
How to Support Hawaiian  
Waterbirds on Your Property

Hawai‘i has five unique waterbirds that are found nowhere else in the world. 
Their numbers are falling, but property owners with ponds, golf courses, riverine  

areas, wet meadows, and even lawns near water can make a real difference  
to their survival. With such low numbers, every bird counts!

This guide provides information on which native plants will support  
waterbirds and which invasive species need to be removed.  



Our Hawaiian waterbirds thrive in habitats with native  
plants and lots of aquatic invertebrates. More bugs 
mean more birds! Both native and naturalized plant 
species can be beneficial if they provide food, cover,  
or nesting material and do not overrun wet habitats.

 

‘Alae ‘ula
Hawaiian Common  
Gallinule 

World population: 712

Found on: Kaua‘i, O‘ahu
(extinct on other islands)

‘Alae ke‘oke‘o
Hawaiian Coot 

World population: 1,564

Found on: Hawai‘i, Kaua‘i,  
Lāna‘i, Maui, Moloka‘i, O‘ahu 

Ae‘o
Hawaiian Stilt 

World population: 1,511

Found on: Hawai‘i, Kaua‘i,  
Lāna‘i, Maui, Moloka‘i, O‘ahu 

Koloa maoli
Hawaiian Duck 

World population: 673

Found on: Kaua‘i, O‘ahu

Nēnē
Hawaiian Goose 

World population: 3,797

Found on: Kaua‘i  
(majority of birds),  
Hawai‘i, Maui, Moloka‘i

Native and Beneficial  
Plants for Waterbirds

Key native plants to support  
Hawaiian waterbirds

Forked fimbry                                      

 Pu‘uka‘a

                                     Fimbristylis dichotom
a 

           Cyperus trachysanth
os 

 Makaloa‘Ahu‘awa

 Cyperus javanicus  Cyperus laevigatus

Data source: Gorreson et al., 2024

The following tables list the top native and naturalized 
wetland plant species for native waterbirds.  

Scan the QR code for more detailed 
information or visit tinyurl.com/
ManagingLowlandWetlands. 

http://tinyurl.com/ManagingLowlandWetlands
http://tinyurl.com/ManagingLowlandWetlands


Hawaiian or English 
common name Scientific name

California grass Urochloa mutica

Pickleweed Batis maritima

Seashore paspalum Paspalum vaginatum

Marsh fleabane Pluchea indica

Climbing dayflower Commelina diffusa

California bulrush Schoenoplectus californicus

Haole koa Leucaena leucocephala

Wedelia Sphagneticola trilobata

Guinea grass Panicum maximum

Cattail Typha latifolia/domingensis

Red mangrove Rhizophora mangle

Hau Hibiscus tiliaceus

Kiawe Prosopis pallida

Water hyacinth Eichhornia crassipes

Water lettuce Pistia stratiotes

Invasive Plants 

Naturalized (non-native) Plants 
suitable for waterbird sites 

Hawaiian or English 
common name Scientific name

Kalo (taro) Colocasia esculenta

Meyen‘s flatsedge Cyperus meyenianus

Fuzzy flatsedge Cyperus pilosus

Jungle rice Echinochloa colona

Barnyard millet Echinochloa crus-galli

Sprangletop Leptochloa fusca

Summer fimbry Fimbristylis aestivalis

Grass-like fimbry Fimbristylis miliacea

Bent spikerush Eleocharis geniculata

Rooted spikerush Eleocharis radicans

Scarlet toothcup Ammannia coccinea

Kāmole /  
Primrose willow Octovalvis ludwigia

   Cattail* 

      Typha domingensis Eichhornia crassipes

 Water hyacinth

Pluchea Indica    Urochloa m utica 

Indian Fleabane                                       

   C
alifornia Grass

*	Take care! Aki‘aki, a native bullrush, has similar stems  
	 to cattail and several other natives resemble invasives,  
	 e.g. Meyen’s and Fuzzy flatsedge both look like Pu‘uka‘a.

Hawaiian or English 
common name Scientific name

‘Ahu‘awa Cyperus javanicus

Makaloa Cyperus laevigatus

Pu‘uka‘a Cyperus odoratus/  
trachysanthos

Manyspike flatsedge Cyperus polystachyos

Forked fimbry Fimbristylis dichotoma

Kaluhā Schoenoplectus juncoides

Blunt spikerush Eleocharis obtusa

‘Aka‘akai Schoenoplectus  
tabernaemontani

‘Aki‘aki Sporobolus virginicus

Mau‘u ‘aki‘aki Fimbristylis cymosa

‘Ae‘ae Bacopa monnieri

Native Plants 



More information on  
native wetland plants

	X Hawai‘i Wetland Field Guide by Erickson  
and Puttock. 

	X Weeds of Hawai‘i’s Pastures and Natural  
Areas; An Identification and Management  
Guide by P. Motooka et al. 2003, College of  
Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources, 
University of Hawai‘i at Mänoa

 
  

A note on removal strategies
The least disturbing option to remove weeds  
(and the one that usually does not require a 
permit) is with hand tools. In the case of grass  
or ground cover, you can remove plants and  
then cover the ground with black plastic to 
prevent regrowth. 

For more challenging plants, additional methods 
might be required. Contact your local Invasive 
Species Control Committee for more information 
on removing invasive species - find their contact 
details at www.hawaiiinvasivespecies.org.

Where to buy native  
wetland plants
In some cases, after you remove invasive plants, 
native plants will regrow from the seed bank. This 
is the ideal scenario as they will need less looking 
after. If you don’t get natural regeneration, you 
can also source native plants from local nurseries. 

Scan the QR code to learn more  
or visit www.kauaiisc.org/what-
we-do/pono/pono-businesses.

A note on predators
Please remember that both cats and dogs  
will kill waterbirds. It is safest for both your  
pets and the birds to keep cats indoors and  
dogs on a leash. Pigs are also waterbird 
predators, and fencing will keep them out;  
you could go all out and make your fence cat 
proof by adding a hood. Other predators include 
bullfrogs and mongooses, which can be removed 
by trapping, and rats, which can be removed 
through self-resetting, toxin-free, rat traps  
(e.g., GoodNature - other brands are available)  
www.hawaiiinvasivespecies.org can provide  
more advice.  

A note on nesting
If your waterbirds are nesting, do not approach 
the nest or carry out any management activities, 
including changing water levels dramatically,  
until the birds have fledged. Waterbirds can  
nest all year round, but the peak is early spring  
to late summer.
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