

Figure 7. Cutting Progress over Four Years at 

Lighthouse Point, Collingwood 

Shoreline areas with rocky substrate and strong wind/wave action generally had 

fewer and less dense stands compared to areas with less wave action and finer 

substrates. There is some evidence that Phragmites stands in more exposed, rocky 

contexts were being removed naturally via wind/wave action. Although this locally 

assists in reducing stand number, size and density, uprooted Phragmites fragments 

can then be moved to new shoreline habitats where they can colonize previously 

uninfested shoreline areas. Cutting of dry land stands appears to be less effective 

with significant regeneration and no reduction in stand density observed. Removal 

on rocky shorelines proved difficult as Phragmites extended runners underneath 

and between rocks up to 10 m away, making removal of entire stem hard to 
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accomplish. Although stand vigour may decrease over time with continued cutting, 

we may wish to consider herbicide or other options (tarping) for control of dry land 

stands. Even though these stands are not under water, they are located near the 

water’s edge and herbicide use may not be appropriate/permitted in these areas. 

Recent above average water levels in Georgian Bay appear to be assisting in control 

efforts through wave action and suppressing regrowth where stands can be cut 

below the water surface. A return to average or below average water levels could 

result in more aggressive recolonization/regrowth and a poorer return on control 

efforts. 

Through canvassing on Georgian Manor Drive in Collingwood it was found that the 

majority of people knew about the Phragmites problem and had been controlling 

the plant on their property for at least one growing season. Consistent with our 

experience, residents found removal with a gas-powered, long-handled trimmer, 

and cutting well below the water was the preferred and most successful method. 

Not all residents will be physically able to undertake this activity - constant use of 

garden shear/pruners can present physical challenges for some. 

11.0 Lessons Learned 

The Phragmites community action plan has been highly successful with a variety of 

community groups, organizations and agencies coming together in partnership to 

address a shared issue. Dozens of volunteers have contributed over a thousand 

hours of volunteer time to this project and literally tons of Phragmites has been 

removed from the shoreline. This has enhanced access to the Bay, improved 

shoreline aesthetics and enhanced provincially significant wetland habitats. Our 

“lessons learned” are documented below.  

Funding is essential to keep this project running at current capacity. Although GBF, 

NVCA and BMWT are committed to keeping this project alive even in the absence of 

funding (albeit at a lower level of support), none of these organizations has the 

capacity to maintain current project effort without funding. Our key funding partner 

– the Lake Simcoe/South-eastern Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund – will not be 

operational after March 31, 2017. Finding a new source of funding is critical to 

continued high level of project support. 

The condominium associations involved in the project have been very keen and 

organized as far as creating their own system for on-going management of 

Phragmites. Each association will determine what method works best for them and 

adjust their strategy for the following years. Check-ins and promotion of cutting 
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days by NVCA and GBF staff may be helpful to show continued support to these 

condo associations as they continue their management efforts. 

A large number of mapped stands were accessible only by canoe. These ranged 

from large areas of many sparse stands (west of Hen and Chicken’s Trail), to large, 

dense Phragmites stands (Harbourview area). This posed a challenge – these are 

priority stands for control but are very difficult to access for removal. Stands in 

deep water, far away from shore are not suitable for most volunteer events and 

therefore would require more time to remove using staff resources. Removal of 

these stands would also require a boat in order to transport cut stems back to 

shore for disposal and shoreline storage sites are few and difficult to access. These 

stands are also vulnerable to inclement weather which can affect access. Additional 

consideration of control and removal logistics is required for these stands. 

Subject to funding NVCA and GBF will continue to provide a strong focus during any 

future training to ensure that volunteers have the appropriate identification skills to 

separate native vegetation from Phragmites. As part of the agreement between 

Environment and Climate Change Canada and NVCA, native vegetation must 

remain in the provincially significant wetlands along the shoreline. Although some 

minor incidental loss cannot be prevented – even with hand shears - we do need to 

prevent larger scale removal of native marsh vegetation. This is required to protect 

the provincially significant wetland and its functions – including emergent marsh 

breeding habitat for Species at Risk such as Least Bittern (Threatened species). 

Other lessons learned: 

 The gas powered trimmer with a long-handled pruner was the most effective 

control means for dense stands with little native vegetation. It is a physically 

demanding task and users must have training/experience for safe and 

effective operation. NVCA purchased a gas-powered trimmer which assisted 

with 2016 control efforts in dense stands. 

 

 The long-handled manual hedge trimmer (serrated blades) is the most 

effective alternative for lighter density stands in native marsh wetlands. 

Short-handle shears, though cheaper, are less effective and ergonomically 

difficult to use over long periods of time.  

 

 The most physically demanding part of controlling stands is the removal of 

cuttings off site, especially those sites in water. We believe that large scale 

cutting days with many volunteers is the most effective method because a lot 

of ground is covered in a short amount of time. It is helpful to have people 

assigned to different tasks to even out the workload. 
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 Cutting plans must be flexible and some priority stands may have to be 

removed at different times of year due to health and safety concerns (e.g., 

overwhelming presence of red ants in vegetation, presence of breeding birds) 

12.0 Next Steps 

To continue this important community project at its current level, a dedicated 

funding source must be identified and secured. The Lake Simcoe/South-eastern 

Georgian Bay Clean-Up Fund – the key project funder – has reached its conclusion 

and our understanding is that it will not be renewed in 2017. Although NVCA and 

GBF are committed to continuing to assist regardless of funding, these 

organizations do not have the capacity to maintain the project at its current level 

without additional funding. 

It is the hope that through education and outreach conducted during this project, 

lakeshore communities along Georgian Bay in Collingwood will be more aware of 

Phragmites and better able to access resources in order to help them control the 

invasive plant on their properties. We need to continue to share our fact sheets and 

knowledge with these communities to further promote the greater Phragmites 

removal initiative. 

After completing the second year of this project, we hope that condominium 

associations and the public will have more resources and knowledge to undertake 

further removal and management of Phragmites on their own. With the Invasive 

Species and Phragmites workshop held by NVCA and OIPC for municipal roads and 

lands staff in September 2016 and Invasive Species Action Plan authored by NVCA, 

we hope that municipalities will be able to create their own management plans for 

Phragmites and other invasive species in their jurisdictions.  

Building on the momentum of this project, NVCA and its partners will be exploring 

funding opportunities in order to continue the fight against Phragmites in the 

Collingwood area. Further projects may include adding a restoration aspect by 

planting or seeding native plants in areas where Phragmites have been removed. 

This could be used to gather more data on whether native planting and seeding 

after removal decreases the re-growth of Phragmites in a previously infested area. 

It has been seen in previous studies that areas not replanted after removal of 

Phragmites are often reinvaded immediately, and some habitats have shown that 

native plants being present can slow the re-colonization of Phragmites (Hazelton et 

al., 2014). On-going monitoring and management of Phragmites removal areas will 

be an important aspect to include in a strategy targeting this invasive plant. 
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Appendix A: Site Maps from East to West  
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Appendix B: BMWT Report 2016 
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Appendix C: ‘On the Bay’ Magazine article 
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Appendix D: NVCA Fact Sheets 
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