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Purple Loosestrife Assessment Report for the City of Winnipeg 2006 
 
Summary 
An assessment was conducted on the state of purple loosestrife in the city of 
Winnipeg and the effectiveness of biological control measures used against it. 
Biological control measures consist of releasing leaf eating beetles (Galerucella 
calmariensis) which eat purple loosestrife plants.  
 
Purple Loosestrife was found to be abundant in many wetland areas while absent 
in others. In some cases the beetles have reduced or eliminated purple 
loosestrife in localized areas. The beetles also appear to be spreading on their 
own to areas of purple loosestrife where they were not previously released. This 
said, it appears that in areas subject to longer term flooding such as the 
Assiniboine River, the action of flooding can reduce beetle numbers and cause 
outbreaks of purple loosestrife. The beetle release program has appeared 
successful in some cases but results are mixed in others. It is possible that the 
beetles can control an established area of loosestrife but have trouble 
responding to flooding and moving quickly to new outbreaks.  
 
Beetle rearing should be continued in the short term to help control new 
outbreaks and for replacement in flood prone areas. Monitoring should also be 
continued to assess whether the long term goals of controlling purple loosestrife 
are being met. 
 
Introduction 
In the early 1990’s it was realized that purple loosestrife posed a serious threat to 
wetlands and riverbanks within the city of Winnipeg. In response to this threat the 
City entered into a partnership project with other government and non-
government agencies called the Manitoba Purple Loosestrife Project (MPLP). 
The City has been actively involved in this project providing funding and 
representation on a steering committee. One of the main objectives of this project 
was to introduce biological control agents (beetles) which would eat only purple 
loosestrife plants and would effectively reduce the number of plants and control 
their spread. Since that time a large number of beetles have been reared and 
around 34,000 have been released at various locations in Winnipeg. In 2006 an 
assessment related to purple loosestrife and the control program was conducted. 
The purpose was to determine what the state of purple loosestrife in Winnipeg 
was including how many plants were present and where they were. Also, to 
determine what effect the beetles were having, whether they were still present at 
release locations and whether they had spread to locations where they hadn’t 
been released. The results of this assessment form the basis of this report. 
 
Methods 
A number of areas were chosen for review. These areas were based on known 
purple loosestrife locations from the MPLP, beetle release sites according to the 
MPLP, natural areas with purple loosestrife on the species list according to the 
Naturalist Services Branch database and wetland or riverbank areas where 
purple loosestrife occurrence was unknown but possible. A special emphasis 
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was placed on land within public reserves. The review of these areas consisted 
of a site visit recording the number of purple loosestrife plants present, examining 
plants for the presence of beetles or evidence of beetle damage and estimating 
the amount in percent of beetle damage within the area.  
 
Results/Discussion 
During the assessment 124 locations were assessed and from these 73 had 
purple loosestrife present and 51 had no purple loosestrife. Figure 1 shows the 
locations of these sites which vary in size from 1 – 2 kilometres of riverbank to a 
couple of hundred square metres.  
 
Figure 1. Sampling locations and the presence or absence of Purple Loosestrife 
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It is likely that this presence/absence assessment underestimates the real extent 
of purple loosestrife because in some cases it was not flowering at the time of the 
survey and could easily have been concealed by other vegetation or the physical 
characteristics of the site.  
 
The number of plants and extent of their spread varied widely between sites from 
a single plant surrounded by other vegetation to a large area of land dominated 
by only purple loosestrife plants. Figure 2 shows the abundance of plants for 
each survey site where plants were found. From this figure it can be seen that 
two of the areas with the greatest numbers of plants are along the Assiniboine 
River and along the Bishop Grandin area. 
 
Figure 2. Presence of Purple Loosestrife ranged by the number of plants found 
in the survey site 
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Due to the large number of plants along the Assiniboine River and the difficulty of 
assessing the riverbank from on land a special assessment was conducted of the 
Assiniboine from the Perimeter Highway to the Forks by the use of canoe. This 
assessment found considerably more than what could be seen from land. 
 
Figure 3. Purple Loosestrife presence ranged by number of plants for the 
Assiniboine River based on assessment by canoe 

 
 
Mudflats and low-lying areas appear to be the most susceptible to purple 
loosestrife infestation. Water levels were also generally quite high during the 
summer of 2005 and many of the areas now covered with purple loosestrife were 
likely underwater for much of the previous year. The effect of the high water 
levels may have helped spread the purple loosestrife seeds while suppressing 
some other vegetation and reducing or eliminating the beetle population from 
some of these areas. Beetles have been released along the Assiniboine River in 
the past including the island close to the Assiniboine Park walking bridge. The 
beetles have appeared to be quite successful there at times but this was 
generally not the case in 2006.  
 
Figure 4 shows the locations where evidence of beetles was found and the 
percent damage that they were doing to plants in those locations. In some cases 
the presence of purple loosestrife is high while the feeding damage is also high in 
other cases the feeding damage is high and the presence of loosestrife is low. Of 
particular interest but harder to record with a one year assessment was that in 
some locations a known population of loosestrife was completely destroyed by 
beetles. This was noted along Beaujolais Coulee when a known population of 
loosestrife could not initially be found. It was subsequently found as a number of 
shrivelled up plants totally destroyed by beetles. Because this survey took place 
in only one year it could easily have overlooked areas where beetles had total 
success and thus no plants or beetles were present. The survey may also easily 
have underestimated feeding activity by simply missing periods of feeding or 
beetle activity at various sites. 
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Figure 4. Feeding Activity of Biocontrol Agents at surveyed sites ranged by the 
percent damage on plants at that site 

 
 
 
Much of the feeding damage was close to original release sites of the beetles but 
there is also evidence that the beetles are spreading on their own to new 
locations and doing significant damage there. 
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Figure 5. Recorded Locations where Beetles have been released by the MPLP 

 
  
By looking at figure 6 it can be seen that there are a number of sites with feeding 
damage that did not have a prior release of beetles. This indicates that the 
beetles have shown the ability to spread. It can also be noted that there are 
release sites with no recorded beetle damage indicating a possible failure of the 
beetles in this area or possibly a population cycle where the beetles were 
successful, destroyed the purple loosestrife population and subsequently 
experienced a population crash opening the door for a new purple loosestrife 
infestation. 
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Figure 6. Beetle release sites, percent damage to plants by feeding and 
presence of purple loosestrife as noted by the inventory 

 
 
Conclusion/Recommendations 

1. The biocontrol beetles have spread and appear to be controlling purple 
loosestrife in some upland areas of the city. 

2. Purple loosestrife on some riverbanks such as the Assiniboine River 
appears not to be diminished by the beetles and this probably can be 
attributed to flooding. 

3. Beetles rate of spread and factors affecting population survival are not 
well understood at this time. 

4. Additional releases are recommended for the short term for additional 
study. 
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