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WRITTEN FINDINGS OF THE  
WASHINGTON STATE NOXIOUS WEED CONTROL BOARD 

(February 1996) 
 
 
Scientific Name: Cabomba caroliniana  Gray 
 
Common Name: Fanwort 
 
Family:   Cabombaceae 
 
Legal Status:  Class B: (a) regions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10 
     (b) region 8 except T8N, R3W of Cowlitz   
      County 
           
Description and Variation:  Fanwort is a submersed, floating (often rooted), perennial, with short, 
fragile rhizomes.  Erect shoots are upturned extensions of horizontal rhizomes.  Shoots are grass 
green to olive green or sometimes reddish brown.  Leaves are of two types:  submersed and floating. 
 Submersed leaves are finely divided and arranged in pairs on the stem.  Floating leaves are linear 
and inconspicuous, with an alternate arrangement.  Floating leaves are long (less than 1/2 inch) and 
narrow (less than 1/4 inch), and the leaf blade attaches to the center, where there is a slight 
constriction.  Flowers are white and small (less than 1/2 inch in diameter), and they float on the 
water surface (Gibbons 1993; Radford 1968; Orgaard 1991). 
 
Cabomba is a small genus of aquatic plants originating in the neotropics and adjoining warmer 
temperate zones.  There is a great deal of vegetative similarity among the taxa, making the genus 
taxanomically difficult (Orgaard 1991). 
 
Economic Importance:  Detrimental - Fanwort is an extremely persistent and competitive plant.  
Under suitable environmental conditions, it can form dense stands, crowding out previously well-
established plants (Riemer and Inicki 1968).  Once established, this plant can clog drainage canals 
and freshwater streams, interfering with recreational, agricultural, and aesthetic uses.  In Cullaby 
Lake of northwest Oregon, it has created severe nuisance conditions (Gibbons et al. 1993). 
 
Beneficial - Cabomba caroliniana is commonly used as an aquarium plant because of its delicate 
appearance.  Large numbers of plants are sent from Florida to the rest of the U.S. for commercial 
use.  Fanwort is also grown commercially in Asia for export to Europe and other parts of the world. 
Small-scale, local cultivation occurs in some areas. (Orgaard 1991).  In its native habitat, fanwort is 
eaten by waterfowl and some fish.  In addition, it provides cover for some small fish and plankton 
(Mitchell 1979 c.f. Orgaard 1991). 
 
Geographic Distribution:  Cabomba caroliniana is native to the subtropic-temperate regions of 
eastern North and South America.  C. caroliniana var. caroliniana is common in the southeastern 
United States, occurring from Texas to Florida, north to Massachusetts, and west to Kansas, 
although it is reportedly adventive northeast of Virginia (Fernald 1987).  This variety also occurs in 
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South America, including southern Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, and northeastern Argentina.  The 
variety has been introduced to other areas, including Malaysia, India, Japan, and New Guinea, via 
discarded aquarium plants (Orgaard 1991).  In Washington, fanwort is only known from side 
channels of the Columbia River, near Longview.  However, extensive surveys have not been 
conducted for this species.  Fanwort also occurs in Cullaby Lake, on the northern Oregon Coast 
(Gibbons et al. 1993). 
 
Habitat:  The species grows rooted in the mud of stagnant to slow flowing water, including streams, 
smaller rivers, lakes, ponds, sloughs, and ditches.  In Texas, associated plants include Nymphaea 
odorata and Brasenia schreberi (Orgaard 1991). 
 
History:  There is no direct evidence of  how or when fanwort was introduced to Washington.  The 
species was introduced to other parts of the world via discarded or deliberately scattered aquarium 
plants (Orgaard 1991), and this was the likely method of introduction in Washington, as well. 
Cabomba is readily available in pet stores for use as an aquarium plant in Washington. 
 
Growth, Development, and Reproduction:  Fanwort is an herbaceous perennial that spreads 
primarily by stem fragments or rhizomes.  Erect shoots are upturned extensions of horizontal 
rhizomes.  The species forms large clones as new rhizomes and floating shoots arise as axillary 
branches.   Rhizomes are fragile and easily broken, facilitating vegetative spread (Orgaard 1991) and 
transport to new water bodies.  
 
Plants flower from May to September (Radford et al. 1968).  In the southeastern U.S., fanwort is 
self-pollinating and seeds readily germinate.   Seeds collected from New Jersey failed to germinate, 
and no seedlings have been observed in the field; therefore, reproduction by seed in New Jersey is of 
little or no importance (Riemer and Ilnicki 1968).  No information is available on seed production 
and viability in Washington (Gibbons 1993). 
 
Response to Herbicides:  According to Westerdahl and Getsinger (1988), Endothall provides 
excellent control, but it is a contact herbicide only.  Fluridone also provides good control.  However, 
some reports indicate that fanwort is less sensitive to herbicides available in Washington than other 
aquatic plants (Gibbons 1993). 
 
Response to Cultural Methods:  In the South, drawdowns have been used to reduce fanwort growth. 
Extreme drying is required to prevent regrowth from seed (Gibbons et al. 1993). 
 
Biocontrol Potential:  Grass carp will eat fanwort, but it is not a preferred food (Gibbons et al. 1993; 
Hamel , pers. comm.).  No research is currently underway on other biocontrol agents. 
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Rationale for Listing: Fanwort is an extremely persistent and competitive plant that can form dense 
stands and crowd out native species.  Once established, this plant can clog drainage canals and 
freshwater streams, preventing recreational activities and normal water flow, and requiring costly 
control measures.  The fanwort invasion in Washington is in a pioneering stage.  Listing this species 
will encourage monitoring and prompt action  to prevent further spread, decreasing future 
management costs and environmental damage. 
 


