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What is a cattail?

Cattails

Cattails have long been used as a 
food source by First Nations. The 

roots, shoots, flowering heads and 
pollen can be eaten.

Cattails are known as bulrushes to 
the British.

There is a new type of cattail which 
is very invasive and takes over large 

areas, crowding out other marsh 
plants. It is called hybrid cattail, 

and is a cross between native and 
European cattails.

Hybrid cattail grows best in very 
high nutrient environments, and 
provides poorer quality habitat 

for birds and muskrats than native 
cattails.

The healthiest type of marsh is 
known as a hemi-marsh. The  

surface of a hemi-marsh is about 
50% plants, and 50% open water.

Cattails must have wet feet during most of the growing season.  
They are found in standing shallow water in habitats, such as 
marshes, ponds, shallow bays of lakes and other depressions. They 
can’t grow in water more than 40-60 centimetres deep. Researchers 
are now developing floating rafts so that cattails can be grown in 
areas with deeper water.

A cattail is a  tall wetland plant with a soft stem, long flat leaves, 
and a brown seed head that looks like a hot dog. Cattails grow from 
large underground  root systems known as rhizomes. The tops of 
the plants die off in winter, and new shoots grow up in the spring. 
Cattail plants explosively release their wind-traveling seeds in early 
spring.  Seeds germinate on mudflats or in shallow water.

Cattails are one of nature’s best water filters and shoreline  
protectors. Their extensive root systems prevent erosion and  
remove sediment from water. Cattails also suck up phosphorus, 
preventing algal blooms, and are successful at removing very toxic 
substances such as mercury and arsenic and even pharmaceuticals, 
which are human medications that are found in our wastewater and 
can harm wildlife. 

Did you know?

Where do cattails grow?

How do cattails improve water quality?

What can cattails be used for?

If cattails are left to die and decompose in the wetland, they will 
release the chemicals that they have sucked up back into the water. 
Researchers have found that cattails can be harvested and used 
as a source of “biofuel,” meaning the plant material can be dried 
and burned for energy, reducing the need for fossil fuels like coal. 
In the future, the cattail leaves may even be fermented to produce 
ethanol, which can be used in our gas tanks! The phosphorus from 
cattail ash could be used as a crop fertilizer.
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Cattail-Themed Activities
Science
•	 Dissect a cattail. Visit a local wetland (with permis-

sion) and dig up entire cattail plants for the class 
to investigate. Focus on the dense fibrous roots, 
rhizomes which sprout new shoots, and the large 
aerenchyma cells in the stem that allow oxygen 
to make its way to the roots. This video from Sci-
ence North describes all the parts of the cattail: 
www.sciencenorth.ca/coolscience/science-post.
aspx?id=2012. A student worksheet from WOW can 
be found on the last page of this newsletter.

•	 Cut fresh celery stalks, leaving leaves on. Add food 
colouring to water in a jar and set the freshly cut 
celery in the jar overnight. Cut the celery into pieces 
and pass around to observe the colour that has 
been taken up by the celery. Discuss how wetland 
plants help to purify water, and the function of  
constructed wetlands for wastewater and  
stormwater treatment.

•	 Make a pollution demonstration experiment. Place 
pondwater in 1L jars with a bit of gravel in them. 
Add water and 1 tsp of plant fertilizer. Make a  
variety of jars with contaminants of students’ 
choice, including extra fertilizer, household  
detergents, vinegar (acid), and oil. Consider adding 
a jar including a marsh plant like floating  
duckweed. Cover the jars with perforated plastic 
wrap, and leave for 2 weeks in a well lit area. Have 
the students make predictions, document the 
progress of the jars, and study the results. Discuss 
pollution prevention.

•	 A healthy marsh is known as a hemi-marsh: half 
open water and half vegetation. Watch the videos 
from the IISD website: http://www.iisd.org/wic/
research/wetlands/netleylibau.asp. Netley-Libau 
marsh is not a healthy hemi-marsh. Have students 
research the solutions to this problem and develop 
a poster or pamphlet. A healthy hemi-marsh  
example can be found on Google Earth at Oak 
Hammock Marsh.

Social Studies 
•	 Learn more about edible and medicinal plants. 

Read about how cattail has been/can be used. If 
possible, and in season, visit a clean natural area 
(eg. FortWhyte Alive, Assiniboine Forest, Bird’s Hill 
Park) to collect cattail shoots or roots to try one of 
the many recipes available online. If this is not  
possible, have students research edible wild plants 
that are present in the school yard or at home, or at 
a park they visit often. Have students present on the 
benefits and risks of consuming wild plants.

•	 Have students investigate wetlands in other parts 
of the world. What animals and plants are found 
there? What do the people in those countries get 
from the wetlands that they need? Are the wetlands 
protected or polluted? The WWF website has a 
good list of the world’s wetlands.

Mathematics
•	 Have students make their own marsh math  

problems based on the particular part of the math 
curriculum you are currently studying. Be creative!

•	 Determine the closest geometric shape of parts of 
marsh plants, and calculate the volume and  
surface area. Examples: cattails seed heads (cylin-
der). duckweed floating leaf (circle), lily pad leaf 
(circle), lily petal (triangle), cattail leaf (triangle). 

Reminders!
•	 Submit the Conservation Ambassadors 

Program activities from your Slow the 
Flow CD and we will send you prizes. 

•	 Leak Detector Challenge is happening 
March 17-23. Enter by contacting slowthe-
flow@fortwhyte.org before March 10.

•	 We are stiil offering free Outdoor Educator 
PD workshops! Learn more at our website: 
www.fortwhyte.org/teachereducation.
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Reproduced from WOW! The Wonders of Wetlands - order your copy at www.wetland.org/education_wow.htm
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