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Broad-Leaf Arrowhead:
A Workhorse of the Wetland

T hebroad-|eaf arrowhead (Sagittaria
latifolia) isanative North American
wetland plant foundin southern Canada
and much of the United States. Many practitio-
nershavefoundit especially useful for wetland
enhancement, restoration, and cre-
ation projects because of several .
desirablecharacteristics. However, &
Marburger (1993) pointsout thereis
still much to be learned about its
ecology and physiology before rou-
tinely investinginlargescaleplanting
and management schemes.

The plant is identified by its ro-
settesof arrowhead-shaped | eaves. Flow-
ersarewhitewiththreepetal sandarranged
in whorls around along stalk. Its most dis-
tinctive feature is the starchy tuber produced
fromtherhizomes. Thisphenomenongivesrise
to itscommon name of duck potato. This
“potato” portion of theplantisconsumed - _zz5%:
by muskrats, porcupines, geese, and other ,g: 7
animals. Native Americansand European
settlers also used the tuber as a food
source.

Whileits daysashuman food havelong since past,
other beneficial characteristicsof broad-leaf arrowhead
have propelled it into the field of wetland restoration.
Special characteristicsincludethefollowing.

1 Adaptationtoawiderangeof conditions. The
plant persistsunder stabilized water level sof less
than 50 cm and few drawdowns and survivesin
pHs from 5.9 to 8.8. It has been found in highly
calcareous water and in a variety of soil types
including sandy loamsandsilty clays. Whileitcan
withstand turbid conditions, it does not tolerate
severe sediment deposition.

2 Nutrient uptake. Arrowhead rapidly takes up
phosphorusfromthesedimentsandretainsitinits
tissue. In one South Carolina study it had the
highest | eaf tissue composition of phosphorus of
17wetland plantsanalyzed (Boyd, 1970). For this
reason arrowhead is often selected for use in
muni cipal and domesticwastewater treatment sys-
tems, constructed wetlands, and for stormwater
runoff treatment.

3. Heavy metal uptake. Insurveysin South Caro-
lina and Michigan, broad-leaf arrowhead was
found to have the highest leaf dry weight con-

centrations of several metals.

4. Easeof plant propagation. Wetland plant
vendors can supply achnenes, tubers, and
container-grown plants. Tubers are
generally preferred because they
requirelesssitepreparation. Plants
are more costly, but survive a
wider rangeof initial conditions.

5. Resistancetodiseaseand dam-
age. There are few reports of
population reductions due to
pathogens, insect pests, and animal
feeding. Insomelimited situationit may be
necessary to enclose areas with protective
fencing to keep out muskrats and waterfowl.

In spite of many apparent field successes,
Marburger points out there exists only a

s limited databaseontheinstallationand

management of the broad-leaf arrow-

Adapted from Fassett, 1960 head, especially for large-scale

applications. Beforeincorporating the
arrowhead in awetland design the practitioner
needs to work with plant vendor to identify the
following:

¢ |f theenvironmental factorsat the siteare more
favorablefor germinating/growing achenes, tu-
bers, or seedlings

¢ If environmental factorsareright for sustaining
amature population of arrowheads

¢ |If pathogens, anima herbivory, and/or other
plant species are likely to impact the plant
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