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What is Phragmites and why manage it? 
Phragmites australis (hereafter Phragmites) is an 
invasive grass that has taken over wetlands and 
disturbed, moist areas across North America.1,2 
Once established, it expands aggressively to form 
dense, tall (5-10 feet) patches. Because of its 
negative impacts on wildlife, particularly birds, 
many land managers seek to manage or contain it.3,4 
Here we provide suggestions for how cattle grazing 
can be integrated into Phragmites management 
programs in northern Utah. 
 
Traditional methods of Phragmites 
management 
The most effective way to manage Phragmites is to 
apply an herbicide (glyphosate or imazapyr) in the 
fall, which is translocated to the roots and 
rhizomes.4,5 Following herbicide application, the 
dead biomass must be removed through common 
approaches like burning, mowing, and trampling. 
However, burning is difficult because of air quality 
issues and proximity to urban centers in northern 
Utah.3,4 Mowing and trampling can be time 
consuming and expensive, and afterward, a thick 
layer of plant material remains and is slow to 
decompose.6,7 In fact, Utah state wetland managers 
spend about $100 / acre mowing and trampling 
areas where Phragmites has been herbicide-treated. 
Despite this huge investment in mowing and 
trampling, it will likely still take 2-3 years before 
the litter breaks down to allow sufficient light for 
native plant seeds to germinate.4  

Alternative tool for Phragmites 
management: grazing 
Grazing with cattle is another Phragmites 
management tool. Grazing requires minimal labor 
beyond fence installation and is inexpensive.8 
Grazing not only removes plant biomass but also 
provides other benefits including breaking up dead 
plant material through trampling, stressing 
Phragmites through grazing, and increasing 
biodiversity.8–11 In fact, managers can actually make 
money from ranchers based on an AUM charge 
(~$20 / AUM), or managers can accept in-kind 
services, such as fence installation, for the use of 
the Phragmites-dominated wetlands for grazing. 
Using this mutually beneficial method, state 
agencies in Utah have been able to manage  
 

 
Fence installation for containing cattle in target areas. 
Image: Karin Kettenring 
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Cattle grazing greatly reduced Phragmites biomass and 
litter on right side of fence line.  Standing Phragmites in 
ungrazed plot left of fence line. Image: Brittany Duncan 
 
thousands of acres of Phragmites each year with 
minimal effort (i.e., just managing grazing 
contracts). 
 
Although grazing is economical, it is limited in 
where it can be applied and by the fact that grazing 
alone does not kill Phragmites.9,11 Grazing should 
only be used in areas that meet the following 
criteria: (a) water can be drawn down,9 (b) cattle 
have limited access to native plants,12 (c) water 
quality (nitrogen and phosphorus) impacts from 
grazing can be properly managed as detailed 
below,12 and (d) cattle can be sufficiently contained 
as described below.13 Ideally, grazing can be 
integrated into an herbicide sequence to kill 
Phragmites instead of only containing it.9,11  

 
Suggested timeline for and details of 
grazing management (see timeline image) 
1. Mowing (optional): Although grazing alone 
will significantly reduce Phragmites biomass, 
mowing in the first year prior to grazing will allow 
cattle to more evenly trample litter and more 
effectively graze; this reduces live Phragmites 
biomass significantly more than grazing alone.14 In 
the winter, before grazing, mow area when the 
ground is frozen to reduce the chance of the 
machinery getting stuck. If the whole area cannot be 
mowed, mow an access trail for the cattle. 
2. Draw down: Draw down water prior to 
grazing to increase cattle access to Phragmites, 
minimize cattle injuries or sickness, and reduce 
water quality impacts through nutrient loading of 
nitrogen and phosphorus from cattle excretions.12,15 
3. Graze: The ideal timing of grazing is: (a) 
when the site has been drained of water, (b) when 

there is enough Phragmites biomass for the cattle to 
eat (typically the ranchers will have a sense of this), 
and (c) before Phragmites has gone to seed. The 
duration of grazing will be limited by the amount of 
feed available or the ability to keep the land dry. 
There has been no rigorous evaluation of 
appropriate cattle stocking rates and grazing timing 
to minimize nutrient impacts to wetlands. However, 
over a 2 year timeframe, one study found that cattle 
grazing at a rate of 1.2 AUM/acre (with a mix of 
cow-calf pairs, yearling heifers, and/or bulls) 
throughout the summer (roughly June through mid-
September) decreased Phragmites biomass by 67% 
compared to ungrazed areas while having a 
negligible impact on water quality through nutrient 
loading.9 If grazing at higher stocking rates or for 
longer periods of time, consider monitoring 
nitrogen and phosphorus levels to manage nutrient 
impacts. 
4. Remove cattle, rest land, and re-flood: After 
cattle are removed from the land, wait at least 2–4 
weeks to allow manure to degrade and be 
volatilized.16 Then re-flood the site if possible to 
minimize carbon loss from the soil.10,17 
 

Drone-captured aerial imagery showing an ungrazed 
area (“No treatment”) relative to grazed area 
(“Grazing”) with a mowed fence line in between 
demarcating the two areas. Image: Rebekah Downard 
 
Integrating grazing with herbicide and 
reseeding 
If grazing alone is not meeting Phragmites 
management goals, it may be beneficial to integrate 
grazing with herbicide, although this management 
sequence is not yet thoroughly tested in this region. 
5,11 Preliminary recommendations for spraying with   
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herbicide after grazing are to remove cattle by mid-
July to early-August to allow for adequate 
Phragmites stem regrowth (~30 days).4 Then re-
flood sites ≥2-4 weeks after grazing is completed. 
After 2 or 3 years of Phragmites grazing and 
herbicide application, consider seeding native plants 
if you find that native plant return is limited. Native 
plants are not only highly desirable for wildlife 
(particularly waterfowl), but also provide 
competition to help minimize the extent of 
Phragmites reinvasion in the future.4 Also, it is 
important to maintain desirable native plant cover to 
minimize erosion where cattle access water (e.g., 
riparian areas or dikes) by reseeding if necessary.18 
 
Tips from the professionals—Utah Division 
of Wildlife Resources (DWR) land managers 
While there is still minimal research on grazing 
Phragmites, wetland managers in Utah have 
extensive on-the-ground grazing experience. Here 
are some tips for what they have found works best. 
• Pre-grazing: Flood the area in early spring, 
before grazing, to produce enough Phragmites feed 
for the cattle and provide habitat for migrating 
birds. Then, draw down water by approximately 
May 1.  
• Fencing: the DWR uses solid 2-strand 
barbed wire electric fencing, rather than permanent 
5-strand barbed wire fencing, because it is equally 
effective and less expensive. Install T-posts every 
15-20 feet with 2 strands of barbed wire and run a 
good electric fence charger from a power source 
(e.g., solar panel or car battery). Natural barriers, 
such as water channels or open water, can also be 
used to contain cattle. 
• Cattle Selection: Use cattle that have grazed 
in wetland habitats, are familiar with navigating in 
mud and water to prevent injuries (e.g., hoof rot or 
getting stuck in mud), and are familiar with eating 
Phragmites.  
• Grazing: In Utah, DWR land managers have 
typically begun grazing between May 1 and June 1, 
once phragmites reaches approximately 2-3 feet tall, 
and then graze as long as possible into the fall. They 
have found a high intensity, short duration (roughly 
every 2-3 weeks), and rotational grazing pattern 
works well. They have used flooding to force the 
cattle to move (but be cautious as flooding fresh 
manure could lead to water quality issues). 

• Working with ranchers: Use yearly contracts 
for allotments. This approach will give the land 
manager the flexibility to find dedicated ranchers 
who are responsive in case of problems (e.g., 
getting cattle out of a site on short notice, fixing 
fences, etc.). It is difficult and costly to find a place 
to move cattle mid-summer. Therefore, be as 
adaptable as possible by having a back-up plan, 
such as a nearby alternative site, if problems occur 
on the primary site. 
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