
A Whole New World: Under the Water 

Weeds are often considered a nuisance when it comes to swimming in lakes and rivers. They 

tickle your feet, and many of us have had nightmares about the weeds wrapping around our 

ankles and pulling us under. What some people do not realize is that these same “weeds” are the 

aquatic plants that make it possible for the wildlife to thrive in our Minnesota lakes. At RMB 

Environmental Laboratories, aquatic plants are studied through aquatic plant surveys. A plant 

survey consists of throwing a rake into shallow water and allowing 

it to drag across the lake floor. The rake is then pulled back up to 

analyze the attached plants. (Figure 1.)  

During these surveys, it is typical to see the same species of plants 

found in various locations around the lake. Wind, insects, and 

animals spread the seeds of terrestrial plants, making them grow in 

many different places, so how do aquatic plants spread and 

reproduce? There are no underwater bees to do the job. So how 

does it work? 

Fragmentation, root systems, and seed beds are all ways that 

aquatic plants can spread. 

1. Fragmentation 

a. Fragmentation happens when part of a plant breaks off and the waves carry that 

part to a different spot on the lake. Wind, mammals, birds, or even boats can carry 

parts of aquatic plants to different places. Once part of that plant settles on the 

ground, it will start to grow roots right away to establish itself wherever it ended 

up. Fragments of aquatic plants can still survive and grow even after being out of 

the water for several days.  

b. Examples of aquatic plants that use fragmentation to reproduce are milfoil (Figure 

2) and bladderwort (Figure 3).  

 

 

 

Figure 1. Photo taken by 

Aria Kapsner, 2020. 

 

Figure 2. Northern 

Water-milfoil. Photo 

taken by Katy Chayka, 

2019. 

 

Figure 3. Greater Bladderwort. Photo 

taken by Gary Fewless, 2010. 

 



2. Root Systems (rhizomes, stolons, and tubers) 

a. Rhizomes are modified stems that grow horizontally under the soil, which is 

another way aquatic plants can spread (Figure 4). From that main stem will come 

clones of the parent plant. Sometimes rhizomes are really thick, and that is 

because they store nutrients for the plant to use. Those thick sections of the 

rhizomes are called tubers. Stolons are another way for aquatic plants to 

reproduce. Stolons are stems that grow horizontally above the ground with new 

plants growing up from that main horizontal stem (Figure 5). 

b. Examples of aquatic plants that use these root systems to reproduce are hydrilla 

(Figure 6) and white-stem pondweed (Figure 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7. Hydrilla. Photo 

taken by Tim Krynak. 

 

Figure 6. White-stem pondweed. 

Photo taken by Peter M. Dziuk, 

2017. 

Figure 4. Example of a 

rhizome. Photo taken by Chris 

Evans. 
Figure 5. Example of a stolon 

from water celery. Photo taken 

by Aria Kapsner. July 2020. 



3. Seed banks 

a. Not all aquatic plants are totally submerged. Some plants grow on shorelines 

while others will grow from the bottom of the lake right out of the water. When 

certain aquatic plants flower, they produce seeds that will germinate the following 

growing season. Some seeds will not germinate, and instead stay in the soil for 

many years. Over time, a bunch of seeds might end up not germinating and there 

will be a buildup of them in the soil. That buildup of seeds in the ground is called 

a seed bank. This ensures plant reproduction. As other animals come by and eat 

the seed, they will end up transporting the plant to new areas when the seeds pass 

through the animal’s digestive system. 

 

Even though we may not like the feeling of plants on our feet and legs while swimming, aquatic 

plants help keep our lakes healthy. These plants provide shelter, a home, and food for all types of 

organisms. The plants also absorb the carbon dioxide in the water and release oxygen which is 

important for any living organism in the water. Another reason why we benefit from aquatic 

plants is because they help protect our shorelines from erosion. Do you like being able to see fish 

swimming under your boat? Well, without aquatic plants, you wouldn’t be able to see anything 

under your boat. Underwater plants filter lake water and trap particles that would decrease the 

clarity of our lakes. Without plants, we would not be able to fish or swim because the water 

would be dirty, green, and smelly. We must remember to appreciate the aquatic plants because 

without them, we wouldn’t be able to recreate in the lakes. 

 

Did you know? 

❖ Aquatic plants do not put a lot of energy towards growing supporting tissues which help 

them grow straight and tall because the water makes the plant float, keeping it supported 

and upright. 

❖ Aquatic plants get their nutrients from the water. Phosphorous and nitrogen are important 

in plant growth, and lakes with higher amounts of those nutrients could have more plants 

growing in them. 

❖ Some aquatic plants are rooted, and some are not. Those that are rooted need rich soil, 

just like terrestrial plants. Areas on the bottom of the lake that are covered with leaves or 

other dead plant material provide a great habitat for rooted aquatic plants. 
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